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These notes were compiled to accompany a 12-week Bible Study series conducted at 360 Life Church, Stockport. 
The series is based on two books: 


1. Blessed: Experiencing the promise of the book of Revelation by Nancy Guthrie

2. Revelation for Everyone by Tom Wright 
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Introduction: Why Revelation?
Right at the beginning of the letter (v.3) it says: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.”  Then at the other end of the letter (22:7) it is repeated, “Look, I am coming soon! Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy written in this scroll.”  A couple of verses later (22:10) we are told, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this scroll, because the time is near.”  In the Message version Eugene Peterson translates it, “Don’t seal the words of the prophecy of this book; don’t put it away on the shelf.”

The question all this brings me to is this:  Is there any blessing from God that I’m not really interested in receiving?  In her book ‘Blessed’, Nancy Guthrie gives several reasons why we avoid Revelation and a number of reasons why we should study it.  

Reasons we avoid it:
· We are afraid we won’t be able to understand it

· We know there’s lots of disagreement about it

· We think Revelation is mostly or completely about the future with nothing practical for us today

· We know that it contains a lot about the prosecution of believers in Revelation, and that makes us uncomfortable

Reasons we should study Revelation:
· We might not be able to understand everything in Revelation, but we can understand its central message.

· We need to see this world, and our lives in it, through the perspective of heaven (the realm of God)

· We want the blessing that is promised to those who “hear and keep” this book

· We need to live out of the story that Revelation tells

What we need to get the most out of studying Revelation:
· We need to be ready to use our visual imagination

· We need to develop our skills in interpreting symbols

· We need to have our eyes and ears open for Old Testament imagery and allusions

· We need to have a sense of how the book is organised - We could divide it into two main sections: chapters 1-11 introducing the story of God’s triumph, and chapters 12-22 explaining the story in greater detail.

Or we could divide it into four main sections, each beginning with John writing “what must soon take place” (Rev. 1:1, 1:19, 4:1, 22:6)

Or we could divide it into four parts, each starting with when John says he was caught up in the Spirit and given a vision (Rev. 1:10, 4:2, 17:3, 21:10).

One thing we are going to see is that numbers are very significant. They express the sovereignty of God over history. The number four speaks of completeness in a universal sense. The number six refers to humanity. The number seven speaks of completeness, perfection, and salvation. It represents God’s sovereign plan in its perfection and completeness. The number ten speaks of completeness in the human dimension. The number twelve speaks of completeness in terms of the community of God’s people, a unity in diversity.  

The number 7 is especially important in Revelation (53 times), so we shouldn’t be surprised that another way the book could be organised is in seven sets of seven.

Prologue (1:1 - 3)

1. Seven churches (1:4 - 3:22)
2. Seven seals  (4:1 - 8:5)
3. Seven trumpets  (8:6 - 11:19)
4. Seven great signs (12:1  - 15:4)
5. Seven bowls of wrath (15:1 - 16:21)
6. Seven messages of final judgment (17:1 - 18:24)
7. Seven last things (19:1 - 22:5)

Epilogue (22:6 - 20)

The most important thing we need to understand about the organisation of Revelation is that it retraces the same events from different angles, each with a different emphasis or focus. As modern thinkers and readers, we tend to expect events depicted in a piece of writing to be in chronological order. Instead of reading through the letter as a chronological depiction of events, it helps us to recognise that John repeatedly rehearses events taking place between Jesus’ resurrection and the second coming of Christ (the last days or the end times). In this way he brings us to the end of history repeatedly in the book and then starts all over again, showing the same period of time from a different angle.

In each series of seven (seals, trumpets and bowls) the reader is brought to the end.  So as each of these sections begins, it is as if John picks up his camera and shoots the same scene again from a different location, each time adjusting his lens to focus on a different aspect of the scene and with a greater intensity.  This means that Revelation is made up of seven sections that are parallel to each other  -  seven sections that depict the same period of time  -  the time between Jesus’s resurrection and his second coming  -  from a variety of angles.

Another thing we are going to see is a need to replace an unhealthy fascination about the future with a determination to follow Christ in the present.  Revelation wasn’t written to entertain, or to set out a timeline for the future, or to satisfy our curiosity about when Christ will return.  It was written to fortify Christians to live in a hostile world, enduring its harsh treatment and alienation, with a firm confidence that this world is not all there is, and that, in fact, what may seem like defeat is going to give way to victory.  Hallelujah!

We begin our study of Revelation thinking that our biggest challenge is going to be understanding it.  And it isn’t. The biggest challenge is opening ourselves up to the adjustments in our lives that this book calls for: Yet this biggest challenge is also what promises the biggest blessing.

Seven blessed statements in the book of Revelation . . . . . 1:3,  14:13,  16:15,  19:9,  20:6,   22:7,   22:14.
STUDY 1: Revelation 1:1-8 
Prologue, Greetings and Doxology

The Big Reveal - The Fixer Upper.  In these types of TV programmes there is the moment when the blindfold is taken off so the people can see what the construction guys have been up to. In these first eight verses God pulls back the curtain and invites John to look.

7. Revelation 1:1  The Revelation of Jesus  
To ‘apocalypse’ is to unveil something previously hidden. This book was not written to confuse us or frighten us. Rather, it was written to give servants of Jesus Christ in the 1st Century, and servants of Jesus in every century since then, confidence in what God is doing to bring about his intended purposes for his world. And yes, it does reveal some things about the way in which life on earth as we know it will come to an end as it gives way to a new heaven and a new earth. But this book is not merely or perhaps even primarily about the future. It has some significant things to reveal to us about the present.
7. Hearing Revelation as Apocalyptic Prophecy
The word ‘apocalyptic’ has also come to describe the unique genre of literature that is reflected in Revelation as well as some other prophetic books like Daniel and Ezekiel.  Apocalyptic is generally otherworldly so that when we read it, we feel like we are lost in a ‘fog of imagery’ such as: Heavenly visions, angels and demons, bizarre creatures, symbolic imagery and numbers, abundant use of metaphor, cataclysmic events, and scenes of judgment and destruction. These things are outside of our everyday life. Sometimes you and I need something out of the ordinary to really shake up our thinking and adjust our perspective.  

Revelation shakes us out of our complacency and out of what may have become a deeply entrenched way of looking at the world and our lives. For some of us, the otherworldly nature of this type of literature is off-putting.  Whilst it may seem fantastical, perhaps even the product of a vivid imagination, John tells us in the very first verse where his visions originated and how they came to him.  From God the Father - to Jesus - to Jesus’s angel - to John - to the servants of Jesus. What was contained in this communication? Answer: “The things that must soon take place”. When it says “the time is near”, we are meant to see that it is about the coming of the Kingdom of God which was set in motion by the death, burial, resurrection and ascension of Jesus. The opposition to this Kingdom portrayed in Revelation wasn’t merely something off in the future. It was (and is) a present reality to the early Christians and to us!
7. Hearing Revelation as a Promise  
The pictures painted by the words of this prophecy are intended to affect us deeply. In fact, there is a promise in this book for those who will open themselves to be changed by what they see:  Rev. 1:3. The book was written for listeners to get a sense of the big picture rather than obsess over all the details. It shows us:
· the opposition we can expect to escalate
· the endurance we need to cultivate
· the judgment we will celebrate
· the victory in which we will participate
· the enemy Jesus will annihilate
· the sorrow he will alleviate
· the creation he will regenerate
· the marriage he will consummate
· the home we can anticipate sharing with him forever.
7. Hearing Revelation as a Letter  
So, Revelation is an apocalyptic prophecy. It includes a blessing for those who hear and keep it. It is also a letter or epistle. After John explains the source and promise of the book, he addresses a specific group of recipients (Rev.4a). Revelation doesn’t simply contain letters to the seven churches; it is a letter that John intends to be circulated to all the ‘seven’ churches in Asia.  It is written to meet the very real needs of believers in his day.  

So, why these seven churches? Something is being communicated whenever we come upon seven of anything in this book.  Seven is one of the numbers of completeness . . . in this case the church.  John is saying that this letter is written to the church as a whole, to Christians everywhere throughout the centuries. In vv. 4b-5a we also get a sense of what is being imparted by means of this letter i.e. ‘grace and peace’.  John then brings in the source of this ‘grace and peace’ i.e. “the one who was and is and is to come” (Father); “seven spirits who are before his throne” (Holy Spirit); and then three names or titles for Jesus “the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.”  These titles move John to praise (vv. 5b-6)

In the next verse (v.7) John combines familiar images about the Messiah from Daniel 7:13 and Zechariah 12:10 to turn our gaze toward anticipating the day when Jesus will come again to this earth in power and glory.

Finally, John enables us to hear God himself speak (v.1:8).

Imagine what it would mean to us if none of what we’ve been shown in these first eight verses were true.  The sorrow and persecution that so many endure for him would seem meaningless and unbearable.

5. Conclusion: Hearing and Keeping Revelation 1:1-8. To hear and keep Rev. 1:1-8 means that we hear it as something God wants us to know.  More importantly, we hear it as something we simply must know.

It means that we open ourselves up to being shocked out of our complacency by what John saw and awakened from our casual or merely intellectual approach to our faith.  

To hear and keep these words is to rest in God’s sovereign control over the past, present and future in such a way that we aren’t constantly feeding on regret over the past, frustration in the present and fears about the future.  Perhaps we need the Lord to radically adjust our perspective about what is real, what is worthwhile, and who is worthy of our worship!

STUDY 2: Revelation 1:9-20 
One Like a Son of Man

First impressions can be misleading. Revelation shows us that there is far more to Jesus than meets the eye, perhaps far more than we have seen before.  In Revelation 1 John writes down what he saw when the curtain between heaven and earth was pulled back for him so that he could see Jesus as He truly is - today, right now.

1. Read Revelation 1:9 
“I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation (suffering) and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” This introduces us to the one to whom this vision is given. What makes John a brother and partner to whom he is writing?  They are ‘in Christ’.  There are three other things I notice in this verse:  tribulation, the kingdom, and patient endurance.  John is on Patmos because his boldness about King Jesus had cost him his liberty.  Very often in the book of Acts we see people suffering for the sake of Christ.  As a prisoner on Patmos, John likely spent his days doing manual labour. History tells us that in the marble mines on the Isle of Patmos, “men worked chained to their slave barrows”.

2. Read Rev. 1:10-11  
“I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet saying, “Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea.”  When John writes that he was ‘in the Spirit’, we understand that he was having the same kind of experience Old Testament prophets had.  It was difficult to describe what he was seeing and therefore difficult to write down.  In his attempt to help the seven churches (and us) understand what he was seeing, John has to resort to “It’s like, it’s like and it’s like”. This is the language of metaphor. He is using metaphorical language to describe what is real.  His description of Jesus later doesn’t show us what Jesus ‘looks’ like, but rather what Jesus is like, symbolically depicting his person and work. Jesus doesn’t literally have white hair and a sword coming out of his mouth.  We can’t take everything literally.

3. Read Rev. 1:12-13  
“Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash around his chest.” The first thing that struck John was the humanness of Jesus (like a son of man). I think John is connecting the person he saw with the person Daniel saw 700 years before in Daniel 7:13-14. Daniel was writing about a commanding, redeeming, glorious figure.  Daniel’s vision shaped Jewish expectations of what Messiah would be like. No wonder the people in Jesus’ day had trouble accepting him when he referred to himself as the “Son of Man”. 

4. Read Rev. 1:12-17. 
We can see nine things:

· His Preferred Place - in the midst of the seven lampstands.  We are told later (v.20) that the lampstands represent the churches.  It is a great encouragement that Jesus is not standing off at a distance, but walking in the midst of them, keeping the gospel fire burning in them, correcting them, watching over them, and strengthening them.

· His Priestly Work - wearing a ‘long robe’ is a description of the high priest of the Old Testament. Hebrews tells us that Jesus is the perfect, ultimate high priest (Heb 4:15). The ‘golden sash around his chest’ is not only the description of the high priest but also of a king.

· His Perfect Wisdom - white hair (v.14a) is symbolic of wisdom. John’s first hearers would have instantly connected this description of the risen Jesus with Daniel’s description of the Ancient of Days (Dan.7:9). Again, the white hair isn’t literal but indicates the omniscience of the Son of Man.

· His Penetrating Gaze - again not literal. Eyes like a flame of fire means that he sees everything.  He searches out the wrong things as we’ll find out in the seven letters to the seven churches.

· His Permanent Foundation - “his feet were like burnished bronze (brass), refined in a furnace” (v.15). Bronze is a combination of tin and copper.  Brass is zinc and copper. Basically, both suggest immutability and omnipotence. Jesus is the source of our patient endurance, which is really what Revelation is all about.

· His Powerful Voice – “and his voice was like the roar of many waters.”  His Voice is commanding, unavoidable, overwhelming. When Jesus speaks, he cannot be ignored.

· His Prized Possession - “In his right hand he held seven stars”. We are told in v.20 that the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches.  Who are these angels?  I’ve heard it said that they are the leaders of the churches??  I’m unconvinced.  I find the idea that the stars are the angels in heaven who represent and look after each of the seven the churches on earth much more appealing. And Jesus is holding them close.

· His Penetrating Word - “from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword.” The sword is a metaphor for judgment. It has two sides. It cuts two ways - the words proclaim salvation for the believer and destruction for the unbeliever. His word provides conviction and comfort, commands and promises, punishment and reward. He speaks grace to his people and destruction to his enemies. What Jesus has to say is not always a comforting word. Sometimes he comes to rebuke and chastise. Timothy Keller says, “If your God never disagrees with you, you might just be worshipping an idealised version of yourself”. 

· His Personal Radiance - “and his face was like the sun shining in full strength.” This is the same radiance that Moses was exposed to and was promised by Aaron when he was instructed to bless the people in Numbers 6:25, “The Lord make his face to shine upon you.” This was also the radiance described in Matthew 17 at the transfiguration. It caused the disciples to fall on their faces. The same thing happened to John on Patmos (Revelation 1:17a).  Also when Isaiah saw the Lord sitting on a throne he said, “Woe is me”. When Daniel saw and heard the Son of Man that John saw, he wrote, “I fell on my face in deep sleep with my face toward the ground” (Daniel 10:9).

5. Read Rev. 1:17-20.  John falls at the feet of Jesus, responding to His touch. John fell down before Jesus in worship (prostrate) and wonder and submission and stillness - which is the only response to seeing Jesus as he truly is. John probably thought he was going to die then and there. And then something happened, “Then he placed his right hand on me” (1:17b). Jesus reached out to John and touched him.

·  Responding to the touch of Jesus . . . This is what always happens when a person comes to the place of seeing one’s own desperate sinfulness in light of Christ’s perfect holiness and bows before him in humility and need.  Jesus touches us and gives us new life. Until he does we are spiritually dead, unable to reach out to him. And then, in grace and mercy, he makes the first move toward us.

· To spiritually dead children he awakens them with kindness and love . . . 
To spiritually dead young men and women he instills a passion to live for him . . .
To spiritually dead older men and women who may have been in church all their lives without really ever coming alive to him, he makes them flush with joy . . .

· When Jesus reached out to John, he said, “Fear not, I am the first and the last, and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades.”
· So much of what is in Revelation can seem scary.  What Jesus wants John to write down is not meant to scare us. It is meant to instil confidence and hope in us so we will not have to face the future gripped by fear.

· When Jesus says to John (and us), “I am the first and the last”, he is saying that everything started with him and everything will end with him.  He is implying that our lives start when he reaches out and touches us and we come alive spiritually.  And when our physical life comes to an end he will be there to care for us for all eternity.

· What does it mean that Jesus holds the keys to death and Hades? The person who holds the keys has authority and controls access. The person with the keys opens and closes.

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 1:9-20  
Hearing and keeping John’s message in this passage may mean that we must begin to see ourselves as partners in the tribulation that is in Jesus. We may need to readjust our expectations of the Christian life away from a life in which Jesus protects us from every earthly harm and the Father answers all of our prayers in the affirmative, on our timetable.
Hearing and keeping this part of Revelation is going to involve patiently persevering through being misunderstood, criticised, sidelined, disregarded, mistreated, and perhaps even worse, because of our affiliation with and affection for Jesus. Because we hear Jesus saying to us, “Don’t be afraid . . . I hold the keys to death”, it begins to change everything about the way we think about life and death. We are not so afraid anymore. We can surrender our need to always be in control.
Instead of reducing Jesus to simplified, understandable, manageable terms, the vision that John was given and wrote down for us expands our vision and engages our imagination.  It causes us to open ourselves up to someone bigger and grander and more captivating and commanding that we’ve ever seen before.

STUDY 3: Revelation 2-3 
Known by Jesus

Introduction: The analogy of the school report card. That is, perhaps, how it felt to the seven churches. But this is not an assessment by a schoolteacher, but by ‘the one who is, who was, and who is to come’, the glorious king that John described in chapter one. Imagine what it must have been like for the people in the seven churches when they heard who the letter was from!!

The thing that I get from these seven letters is that Jesus knows all about his churches.  Each letter starts with, “I know…” To most he says, “I know your works”. In other words he is telling them that he knows how their faith is being worked out. He knows the fruit that is being produced in their lives.  He knows the good, the bad, and the ugly, the public and the private outworking of being in relationship with him. He knows the environment they live in, where they dwell, the difficulties they face, and the pressures on them. Basically, He knows everything about them and we should assume that he knows everything about us as well.

So, seven churches. As we have previously noted, the number 7 speaks of completeness, perfection and salvation. Therefore, I think that these seven churches represent all churches in all places at all times.  Let us look at each church in turn. Each one gets a commendation (except Laodicea). Each church gets a criticism (except Philadelphia). Each church gets an instruction and also a promise/reward.

Ephesus 2:1-7: The loveless church. Jesus knows what and who you really love. Ephesus was one of the major centres of early Christianity. However, the one thing you don’t see today in Ephesus or in the surrounding modern towns and villages, is an active church.

· The church is commended for their rejection of evil, their perseverance, and their patience.  They had doctrinal discernment - they knew how to spot a fake peddler of God’s word. The Nicolaitans (also crop up in the letter to Pergamum) are not really identified. The main point is that we should be on the lookout for individuals or groups that try to teach strange new ideas or introduce strange new practices.

· However, they are criticised because they had lost or abandoned their first love.

· The church is instructed to do the works they did at first. We should notice the link between love and works. 

· Meditating on the promise of eating from the tree of life in the paradise (Persian word for garden) of God has the power to stoke the fires of passion in the hearts of all who want to love Jesus more today and tomorrow than they did yesterday.

Smyrna 2:8-11: The Persecuted church. Jesus knows what you are willing to suffer for. They are promised the crown of life.

· Smyrna’s commendation is that they gracefully bear suffering and poverty. The synagogue of Satan is referring to hostile Jews.

· There is no criticism of them.

· The instruction they receive is to be faithful until death.

· 10 days of tribulation (affliction) here is likely to be figurative, since a day in writing like John’s sometimes means a year or a more general period of time. 10 days is probably symbolic of a relatively short time.  The number 10 speaks of completeness in the human dimension

· The promise for them is the crown of life (meaning the joy or reward of eternal life) and no harm by the second death (meaning eternal separation from God).

Pergamum 2:12-17: The compromising church.  Jesus knows what we really believe. They are instructed to repent and are promised he hidden manna and a stone with a new name.

· The commendation for the church at Pergamum is that they keep the faith of Christ where Satan’s (accuser of the brethren) throne is. This may refer to a 200-foot-high altar to Zeus or to the fact that Pergamum was a major centre of Emperor worship. Also it was the centre of the worship of Asclepius, the god of healing, whose symbol was a serpent (Satan???).  Antipas was the first Christian martyr in Asia.

· The criticism is that they tolerate immorality, idolatry, and heresies! The doctrine of Balaam and the Nicolaitans (again) is the usual:   immorality and idolatry. The problem in Pergamum is that much of the church had lost its cutting edge, its ability to say “No” to the surrounding culture.

· The instruction is, “Repent!”

· The promise is somewhat obscure. The hidden manna is fairly obvious: true bread (Jesus is known as the bread of life). But what about the white stone/new name?  Three possibilities:  
1)  There was a custom of guests at a feast being given a stone with their name on as a ticket of admission (this may tie in with the ‘hidden manna).  
2) Juries voted for acquittal by casting a white stone into an urn. A new name refers to: a) trinity or b) the imputed character of Christ.            
3) Pergamum’s great buildings were mad of black local stone. When people wanted to put up an inscription, they obtained white marble on which to carve it.

Thyatira 2:18-29:  The corrupt church. Jesus knows what we are willing to tolerate.  

· The criticism is that they tolerate a cult of idolatry and immorality. Jezebel was the wife of King Ahab and this name is probably used here symbolically for a false prophetess who led people into literal and spiritual fornication.

· The sickbed of v.22 is a punishment for sin which may be experienced in the physical body, even resulting in premature death. This woman’s children are her followers. The ‘depths of Satan’ is a biting, sarcastic castigation of this heretical teaching.

· Instruction: Some have not followed this and they are instructed to hold on tightly to what you have until I come…this in the face of coming judgment.

· The promise to them is that they will rule over nations and receive the morning star. The morning star refers to Jesus himself, heralding the dawn of a new day. 

He is our ultimate reward. We probably have here another hint of the level of intimacy which Jesus offers his people.  The morning star, most likely the planet Venus at its pre-dawn brightest, is a sign of the special vocation of Christians, not least those 'holding on’ when others around them seem to be compromising, under pressure, with local pagan practices.  Christian witness is meant to be a sign of the dawning of the day in which idolatry and immorality will be seen as the snares and delusions they really are.

Sardis 3:1-6: The dead church.  Jesus knows the reality of your spiritual condition.    

· The only commendation for Sardis is that some have kept the faith.  Sardis was the ancient capital of the kingdom of Lydia. King Croesus issued the first gold coins, which represents wealth, and it was thought to be impregnable (until the Persians arrived, coming like ‘a thief in the night’). Here it represents a decadent city of luxury, apathy and licentious religiosity.  If this continues, the church in Sardis will suffer the same fate as the city had suffered six centuries earlier under the Persians, and they won’t know what time it will happen.

(NOTE: Will this ‘coming’ be the final day, the ‘second coming’ properly understood?  Probably not, though that too is in view as the ultimate backdrop.  Throughout Revelation we glimpse other ‘comings’, which may consist in times of persecution (when Jesus is coming to cleanse and purify his church) or moment of comfort and restoration.  Even Laodicea, as we shall see, is promised that if they open the door he will come in and eat with them (3:20).  But with Sardis it seems the 'coming’ may well be a time of persecution or simply of internal collapse, a church quietly drowning in its own inoffensiveness, unable to believe that its reputation for being alive is no longer deserved.)

· The criticism is that the church is dead. They have a reputation for being alive - of being a vibrant going concern, a fellowship where things are happening. But they have gone to sleep on their reputation and need to wake up!

· The instruction to them therefore is ‘Wake up!’  Strengthen the things that remain and ‘Repent!’  All is not lost…remember how you received the message, how you heard and kept it (v3). There are some good things happening, but unless action is taken quickly they, too, will wither on the vine.

· There is a promise that those who ‘wake up’, to those who ‘conquer’, to those who keep their clothes from being polluted, that they will share the triumphal procession when Jesus comes as the conqueror. There was a grim custom that, when a citizen was to be condemned to death, his name would first be blotted out of the official register of citizens, so that sentence could proceed without any stain on the city’s reputation through one of its citizens facing the ultimate penalty.  It’s a warning against presuming that belonging to the community of the people of God, irrespective of behaviour within it, is all that is required.

Philadelphia 3:7-13:  The faithful church.  Jesus knows whose kingdom you are committed to.

· They are commended for their works and for persevering in the faith. Even though they have little power (they probably numbered 2 or 3 dozen in a community of several thousand Jews). The synagogue community was probably using its civic status to block the advance of the message about Israel’s Messiah and yet Jesus has given them an ‘open door’ by the ‘key of David’. This almost certainly means that they have an opportunity, not just to stand firm, but to make advances. The opportunity to take the ‘good news’ of Jesus and the Kingdom into places and hearts it has not yet reached. The unbelieving synagogue will realise that Jesus, their own Messiah, has loved this little group that believes in him.

· They receive no criticism. 

· They are instructed to keep the faith. The hour of trial (v.10) is coming on the whole earth, and like a powerful searchlight it will reveal who is holding on to Jesus and his promise of a crown (v.11) and who isn’t. The Philadelphia Christians are holding on at the moment; they must go on doing so, and ‘conquer’ when the times comes.  So must we.

· They are promised a place in God’s presence, a new name and the New Jerusalem. They are the ones who carry the new name - now the triple name of God, of the heavenly Jerusalem, and of Jesus himself, bearing his ‘new name’ of King and Lord.

· A pillar:  a city often honoured a notable citizen by erecting a pillar in a temple with his name inscribed on it. As we know, even today, central Turkey is notorious for its earthquakes. Fifty or more years before this letter was written, Philadelphia had suffered one of the worst ones. Much of the city had been destroyed and had had to be rebuilt with money from the emperor. Imagine the pillars of the buildings collapsing, especially the temples!  Imagine the effect of promising the church there that those who conquered would be made permanent pillars in the temple of God? No stone or marble involved - this temple is made of living stones with Jesus as the foundation. Sometimes the Jerusalem leaders had themselves been called ‘pillars’. But now it is the ordinary believers in Philadelphia (people with little power) who are to be pillars.

Laodicea 3:14-22:  The lukewarm church. Jesus knows who and what you are depending on.  Laodicea, situated on a meeting of trade routes, was noted for being a banking centre, for the production of a glossy black wool used in clothing/carpets, and for producing a powder/ointment for curing eye disorders.

· Laodicea is the only church that receives no commendation.

· They are criticised for being indifferent.  This indifference came from the fact that Laodicea reckoned it was self-sufficient and didn’t need outside help. It was quite rich enough, thank you very much. It didn’t realise that it was miserable, pitiful. poor, blind and naked. The letter describes this indifference as being ‘lukewarm’. The one thing Laodicea didn’t have was good water. To the north, Hieropilis had hot water springs and, to the south-east, Colosse had chilly streams from the run-off from the snow-capped Mount Cadmus.  

Lukewarm:  it is significant because of the aqueducts they built to bring water from 7 and 11 miles away made the water tepid by the time it reached its destination. In fact, the water from the hot springs was unsuitable to drink unless for medical reasons you wanted to make yourself sick.

· Amazingly, these Christians are still on Jesus’ list of friends. Jesus is a faithful friend even if we are not.  Because he is not only their friend but also their Lord, he will also punish them - not to devastate them but to bring them to their senses. So, they are instructed to be zealous and repent. ‘Stir up your spirits and repent”! One might say this to many parts of today’s church:  If the cap fits, wear it.  

· Jesus counsels them to ‘buy from me gold refined in the fire’ and white garments and healing salve for their eyes. Those who do this will hear his voice and open the door and he will come in and fellowship with them.

· Then they will receive the promise of sharing Christ’s throne. That is, that they will share in his strange, sovereign rule over the world, the rule to which he came not by force of arms but the power of suffering love.  This is what it means to be a royal priesthood.

The seven letters are ended.  Let anyone with an ear listen, today as much as in John’s day, to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.

Hearing and keeping Revelation 2-3.

In her book ‘Blessed’, Nancy Guthrie writes:  Revelation 2 and 3 contain letters written not only to those seven churches in Asia in the first century; the entire passage is a letter written to you and me today. Jesus says to you and me, “I know you. I know the good and the bad. I know what needs to happen in your life.  I know what I’m preparing for you, and if you will treasure my promises, you will not regret it”.

Let me finish this section by reminding ourselves from Nancy Guthrie’s book what the seven letters invite us to ask ourselves.  (Pp. 81-83)

STUDY 4: Revelation 4-5
Worshiping the Worthiness of Jesus

So far, Revelation has been a call to be willing to suffer for Jesus, to face loss and hardship, to refuse casual commitment, and to be open to examination.

We could ask ourselves, “Is it worth all the effort and pain and sacrifice to overcome the pull of the world around us to seek first his kingdom and his righteousness?”  In reality, this question is answered day by day, week by week and year by year as our lives demonstrate whether or not we think Jesus is worthy of our worship and worthy of whatever it may cost us to identify with him.

Read Revelation 4: A second vision which will run from chapter 4 through to 16.

“After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven.”

Read Revelation 4:2-11: Get to see into heaven as it has been (and now is) since the resurrection and ascension of Jesus to the Father’s right hand. 

Introduction:  Scientists and anthropologists have often asked themselves, ‘What is it that humans can do that computers can’t?’ There are a number of things computers can do better than most of us e.g. chess, calculations etc. But, as far as I know, computers can’t weep and they can’t forgive.  Things like that take place in a completely different dimension from anything a computer can do.

A similar question is often posed. ‘What can humans do that animals can’t?’  Some scientists have tried to insist that we humans are simply ‘naked apes’, a more sophisticated version but still within the same continuum.  This is a trickier question than the one about computers, but to get straight to the point:  in our passage today, the main difference is that humans can say the word ‘because’.  In particular they can say it about God himself.

1. Consider the two songs of praise in this passage (v8 and v11).  The first one is the song that the four living creatures sing round the clock, day and night. They praise God as the holy one. They praise him as the everlasting one.  The four creatures deserve our attention for other reasons, too. They seem to resemble the seraphim who surround God in Isaiah’s vision of the temple (Isaiah 6), and they are also quite like the four cherubim in Ezekiel 10. They represent the whole animal creation, including humans but at this stage with the human-faced creature simply one amongst the others alongside the king of the wild beasts (lion), the massive leader of tamed animals (ox), and the undisputed king of the birds (eagle). These remarkable creatures seem to be not just surrounding God’s throne but also ready to do his bidding. Twice John tells us that they are ‘full of eyes’; unsleeping, keeping watch for God over his whole creation.

2. The first song, the song of the living creatures, is simply an act of adoring praise.  We are meant to see that the whole of creation is dependent on God and worships him in its own way. That alone is worth pondering as a striking contrast to how most of us view the animal kingdom. But in the second song (v11), the contrast with the 24 elders is then made all the more striking (these could be the 12 patriarchs and the 12 apostles of the Lamb representing both old and new covenant communities?). Creation as a whole simply worships God; the humans who represent God’s people understand why they do so.  ‘You deserve to receive glory and honour and power, because you created all things.’  There it is: the ‘because’ that distinguishes humans from other animals, however noble those animals may be in their own way. Humans are given the capacity to reflect, to understand what’s going on.  And, in particular, to express that understanding in worship. In Matthew 22:37 Jesus replied: “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’

Note: vv.5-6 thunder and rumblings are sounds associated with judgment so we are looking at perfect justice!  The sea of glass perfectly mirrors his glory back to him.
3. I think that worship is the most central human activity. Certainly it is the most central Christian activity. We can busy ourselves with all kinds of Christian activities: teaching and learning, fellowship, studying Scripture, evangelism, prayer meetings and so on. Perhaps you think it’s a bit of a cop out when I say that worship is actually the centre of everything?  But worship is what we were made for; worship with a ‘because’ in it is what marks us out as genuine human beings.  All that is to follow in the book of Revelation flows from the fact that the whole creation is called to worship the one true God as its creator. We need to be people whose words are marked by worship, not whining, not gossip, not criticism. To worship is to let the worth and wonder of God sink in so that you respond in a wholehearted reorientation of your life.  Am I doing that? Are you doing that?

Moving on to chapter 5… 

4.  The Scroll. Read Revelation 5:1. What is this scroll and why does it matter? Well, it represents the decrees of God concerning the unfolding of his plans for judgment and salvation that have been established since before the foundation of the world, and set in motion by Christ’s death and resurrection. This isn’t just a living picture to be enjoyed. It is a project. It is going somewhere.  There is work to be done…to overthrow the forces that are out to destroy the very handiwork of God:  

· Written on both sides - means it is comprehensive and extensive

· Sealed - denotes ownership and security i.e. it is complete and cannot be altered.

History is the unfolding of God’s predetermined plan for all things. Once the scroll is unsealed the unfolding of the end history, the final triumph and the consummation of God’s kingdom begins. We will see this in chapter 6 as one seal after another is opened and more and more is revealed of the judgments coming on the earth.

5.  The Search. Read Revelation 5:2: Since the scroll must be opened for the plans to be fulfilled, Revelation 5 presents a drama that addresses a crisis: God has made the world in such a way that his plan for the world must be executed by a human being.  In other words, God has determined to run the world through humans and rescue the world through Israel.  Both have let him down.

So, in this drama, the search is on for someone who is worthy to open the scroll - someone who is pure and powerful and perfect, someone who can be a mediator between a holy God and a sinful people. It is as if a lone voice — the voice of a mighty angel — is calling out into the cosmos, “Who is worthy?” And the response is . . . . Silence!  

Read Revelation 5:3-4: John records his own response in v.4. He wept because if no one was found worthy to open the scroll, then there would be no end to the suffering of the world.  No New heaven. No New earth. No end to sin and death. No hope!  

Read Revelation 5:5-6: It’s like a movie…all seems lost, but the hero appears at the last second to save the day!!! I wonder if John looked up expecting to see a conquering lion? Instead, what he saw was a conquered Lamb. John was looking at the crucified and resurrected Lord Jesus, in glorified human flesh. The Lamb is not slumped in defeat though. He has seven (there it is again) horns and seven eyes. Horns (another symbol). Horns are a symbol of strength and power throughout the Bible, including in the book of Revelation. So all powerful and all-seeing (eyes).

Read Revelation 5:7-8: The Lamb simply walks over and takes the scroll, asserting his right to rule the world. Now the prayers of the saints throughout history are being answered.

6.  The Singing. Read Revelation 5:9-10: If the bowl of incense is the prayers of God’s people on earth, then I suspect that the heavenly harps are our worship. A mighty chorus of redeemed people begins to sing a song they had never sung before:

· You were slain (the ultimate Passover sacrifice)  
· You ransomed people for God 
· You have made them a kingdom and priests (useless to useful; rubbish to royalty)
· They shall reign on earth (where?)   
Now, that’s what makes Jesus worthy!!

Read Revelation 5:11-12: All the redeemed people are singing their new song, and then the angels, all the host of heaven join in…a song which turns from what the Lamb has done to what he deserves! 

Can you imagine the sound? Can you feel the intensity and sincerity? Notice again the emphasis is on the sacrificial death of Christ. This one of inestimable worth offered himself — a sacrifice valuable enough to redeem a people for God.  But now the celebration gets grander. First it was cherubim and redeemed humanity, then the angels, and now…Him who sits on the throne (Father) is included.  

Read Revelation 5:13-14: Everyone is unable to refrain from giving God and the Lamb unending applause!

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 4 & 5
Does the above instill in you a yearning to sing this grand song too? What will it mean for us to hear and keep Revelation 4-5? If we don’t get excited about what we’ve just seen maybe we need to ask ourselves some sobering questions. Perhaps we need to ask: What is it in my life that is getting the passion that belongs to Jesus?

To hear and to keep these chapters means that there must be some correspondence in the way we worship with the way we the Lamb is worshipped in heaven. Does something need to change in the way we approach worship?

Finally, to hear and keep it is to direct our desire for glory toward the source of the only glory that will last.  Revelation 4-5 lift our eyes up from the attractions and derivative glories of this world and make us want to live lives that revolve around the most glorious being in the universe.  Jesus is worthy of whatever may be required of us to live for him with patient endurance.

STUDY5: Revelation 6-7
Being Protected by Jesus

Introduction: Sometimes things don’t turn out the way we thought they would. Perhaps you began your journey with Jesus expecting life wouldn’t be as hard or complicated as it turned out? Maybe you thought that prayer would be a way of ridding your life of difficulty and conflict? So, it is important to know exactly what we have been promised…what we can rightly expect.

Jesus said, “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble (tribulation). But take heart! I have overcome the world.”  That’s not exactly what we were hoping for, is it?  Anyone who tells you that you can have your best life now, and suggests that this is the message of the Bible, either doesn’t understand the Bible properly or is lying!!

In Luke 24:51, we see Jesus’ ascension into heaven from an earthly perspective. In Revelation 5 we saw it from heaven’s perspective. Now as we move through chapters 6 through 8, John describes what he saw in his vision as Jesus begins to open each of the seven seals on the scroll which contains God’s sovereign plans for human history…particularly his plans for judgment and salvation. Unfortunately, unless the seals are opened (including the four horsemen who ride out and do what they have to do) the scroll cannot be read and the victory of Christ will be incomplete.

1. What we can expect: We can expect war, civil unrest, economic hardship and inequality, disease and death! The way John communicates this is unusual, but the realities are quite ordinary and familiar. In other words, it sounds a bit like the past and the present. Rev. 6:1-2 “I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals. Then I heard one of the four living creatures say in a voice like thunder, “Come!”  I looked, and there before me was a white horse! Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he rode out as a conqueror bent on conquest.”
We need to rightly interpret what John is communicating through the symbols of horse and rider, bow and crown. Our first thought is to think that this rider on a white horse is Jesus - probably because he appears in Revelation 19 like that leading the armies of heaven to conquer. But if we read this passage in the context of the series of sevens to come i.e. trumpets and bowls, as well as what Jesus told us to expect (Matt 24; Mark 13; Luke 21), it becomes more likely that this horse and rider symbolise the many power-hungry, self-glorifying warmongers who come out “conquering and to conquer” throughout history.  Think of Stalin, Adolf Hitler, Pol Pot, the Kim family of North Korea and perhaps Vladimir Putin? We tend to think that, when Jesus said that we would “hear of wars and rumours of wars” (Matt 24:6) it would be just before his return. But is this true? Recently it was reckoned that there were 2,232 armed clashes taking place in the world. Clearly we aren’t waiting for some future date when this will happen.

2. Rev. 6:3-4 “When the Lamb opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!”  Then another horse came out, a fiery red one. Its rider was given power to take peace from the earth and to make people kill each other. To him was given a large sword.” 
This horse is red. Why? From the blood of people killing each other. This isn’t just war, but civil unrest and conflict, insurrection and terrorism. People hate and kill one another just like Cain killed his brother Abel.

3. When the Lamb opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come!” I looked, and there before me was a black horse! Its rider was holding a pair of scales in his hand. Then I heard what sounded like a voice among the four living creatures, saying, “Two pounds of wheat for a day’s wages, and six pounds of barley for a day’s wages, and do not damage the oil and the wine!” (6:5-6)
This horse is black. Scales speak of weighing (as in a shop). This seal speaks of economic scarcity and thus inflation so that the daily wage is not enough to buy food for the day (daily bread). But notice the oil and the wine (luxury products) are not to be touched. These are products, which are enjoyed by the wealthy, are spared. So, this seal not only speaks of scarcity but also inequality.  Ring any bells??

4. Rev. 6:7-8: When the Lamb opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!”  I looked, and there before me was a pale horse! Its rider was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They were given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the wild beasts of the earth.
This fourth horse is pale. Sickly, the colour of a corpse. Death is the name of the rider and Hades, the place of the dead, the name of the one who follows. Death is the last enemy and the ultimate threat of every tyrant and anarchist. Notice that it isn’t all encompassing, but limited to 25%. We are going to see as we move through the seven seals, bowls and trumpets, which are going to show us the same time period of history from different angles, that death and destruction are going to increase. The visions are going to increase in intensity.

None of these things should surprise us, but what is surprising is where they come from.  They come at the bidding of Jesus himself.  War, civil unrest, economic hardship and inequality, and disease and death are summoned from the throne room. The conqueror is given a crown; the red horse’s rider a sword; death is given authority over 1/4 of the earth.  Given by whom? The Lamb who is seated on the throne!!  Get your head around that!!

Rather than seeing judgment only as something that will happen at the end of time, we need to see that even now a world that has rejected and rebelled against God is experiencing judgment.  Rom. 1:18 says, The wrath of God is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of people, who suppress the truth by their wickedness.

While these hardships serve the purpose of judgment, they also serve to sanctify those who belong to the Lamb. The sequence of the seals is not chronological.  It is an exposition of a 7-fold reality. Similarly, the seven seals, trumpets and bowls are not chronological but different camera angles of the same scene.

5. As the Lamb opens the first 4 seals we hear angelic cries, but when the 5th seal is opened we hear a human cry…the cry of martyrs. “When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God and the testimony they had maintained “(Rev 6:9). John saw the souls of those who had shed blood for Christ and have been hidden and protected His the sacrifice.  Romans 8 tells us that nothing can separate us from the love of God.

And so it seems that we can expect to be persecuted for our witness to Jesus. As John 15:20 says, ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.’  But we like to think that persecution is for someone else 

 living in another time, in another place, under a different type of government. Many believers today seek political means to avoid persecution, but Revelation is written not as a guide on how to avoid persecution but rather how to endure it faithfully.  

Despite all this, we can expect our prayers for justice to be heard. See Rev. 6:10-11: ‘They called out in a loud voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?”  Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the full number of their fellow servants, their brothers and sisters, were killed just as they had been.’  At the heart of their prayer is the cry, “How long?” The answer, “A little longer.”

They are told that there is a determined number who are going to have to face what they’ve faced. That is why those reading the letter are going to need patient endurance. As we read this letter over 2000 years after it was written we might be tempted to wonder how this stretch of time could be considered ‘a little longer’. But God has set a day when he will set things right.  We have to wait a little longer. We have to wait for the day that is depicted in the opening of the 6th seal.

6. The opening of the 6th seal is a revelation of the final judgment day. Types of this day are seen in the story of Noah, Sodom & Gomorrah, and the death of all the firstborn in Egypt. But all of those were just previews for the great and final day…
Rev. 6:12-14: “I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. The heavens receded like a scroll being rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place.”
John uses the same imagery that Isaiah (13:10), Ezekiel (32:7), Joel (2:31) and Jesus (Matt 24:29) used to describe the final Day of Judgment.  They all speak of earth shaking, sun darkening, the moon turning red, and stars falling from the sky. It is as if the lights are being turned off in the universe because its day is done. They are all using symbolism to draw a picture for us of the terror of judgment day, the sense of everything of permanence being shaken. I think we are meant to sense the horror of this scene. We are meant to sense that when this day comes, nothing will ever be the same again.

Conclusion: We’ve heard the martyrs in heaven praying. Here we hear humanity on earth praying, not to God, but to the mountains and rocks, begging them to fall on them and crush them. In the light of facing the righteous Judge they’ll be asking, “Who can stand before a holy God who is angry over sin and survive?”

As we turn over to chapter 7 (an interlude before the 7th seal is opened) the question is answered as John is given a new vision of how God will keep believers spiritually safe in the final judgment. All who have taken hold of Christ by faith can expect to be protected in the final judgment. 

7. In Rev. 7:1-3 John tells us that, ‘After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth to prevent any wind from blowing on the land or on the sea or on any tree. Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea:  “Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.”  
Four angels are standing at the four corners of the earth restraining the winds of destruction, putting it on pause so that all who are servants of God can be marked for protection in the judgment. This feels like a re-enactment of the Passover where the blood of a lamb was placed on the doorposts and lintels of the people of God. These servants are being marked so they will not face the wrath of the Lamb.

Land, sea and trees…This sounds to me like environmental issues. It’s a bit of a mystery, but the possibility is that the natural world has itself been infected with the disease of human rebellion and wickedness. The earth itself, and the sea and trees, need to be purified. It’s a bit tantalising that we are never told when these winds blow, or what happens when they do.

3. Read Rev. 7:4-8. We are learning that numbers in Revelation are symbolic. So when we come to the number 144,000, we know we’ve got to interpret the symbolism. There were 12 tribes of Israel and 12 Apostles of the Lamb. If you takes 12x12, you have 144. 10 is another number of completeness. If you multiply 144x10x10x10, the sense of completeness is exponentially emphasised. This is the complete number of Old Testament saints who look forward and put their faith in the Christ who was promised combined with those saints in the New Testament era who look back at the cross and resurrection and put their faith in Christ.  We should not suppose, then, that this 144,000 consists simply of ethnic Jews. This is the true Israel, the church across the ages. Everyone is accounted for. Just as the New Jerusalem has the names of the twelve tribes of Israel inscribed on its gates while the foundations have the names of the twelve apostles, and they are all sealed for protection.

John begins his list with Judah even though he was not the firstborn. Why not Reuben? Well, Judah was the one who was told by Jacob, “The sceptre will not depart from Judah, nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until he to whom it belongs shall come and the obedience of the nations shall be his.”  Jesus, the Lion of Judah has come and people of every nation are included in this number.

John’s list also includes Joseph, while Ephraim and Dan are omitted. Why would that be? Well, when Israel was split into the northern kingdom and southern kingdom the northern tribes had no temple and soon mixed the worship of the Baal with worship of the one true God. Golden calves were erected in Dan and Ephraim and they never came to repentance. By listing the tribes in this way, John is demonstrating that not everyone who is part of the visible church on earth will prove to have received the mark of God that is given to all who embrace his covenant from the heart.  

It was true in the days of ancient Israel. It was true in Jesus’ day - Judas Iscariot. It was true in the 1st century - who call themselves apostles but are not (see 2:2). And it is true today.

The point of this present passage, coming as it does between the 6th and 7th seals is that God will not allow this necessary process of judgment to put in jeopardy the ultimate rescue of his people. The events around them may be terrifying, but we can rest assured that God has us in his care.

4. Read Revelation 7:9-14. Having received a specific numbering of the sealed servants of God, it is as though John sees them from a different perspective - a great multitude that no one can number. We are dealing with apocalyptic imagery. Andrew Sach writes, “While the numbered tribes tells us the number of those sealed is complete, this great multitude tells us that the number of those sealed will be vast”.

Perhaps we are meant to think of God’s promise to Abraham (stars and sand). Here is the fulfilment…father of many nations? Every nation, tribe, people, and language who are all true sons of Abraham. It is interesting that they are not saying that salvation belongs to them, but that it belongs to God. They are on the other side of the final judgment (the great suffering/tribulation v.14) and can see how God has preserved a people for himself through persecution and through judgment. We read that they are standing before the throne. The question, “Who can stand?” has been answered.

5. Read Revelation 7:15-17. We’ll see the seventh seal opened in the next chapter, but we won’t find a description of what it reveals. We are just told that when it is opened “there was silence in heaven for about half an hour” (8:1). There is a sense of awe, of stunned silence, as heaven gazes into the wonder of what this world will one day become when it has been cleansed by the fire of God (8:5)

We can expect to enjoy the presence and provision of Christ forever in a cleansed creation.  We can expect that we will not only be protected in the final judgment, but we will enjoy the protective presence of God for all eternity. All the pain of the past (and tribulation) will be wiped away - not through an impersonal declaration but personally and lovingly, as God himself wipes away our every tear.

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 6 & 7. These chapters invite us to examine our expectations to see how they line up with reality. Do we expect that being joined to Christ will somehow shield us from the hardships of war, civil unrest, economic difficulty and inequality, and disease and death? Do we expect that human effort should be able to rid the world of these things, or are our expectations firmly on Christ to put an end to them?

When the 5th seal is opened, the martyrs are asking, “How long?” Most of us have probably asked the same question. When will Christ return and put this world to rights? Perhaps another important question for us to ask ourselves is how do our prayers compare to those of the saints in chapter 7?

Perhaps the most important way we must hear and keep Revelation 6 & 7 is to examine our lives for evidence that we have been sealed by God for God.  Speaking to believers in Ephesus, Paul writes, “And you also were included in Christ when you heard the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation. When you believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.”

The Holy Spirit is the seal that God has placed upon all who have been washed in the blood of the Lamb.  So that prompts us to examine ourselves, looking for evidence of the fruit of the Spirit in our lives.  Are we not only living as someone who has been forgiven of sin, but also as one who has come to hate it?  If there is evidence of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self-control in your life? You don’t have to wonder what you can expect over these years of your lifetime in this world as a Christian…

STUDY 6: Revelation 8-11
Being on Mission for Jesus

Introduction: Chapters 8-11 focus on the fact that we are blessed by being on mission for Jesus. When a smoke detector goes off in the middle of the night, you can’t ignore it. It is meant to rouse you.  It is meant to warn you. In chapters 8-11, we are going to read about the next series of seven - seven trumpets. They are meant to rouse a sleeping world to respond to the gospel through repentance and faith.

In Joshua 6, Israel marched around Jericho for seven days to warn of the coming judgment that God was going to accomplish as the trumpets blew.  When the seven trumpets sounded on the seventh day, the walls fell down and the Israelites entered the city and thus the Promised Land.  Similarly, the trumpets in Revelation announce the coming of the Lord to wage war against his enemies and the enemies of his people.  The seventh trumpet will signal our entrance into the greater Promised Land that God has promised us! 

In the opening of the seals in Rev. 6 we saw that while believers experience judgment in the sense of living in a world under judgment, they are sealed by God (ch.7) for protection and are therefore safe and secure from the harm of the final judgment.  In this chapter, we are going to witness what the unsealed, ‘those who dwell on the earth’, can expect to experience over the course of their lives lived on the earth and in the final judgment.

1. Read Rev. 8:1-5. When the Lamb opened the seventh seal ‘there was silence in heaven for about half an hour’ - a sense of awe, expectation and anticipation. Everyone seems to be holding their breath. This, we sense, is the moment we’ve all been waiting for. Something huge, something powerful, something utterly decisive, is now going to happen. Trumpets were used in worship or in battle.  Here they are used for warning, to sound the alarm (e.g. Joel 2; Amos 2 & 3). The trumpets herald great plagues, the worldwide version of the plagues of Egypt at the time that God was making ready to rescue his people from slavery.
But before the trumpets can sound, something else must happen first. As often happens in Revelation and writings like it, heaven and earth must come together in a new way. An angel appears carrying a golden censer. The incense and the prayers, it seems, are not exactly the same thing. The prayers are, perhaps, like the charcoal on which the incense will burn.  One way or another, the prayers of God’s people (including the martyrs under the altar) are coming before God’s throne.

In some Jewish thinking the praises of heaven must pause for a while so that the prayers of earth may be given a proper hearing.  The main point, however, is that the seven trumpets and what they bring will be part, at least, of God’s answer to these prayers of his people. From the very beginning God has been committed to working in the world through human beings and prayer is a vital element in this mysterious cooperation (see Romans 8:26-27).

The ‘thunder, rumblings, lightening and earthquakes’ come at the close of each section of the book. Here they appear at the close of the seven seals. They will also happen at the close of the seven trumpets (11:19) and once the seven bowls of wrath have been poured out (16:18).

2. Read Rev. 8:6. The first thing we have to settle, before we begin to work our way through the seven trumpets, is how what happens in the blowing of these trumpets relates to the opening of the seven seals in chapters 6-7 and the pouring out of the seven bowls in chapter 16. These are not chronologically ordered but actually the events depicted in the seals, trumpets and bowls take place over the same time period (1st - 2nd coming).  They look at the same scene from a different angle, and each angle helps us to see and understand more completely what is taking place during the same period of time. As we see it from different camera angles the reality of what transpires becomes clearer to us.

3. Read Rev. 8:7-13. If we take the first four trumpets as a whole, they each seem to picture the impact of ongoing, but not yet final, judgment on the things in this world in which many people find their sustenance and security.  These are not necessarily bad things, but they are vulnerable things.  The trumpets are sounding an alarm, warning of the danger of having only this world and what it provides and promises to depend on for security and satisfaction. In the western world we are still inclined to pretend to ourselves that the world has become quite a pleasant place, with evil merely an occasional blip on the horizon with which we can deal easily enough (eradication through enlightenment).  With the trumpets and, later, with the bowls we are seeing a major re-run of the plagues in Egypt which God used to bring an end to the Israelites 400 years of slavery. He is not repeating them one by one, but we cannot miss the echoes.

· The first trumpet reveals a picture of one-third of the fields and trees that should be providing food burning up so that there is hunger that can’t be satisfied (black horse). However, we must not mistake symbol for reality. He wasn’t actually talking about a third of the earth, the seas and so on. He was talking about God’s drastic action to purify the world, to cut it back as one would a tree that had become dangerously diseased, removing a deadly cancer so that the rest may be saved.  Only major surgery will do.

· The second trumpet describes a mountain - mountains speak of kingdoms (14:1; 17:9; 21:10) - here the great kingdoms of the world come crashing down, destroying the lives and livelihoods of those living in them.

· The imagery of the third trumpet - a star falling - comes from Isaiah 14:12-15 where Babylon’s guardian angel is pictured as a star cast down from heaven into a pit. Here the star is called “Wormwood”, which is based on Jeremiah 9:15 and 23:15, where God judges disobedient people by giving them poisoned water to drink. The very things in this world that people consume, expecting them to be life-giving, often end up poisoning them.

· At the fourth trumpet the lights of heaven are all partially darkened. It’s a picture of the failure of the world’s wisdom and spirituality to truly enlighten. It’s a picture of people going about their lives in darkness without the ability to see what is true and right and good, as well as who is true and right and good.

4. Warning: Torment!

· Read Revelation 9:1-2. A star fallen from heaven to earth reminds us of Jesus’ words when he said, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven”. So we know who this star is. It is Satan or a demonic archangel. The bottomless pit is the pit of hell, I think the smoke represents the smoke of deception and delusion, of sin and sorrow, of moral darkness and degradation that is constantly belching up out of hell.

· Read Revelation 9:3-6. We are seeing that John uses imagery from the Old Testament. Joel 1 and 2 help us to understand the fifth trumpet. A locust plague describes a demonic army set against God and his people (not attack helicopters). These demons are from the pit of hell. Now, the one who holds the keys is Jesus (Rev 1) and so it is Jesus who allows this door to be opened.  

These demons are not out of his control. In fact, he sets limits to what and who these demons can harm.  The sting is descriptive of things that look good but aren’t.  That’s the sting in the tail…the torment of guilt and regret, slavery to sin, and sickness of the soul. These demons, however, can only harm those who do not have the protective seal of God, and then only for a limited period of time (5 months probably reflects John’s awareness that this was the normal lifecycle, or at least period of activity, of a locust).  But in that limited period of time the torment will be unbearable.

· Read Revelation 9:7-11. Notice John’s repeated use of “like”. It’s as if he is struggling a bit to describe their demonic nature. But the reality is that so many things that seem so empowering, so natural, and so enjoyable end up bringing misery.  In fact people find themselves enslaved to things that are quite literally killing them. This is because they come from the pit of hell, from the one who “comes only to steal, kill and destroy”.  John gives us his name in both Hebrew and Greek, both of which mean “destroyer” (anti-creation energy). I don’t suppose anyone who has rejected Christ as their king would ever admit to having this Abaddon or Apollyon as their king because they can’t see it. They think they are in charge and control of their own destinies, but John sees it from the perspective of heaven - all who are not sealed, all who have refused the offer of grace from the true King have a king who only wants to destroy them.
So, we’ve heard the first 5 trumpets. Verse 12 tells us that we have seen only the first woe!  There are still two more to come!
5. Warning: Wounding!

· Read Revelation 9:13-16. The sixth trumpet can be a bit confusing because we immediately think that these are holy angels from God. But good angels are sent, not released, and they don’t breathe fire, smoke and sulphur. So these angels are clearly fallen angels or demons. Repeatedly in the Old Testament, the armies that brought destruction on Israel came from the region of the Euphrates (e.g. Isaiah 7:20; 8:7-8; Jer. 46:2, 6, 10).  John probably uses ‘Euphrates’ here not as a geographical reference but a spiritual reference to where Satan will marshal his forces against God’s people. 200million (two thirds the population of US) is as though John is saying ‘think of your worst nightmares; now double them; and then imagine them coming true all at once, together. That’s what it’s going to be like. This is God’s way of letting evil do its worst, so that it may eventually fall under its own weight’.

· Read Revelation 9:17-19. These demons are portrayed as troops on horses (not armoured vehicles). The horses have smoke and sulphur coming out of their mouths. So, it seems, that the threat is in what they say, the false teaching that originates with them. John is using apocalyptic language to describe something we don’t always see as scary or troubling - deception and false teaching. (Remember the letters to the seven churches!). Today we can have a very cavalier attitude towards it - just a difference of opinion, interpretation, or approach. (Internet???). These horses don’t just kill; they wound (v.19). False teaching wounds people. It damages them.
· Read Revelation 9:20-21. The trumpets have been blasting in the form of preliminary and partial judgments, warning people of the final judgment, but they love their lives and their lies, their hate and their evil, and their sexual freedom and pursuit of wealth too much to turn toward Christ in repentance and faith. God longs for our deep repentance. He will do anything, it seems, to coax it out of his rebellious but still image bearing creatures. Six trumpets later, though, it still hasn’t happened.

6. Warning: Witnesses!
The purpose of these six trumpets has been to warn a pagan and idolatrous world that judgment is coming. But how will anyone be brought to repentance? Is it even possible? What are citizens the kingdom of heaven to do during this in-between period of time in a world that seems to have no hope? The answer is found in chapters 10 and 11.

· Read Revelation 10:1-7. The blowing of the six trumpets has happened and, again chapter 10 is a pause as John sees another mighty angel with a little scroll open in his hand (vv.1-2) who says that when the seventh trumpet is blown the mystery of God would be fulfilled (v.7). What is this mystery that the OT and NT prophets wrote about? It is the mystery of the way in which God’s promise to Abraham, that in him all the nations would be blessed (Gen. 18:18; Gal. 3:8), would be fulfilled. It’s the mystery of the gospel (Eph.1:9-10). The description of this mighty angel, dressed in a cloud, suggests that God himself is present but hidden in this message.  The rainbow reminds us of the throne vision in chapter 4.  His face like the sun reminds us of the son of man in chapter 1.  His feet like fiery pillars reminds us of the pillar of fire in the desert.  This is no ordinary angel…his voice is like a lion roaring (7 thunders which spoke in v.3). It can be no clearer that the message he brings is from the creator.

· Read Revelation 10:8-11. How will God create a people for himself? Evidently the warnings of the trumpets are not enough. Fear of judgment is not enough to make a spiritually dead person spiritually alive. But in his wisdom, God has ordained to use the gospel witness of ordinary people who have found satisfaction and security in Christ. ‘Eating the scroll’ is a vivid metaphor for the way in which we can only speak God’s word insofar as it has become part of our own life. Witnesses have faced disaster and evil and death in this life, but instead of being destroyed by it, they have been sanctified by it. Sweet/bitter: It is a message of sweet comfort and assurance to those who believe. But it is a message of bitter consequences for those who refuse to embrace it.

· Read Revelation 11:1-3. Earlier John described the church on earth like an army of 144,000 and the church in heaven as a great innumerable multitude. In vv. 1-3 he describes the church again, this time in terms of the people of God as the temple. He is told to measure the temple (another way of counting and sealing) which is an indication of God’s protection over his people. John also sees those outside the temple. They are not neutral to the people of God but will do everything they can to silence these witnesses.

According to this vision, they will do so for 42 months or 1260 days, which represents the entire time between the ascension and return of Christ.  Rather than read this as a literal number of months or days, we should recognise that John is actually communicating what this time will be like, not how long it will last. He’s saying that the entire time will be a time of persecution.  

Again John draws on OT precedent…If Israel wandered in the wilderness for two years before being judged and then forty years wandering, we see that they spent 42 years journeying from Egypt to the promised land, a time of resting.  Later, we discover that when Elijah prayed for the heavens to be shut over Israel because of idolatry, there was no rain for three and a half years. This period seems to be associated with a time of rebellion during which God’s faithful people are protected in the midst of trials. This same time period of three and a half years is also significant in Daniel, as it is the time period given for the tribulation of the Jews under Antiochus Epiphanes, an intense period of suffering through which God’s people emerged victorious.

So when we see 42 months or 1260 days in Revelation, we should think of it as a period of testing or suffering, which is overseen and limited by God and from which God’s people will emerge as overcomers.

Who are the two witnesses? They are a symbol for the whole church in its prophetic witness, its faithful death, and its vindication by God. They are those Jesus spoke of at his ascension as proclaimers of the gospel (Luke 24:47-48).  Why are there two? Because in John’s day testimony was confirmed by having two witnesses.  There are also echoes of Moses and Elijah (law and prophets).

· Read Revelation 11:4-6. The two witnesses and the two olive trees and the two lampstands all refer to the same thing - the church. These witnesses are telling the truth that the world needs to hear. When John describes fire from their mouths and rain not falling he is likely alluding to what happened when Elijah called down fire from heaven upon the soldiers who were sent to arrest him in 2Kings 1:10-14.  Here is heaven’s perspective on the power of the gospel we proclaim. It may seem weak or foolish, but in reality the word of God proclaimed has incredible power.
· Read Revelation 11:7-12. The beast, we will learn in the following chapters, is the might of pagan empire, presently embodied by Rome. Or maybe in this case the public world of the entire Roman Empire (Today Rome/empire has reinvented itself). Anyway, this world will find the witness of the church a torment.  They will kill them, but that won’t be the end, because resurrection day will come. The day will come when ‘a breath of life from God’ will enter into all who have died in Christ and for Christ. John has made the story of the witnesses sound like the story of Jesus. We should expect to suffer like Jesus. But we can also expect to be raised like Jesus. This is exactly what the early church was about to experience. They had great power to witness and they would be trampled for it.  But we also know that rather than silencing them, this persecution invigorated them.  Tertullian, in the 2nd Century wrote, “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church”. And so it has been ever since.
· Read Revelation 11:13. At the same time as the martyrs are resurrected there is a severe earthquake killing 7000 people. This appears to be like the events alluded to in Isaiah, Amos and 1Kings in which a tenth, or 7000 people were spared when judgment wiped out the majority - only, perhaps, it’s the other way round where only a tenth suffer judgment while the rest are terrified and give glory to God???  
There is definitely symbolism in V.13. When God judged Sodom and Gomorrah, he might have spared it if he had found 10 righteous people. Now, however, only one tenth of the wicked city is to fall, and nine tenths is to be saved. Also, when God was judging Israel through Elijah, only 7000 were left who hadn’t bowed the knee to the pagan god, Baal. Now, here, it is only 7000 that are killed, and the great majority are to be rescued.

The threat of judgment by itself won’t be enough to cause rebellious people to repent, since the judgments themselves do not convey God’s willingness to forgive those who repent. Fear of judgment must be met with the truth of the gospel. Amazingly, while most of the world will not heed the warnings presented in the precursors to the final judgment (represented in the first six trumpets), some will listen to ordinary people who are willing to be trampled as they offer a clear testimony to the person and work of Jesus Christ in their generation. The Church is God’s instrument for calling a dying world to a place of safety. Apparent defeats are only temporary because of God’s resurrection power, which is what we see when the seventh trumpet is blown.

7.  Warning:  Destruction!
Read Revelation 11:15-19. Just like the trumpets on the seventh day brought down the walls of Jericho, when the seventh trumpet of heaven blows, we will take possession of the land that God has promised to us. He will have cleansed his land and destroyed its destroyers.  His enemies will have experienced his wrath, and his servants will receive their reward.

This is bringing to a climax the first half of the book. V.19, which finishes this passage, also prepares the way for the very different scene in chapters 12 and 13, where the story, as it were, begins all over again so that, from a quite different, new angle, we may see the same drama acted out, and with the same eventual result. Revelation, like its main biblical prototype (Daniel), is all about the kingdom of God - which is, in my experience, one of the most misunderstood themes in the whole Bible.

The time of the church’s greatest expansion was the first three centuries, during which the Roman Empire was doing its best, through torture and death, to stamp the movement out.  So what remains now in our study is ‘to destroy the destroyers of earth’. This is ultimately the meaning of God’s judgment. His purposes are for his wonderful creation to be rescued from the forces of anti-matter, of anti-creation, of anti-life.  It is time for death to die!

The song of the elders (vv.16-18) evokes more rumblings (see also 4:5 and 8:5), lightening, thunder and the rest. These are moments of transition when it seems like earth itself trembles at the power of the heavenly revelation.

There has been much speculation in Jewish circles about whether the ark (containing 10 commandments and other key symbols of the ancient covenant) would be restored in the new temple. Its appearance here seems to signify that God at last has been true to his covenant promises. What he said he would do, he has now done. He has taken his power and begun to reign.
Hearing and Keeping Revelation 8-11. So what are the implications of these seven trumpets for you and me? If you are outside of Christ, run to him!  This is the most important response. And if you are in Christ, recognise that all the partial precursors to the final judgment presented in the first six trumpets are not falling on you. Hallelujah!! You have a source of security and satisfaction that “those who dwell on earth” simply don’t have.

If you are in Christ, you have a calling, a purpose, and a reason to keep getting up in the morning in a dark world. We have good news to share with people who have no hope of escaping the grip of the deception of the devil and the false promises of of the world apart from the power of the gospel.  We have good news of a King and a Kingdom. The world may not listen to us and some may seek to silence us, but some will listen. Some will repent.  Some will come to fear the God of heaven and give him glory. And when the final trumpet blows, they too will find themselves among the servants, the prophets, and the saints who fear his name and will enjoy his presence forever.

When the seventh trumpet blows, we will not regret what our witness for him might have cost us. We will find ourselves forever blessed by his reward given to us and his presence with us. Are you beginning to now understand why those who hear and keep the words of this prophecy are blessed?

STUDY 7: Revelation 12-14
Living and Dying in Jesus

Introduction: Chapters 12-14 focus on the fact that we are blessed by living and dying in Jesus.  According to one study, 71% of those falling away from faith do so ‘because they gradually drifted away’. It is into this reality that the book of Revelation speaks. Actually behind this ‘drifting away from faith’, there is something or someone supernatural at work. An enemy to faith…and not just any enemy, but your enemy!

In Revelation 12-14, the curtain is drawn back for us so that we can see the unseen reality of a war. The enemy’s goal is to alienate you from Christ and claim you as his own in his futile attempt to defeat God. These chapters in Revelation include a repeated refrain. It is a call to endurance and faith.

In this interlude between the seven trumpets and the seven bowls, John is coming back to the primary aim of his letter - to call believers to patient endurance. No one who drifts away thinks they are vulnerable to transferring their allegiance to Satan in those terms. They don’t recognise that primary allegiance to anything other than Christ, is to be marked by the beast rather than marked and sealed for Christ by the Holy Spirit. We might not be able to see this.  That’s why we need Revelation.

Your Enemy: Read Rev. 12:1-2. By this point we shouldn’t be surprised that John uses figurative symbolism to expose the true nature of our enemy, nor that the OT is our guide to rightly interpreting his symbolism. Joseph had a dream about the sun, moon and eleven stars bowing down to him. This was his family that became the twelve patriarchs. So who is this woman? This woman represents the covenant community, the 12 tribes out of whom is born the messianic Saviour.
Read Rev. 12:3-4. We are being told that the enemy is powerful and has universal reach.  The identity of the dragon is made clear in v.9 “that ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the whole world astray.” The dragon hovering about the woman makes many immediately think of Mary, but we should probably think first of Eve. Remember, God said he would put enmity, or conflict between the offspring of the woman and the serpent. When Cain killed Abel, it was Satan that was at work. When Pharaoh ordered Hebrew children to be drowned in the Nile, Satan was at work.  When Saul tried to kill David - when Haman plotted to destroy the Jews in Esther - when Herod ordered the murder of the male children in Bethlehem…It was Satan-inspired slaughter. Ever since Eden, Satan has sought to destroy the promised child before the child puts an end to his Dominion of evil. However, having said all this, John tells us also that the woman is a sign, not a literal mother. She represents the true, faithful Israel. She represents the ‘priestly kingdom, holy nation’ of Ex. 19:6 who we now know as the church.

Read Rev. 12:5-6. John writes that this child is the one who “will rule all the nations with an iron sceptre.” Sound familiar? See Psalm 2:9. So this single sentence of Revelation 12:5-6 traces the events from Jesus’ birth all the way to his resurrection and ascension and through to the throne in heaven and his reign from heaven until he returns to this earth, which John symbolises using 1260 days (3 1/2 years; 42 months) used elsewhere to refer to this same period of time.  Next John comes back to what Jesus accomplished in his death and resurrection - something beyond the event on a hill outside of Jerusalem - but in heaven itself.

Read Rev. 12:7-10. When Jesus said, “It is finished” what took place in heaven was not only “cancelling the record of sin” but also he “disarmed the rulers and authorities”. Jesus’ atoning death put an end to Satan’s right to stand in the throne room of heaven and accuse us. On that day the accuser was thrown out, ejected from heaven. Up until then the devil had a good argument and ground to stand on until Jesus dealt with the very real guilt of the elect at the cross.

He still has a measure of power and influence on earth. He’s still a roaring lion, still seeking to devour.  His focus has turned away from devouring Jesus and toward devouring Jesus’ people. He wants to fill you with doubts, turn things upside down to make evil look good and good look evil.  He wants to deaden you to the things of God so that you will simply “drift away”. But that doesn’t have to happen. Satan can be conquered.

Read Rev. 12:11-12. Nancy Guthrie asks, “I wonder how the friends of Antipas in the church at Pergamum felt when they heard these words?” Is that what conquering looks like? It feels more like defeat. But to live your days on this earth all out for Christ, no matter what assault the devil sends your way, is true victory, not defeat. So, it seems that two quite different groups of people are involved in this victory…Michael, the great archangel of Daniel 10 (in heaven) and God’s people (on earth).

Read Rev. 12:13-18. The woman is carried on the wings of an eagle into the wilderness to be nourished. This is the people of God living as strangers and aliens in this world. Again the time symbolises the entire time between the ascension and return of Jesus, when Jesus provides spiritual protection for his people who are enduring tribulation and persecution. Even the earth (creation) is on our side rather than working alongside the dragon! Throughout the Bible the sea is a place of chaos and evil. Here is the dragon preparing to bring evil out of the sea in the form of a beast.

Read Rev. 13:1-2. Daniel wrote about four beasts that represented consecutive world powers over history (Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome). Like Daniel’s fourth beast, which represented imperial Rome, the beast here in Revelation has ten horns (Dan.7:7). John is portraying the Roman Empire as a grotesque monster whose authority has been granted by Satan.

Some churches had seen the beastly nature of Rome up close, but others like Laodicea and Thyatira likely enjoyed being part of the empire.  They had made themselves at home in the empire and were enjoying its perks. They couldn’t see the evil lurking underneath. They needed to see that Rome was demanding the kind of loyalty that belongs to God alone and that becoming too comfortable with all that Rome had to offer would lure them into spiritual drift and compromise.

We should also see that this beast also represents world systems and governments in our own day that are hostile to the people of God e.g. North Korea, China, Iran. There are many parts of the world in which the governmental system is clearly beast-like, making us think that the state and its policies and programmes are our best and only hope.

Read Rev. 13:3-4a. This beast has a wound that is healed. The dragon has given him authority.  It sounds something like the experience of Jesus and the relationship between the Father and the Son, doesn’t it? The dragon is the counterfeit of God the Father while the beast presents itself to the world as a counterfeit Christ. It has a counterfeit resurrection in the form of a mortal wound and claims universal allegiance, just as Christ is Lord over all nations. By presenting the person and work of Satan in this way, John is asking his first readers, “Which one will you serve?”

Either we follow the Lamb wherever he goes, or we will end up following the beast. Rev. 13:4 says, “People worshiped the dragon because he had given authority to the beast, and they also worshiped the beast and asked, “Who is like the beast? Who can wage war against it?”  First, we are a bit surprised that the beast would be worshipped. The second surprise is their sense of inevitability. This is when we simply must listen to another voice. “Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.  Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded.”  (James 4:7-8).

Read Rev. 13:5-10.  We would really like for this to read differently, but we must understand that the way we as believers overcome is by laying down our lives.  Everything in this world tells us to preserve our livers at all cost, but the Lamb is calling us to love him more than we love our own lives.

Read Rev. 13:11-15.  We’ve now seen two thirds of the unholy trinity and now we see the third, the breast from the earth, who is the counterfeit Holy Spirit. We could think of this beast from the earth as the deceitful propaganda machine for the beast from the sea. The first beast relies on power, the second beast supports him with lies. And not just about religion, but also political and social ideologies. We are surrounded by the voice of this beast in government, media, and entertainment that touts progress beyond the narrow thinking of the Bible i.e. its call to holy living.

The beast from the earth speaks like the great red dragon i.e. he speaks with authority, but what he says isn’t true. He uses words and the seemingly miraculous to make the first beast seem credible.  It represents the cities, towns and communities that competed with one another to promote Rome and Emperor worship. For example Pergamum was described as ‘where Satan has his throne’ (2:13).  It was a centre of imperial rule and cult. Whenever a pulpit is used to point to the state as our hope or to encourage compromise, we’re hearing the voice of this beast.

The Holy Spirit uses his power to seal us to Christ.  Similarly, the land beast seeks to seal or mark people, to bind them to and identify them with the first beast - the mark of the beast. When we talk of the seal of God on foreheads, and because we know that John is writing in symbolic language, we can deduce that the mark of the beast is not a physical mark but a spiritual mark or seal.  

Read Rev. 13:16-17. In John’s day, slaves, soldiers, and devotees of various religions were tattooed.  The mark of the beast is an apocalyptic symbol for belonging. Notice the mark on the forehead - it is telling us how these people think and what they do which marks them out as belonging to the beast instead of the Lamb. It’s about their internal character and commitments. Everyone is marked one way or another!  There is no middle ground.

Read Rev. 13:11-18. We desperately need wisdom.  This is why we are glad to have and to be reading and studying the book of Revelation. If something is truly of God, it would have to be numbered 777, perfection to the nth degree. What falls short of the glory of God? Answer - Man (Rom 3:23). 666 is infinitely human. So, we see the greatest parody of all - the unholy trinity - the dragon, Rome, and local elites in city after city. Also, apparently 666 represents the name NERO CAESAR when written in Hebrew characters. The monster who was, is not, and is to come looks pretty certainly to be Nero.  Jesus was the reality; Nero, just a dangerous, blasphemous copy. We also need to look at where being marked by the beast or being marked by Christ will take us, which is where John’s vision goes next.  

Your Refuge. Read Rev. 14:1-5. Mount Zion, a fortress of safety and refuge. And who is going to live there? The answer is that John is once again working with Psalm 2…the nations rage. A fortress suggests warriors. These elite warriors are those whose lives are defined by their love for Christ.  These warriors are permanently ready for the real battle against lies, deceptions and temptation. In the OT warriors preparing for battle abstained from sexual activity (thus the symbolism of “not defiling themselves with women”. Again, the bride who has loved Christ, the bridegroom, exclusively and faithfully, which is also what is meant by “have not defiled themselves with women”. Those gathered in Mount Zion will be the ‘first-fruits’ for God, awaiting a great and final harvest to come. And as those first fruits are being gathered, God continues to warn and call those who are tempted to listen to the false gospel of the beast. The dragon’s whole system is built on lies. But for the elite, no lie is “found in their mouths” (v.5).

Read Rev. 14:6-7. ‘The hour of judgment’ coming might not sound like good news. But anyone who has suffered under a corrupt government, an abusive home, or had their livelihood or innocence taken from them might see it differently. Most Christians I know probably are not Universalists, but they don’t like to talk too much about hell. Perhaps this is a sign that many of us have ‘gone soft’ on something the Bible clearly teaches? The ‘eternal gospel’ in v.6…What is it? It is good news.  First, your God reigns! Second, your God is coming back! Third, God is doing a powerful and public work of rescue! As in Isaiah, Babylon fell, the exiles went back home…but nobody ever said that YHWH had finally come back.

Another passage is Jeremiah 50. Again a prophecy against Babylon, which helps us understand why Revelation 14 says what it does. This is ‘the gospel’, the ’good news’ for those who live under ‘Babylonian’ monstrous rule. God is going to sort it all out.

Read Rev. 14:8. Symbol again! Babylon is used as a symbol later in the book for Rome because Babylon oppressed Israel in Isaiah and made her captives drink the ‘cup of wrath’ to the dregs. According to Isaiah the oppressors will fall victim to the wicked systems they have devised. Evil will bring its own reward. The source of all the ugliness, perversion, and unsatisfying consumerism and consumption that wrecks so many lives will, on that day, lose all of its allure.  No longer will it be able to deceive and destroy.

Read Rev. 14:9-11. What a contrast to vv. 1-5.  These things - which are themselves symbolic, not literal - can only be heard with awe. John is eager to prevent any Jesus followers being sucked down into that dark whirlpool of wrath. John, by inspiration of 

The Holy Spirit, pleads 14:12: “This calls for patient endurance on the part of the people of God who keep his commands and remain faithful to Jesus.”

Read Rev. 14:13-14. For a person to ‘die in the Lord’ is the requirement that they lived in the Lord.  The blessing is not that their lives will be comfortable or easy in the here and now. The promised blessing is that they are going to be gathered by Jesus to Jesus. The battle with the enemy is likely to rage throughout their lifetime, but it will come to an end.

Your Redeemer. Read Rev. 14:14-16. Every cycle so far has taken us through the span of redemptive history leading up to the final judgment and salvation of God’s people, and this is no different.  Here the imagery is of two harvests.  First, the grain harvest. “one like a son of man with a crown of gold on his head” are the words used by Daniel to describe Christ. Later, speaking of harvest, Jesus was to say it ‘is plentiful although the labourers are few’. Also, that there were weeds (tares) amongst the wheat (false believers amongst the true church). Jesus said to let them both grow together and that at harvest time the weeds would be separated from the wheat.  Here, then Lord of the harvest is gathering his own to himself.

Here comes the second harvest…not grain, but grapes. This is a very difficult passage. I want to bring two different explanations - something to consider . . . 
Read Rev. 14:17-20. Explanation ONE:  
The winepress of the wrath of God is not inside the safety of the city of Mount Zion, but outside the city. The picture is bloody; even disturbing. But remember that it is here as a warning to all, a call to run to Christ. Later in chapter 15 our attention will be drawn away from the blood of those who have reaped the result of their rebellion against God back to this who have been gathered to Christ. They are singing a familiar song…the song of Moses. This is the song the Israelites sang after God had rescued them from Egypt, but here is a much greater deliverance. This deliverance is not of just one nation, but of people from every nation. It is a deliverance accomplished not by Moses but through the work of the Lamb. The latter-day Pharaoh - the dragon and his army - has been defeated. Hearing this song must have filled those first century believers with a desire to patiently endure, to conquer the beast, and to one day join in this song of victory. It does the same for me!  How about you?

Read Rev. 14:17-20. Explanation TWO:
Usually the harvest and the vintage is meant to be an occasion of great joy. Explanation ONE, however, makes the vintage a story of great and terrifying judgment. Chapter 13 has just warned us against worshipping the monster; the next chapter will see those same people with the victory won, singing a new song by the sea of glass. How have they come from one place to the other? By, it seems, being themselves the harvest, the vintage of the Lord. These are images of salvation, not of condemnation. But it is salvation by suffering.  When ‘one like a son of man’ (Daniel 7) is encouraged by the angel to ‘put in your sickle and reap’ (allusion Joel 3) we should see this in terms of the faithful people who are ‘white unto harvest’ (John 4). If persecution and martyrdom are to come, they are to be understood not simply as the random and vicious attacks of a brutal regime, but as Jesus himself using human wickedness as his means of bringing in the harvest. Vines, grapes, and the wine they produce, are regularly seen in Scripture as an image of Israel, of God’s people. Only when the grapes go wild is there a problem (Isaiah 5).  Why then does John speak of the grapes being thrown into the winepress of God’s wrath (v.19)?

Back to Isaiah 63, where the royal figure is trampling down the grapes all by himself, getting his clothes spattered with the juice in the process. Alone, it might incline us to suppose that it might be a sign of the coming judgment.  But when John appeals to Isaiah 63 later in the book, the staining on the clothes of the Messiah is from his own blood (19:13-16). We are told, again and again, that the Lamb has conquered through his blood, his sacrificial death, and that his followers are to conquer in the same way.  This points unto the strange oxymoron we have already met, ‘the anger of the Lamb’.  Somehow, the way God works salvation, and the way he works wrath, are intimately connected - because they meet on the cross; and because they meet, too, in the martyrdom of Jesus’ followers. The winepress is where God’s wrath is being prepared, for Babylon and all monster worshippers to drink. But the wine itself is the lifeblood of the martyrs who are being harvested.

The explanation for the winepress being trodden ‘outside the city’ is different in this scenario. If this had been a picture of God’s judgment on an impenitent Babylon, one would expect the winepress to be at the heart of the city. But ‘outside the city’, as we know from Hebrews 13:11-14, was already well known as a summary statement of where Jesus himself was taken to be crucified. It may not be coincidental that the first martyr, Stephen, was himself hustled ‘outside the city’ in order to be stoned (Acts 7:58).
However, we have to remember that we are reading a symbolic prophecy, not a literal one. The river of blood reminds us of the river in Ezekiel.  It may be that John sees the swelling river of blood as playing a similar role.  The whole passage tells us that God’s time will come; God will bring His people safely home; God will even take the wickedness and rebellion of the world and make it turn to his praise and to the salvation of his people.

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 12-14. So what are the implications? First and foremost, we must heed the repeated call to endure in spite of the enemy’s powerful allure and deceitful lies. We must search the Scriptures to confound the lies. Rather than drift, we cling to Christ, to his word, and to his people. We must stop expecting that we can be casually committed to Jesus in a way that will enable us to enjoy all that life in this world has to offer with a little Christ added in. We overcome by the blood of the Lamb AND the word of our testimony… this shifts us away from protecting ourselves to being willing to risk ourselves for the cause of the gospel.

Hearing and keeping these words means…a rigorous pursuit of personal holiness. Uncorrupted, uncompromised, undefiled spirituality. We are ‘free from intercourse with the pagan world system’.  And there is something about the way they talk. “In their mouth no lie was found”. They don’t repeat half-truths or outright falsehoods.

Suffering that comes from a daily battle against sin is at the very heart of endurance and faith. Here’s a prayer: Lord, let it be said of me, “He/she conquered the devil by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for he loved not his life even unto death.”
STUDY 8: Revelation 15-16
Ready for the Return of Jesus
Introduction: There may be parts of the Bible, aspects or actions of the God of the Bible, that make us feel uncomfortable, and we’d rather not look too closely. However, the Bible reveals a God who, throughout history, has poured out wrath on his enemies. To some, that seems rather primitive, perhaps inconsistent with a God who is love. But here in Revelation we simply cannot ignore it. We will see that the wrath of God flows out of his excellencies and perfections. We will also see that the inhabitants of heaven actually celebrate it. It seems to add to God’s worthiness of honour and worship, not detract from it. So what do they know that we don’t?

Read Rev. 15:1. So far we have seen that, as the seals were opened, a measure of wrath was pure out over the entire age from the resurrection to the return of Jesus, culminating with the seventh seal corresponding to Christ’s return and the final judgment. But the seal judgments impacted only one quarter of the earth. Similarly, the wrath revealed in the trumpets, which served to warn the nations of final judgment, depicted by the final trumpet heralding the kingdom of Christ putting an end to the kingdoms of this world. The trumpet judgments impacted just one third of the earth. We now see that the seven bowls are more comprehensive and final. They serve to answer the question, ‘what happens when the trumpets judgments fail to accomplish their purpose’ i.e. rouse rebellious sinners toward repentance?

Read Rev. 15:2-4. The sea (chaos and evil ref also the Red Sea) has been tamed and those “who had overcome the beast and its image and the number of its name” are singing. They are singing the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb. In other words, they are singing the song that the people of God sang after they crossed the Red Sea and saw the walls of water wash over the Egyptian army (Ex.15).  But it is also “the song of the Lamb”. Evidently John wants us to see what he’s about to present to us in the light of what happened in Egypt… 
· Cries went up to God
· God’s people were being killed by Egyptians (now read Roman oppressors)
· God sent a deliverer, Moses
· Moses delivered a series of plagues to make God’s glory known and expose false gods
· The hearts of the persecutors were hardened
So they begin to sing…v.4 ends, “for your righteous acts have been revealed”. Now let’s move on to work our way through four things revealed in the wrath of God…
Read Rev. 15:5 -16:1. 
a) Pouring out his wrath is God’s glorious way of preparing a place for his people.

Shining linen reflects God’s holiness. What these angels are doing is an expression of God’s holiness, not the irrational rage of an egotistical deity. This is the answer to the prayers (bowls) of the saints for justice. These same bowls tell us that what is about to happen is in response to those prayers. John writes, “no one could enter the temple until the seven plagues of the seven angels were completed.” The wrath of God accomplishes something that makes it finally possible for God’s people to enter his sanctuary - it cleanses all creation, making it a sanctuary in which God intends to dwell with his people forever. God is determined to get all of the ugliness and evil cleaned out before we enter our forever home.

b)  Pouring out his wrath is God’s just way of giving those who have rejected his mercy and persecuted his people what they rightly deserve.  

The first four bowls are poured out on different spheres of nature, but their impact is upon people.  

Read Rev. 16:2. Bowl 1: Inflicts painful sores and reminds us of the 6th plague on Egypt. The plagues on Egypt served to expose the weakness of various Egyptian gods - in this case their god of healing. I wonder if God challenges our idol of physical health and medical breakthroughs? The magicians of Egypt could not protect Pharaoh or his people, so now the mark of the beast not only fails to protect those who serve the dragon, it actually identifies them as objects of God’s wrath.

Read Rev. 16:3. Bowl 2: Now God strikes the water - imagine the stink of dead, rotting fish everywhere! The stench of idol worship and God’s judgment of it permeates everything around those who engage in it. Also, the sea was the centre and source of commerce. If everything in the sea dies, it would be an economic disaster. Perhaps it is a defeat of the idol of finding our sufficiency in our bank account or business success?

Read Rev. 16:4. Bowl 3: Next, God makes the source of life the source of death. No fresh water… desperate thirst…how distressing? But it is a cause for celebration in heaven (Read Rev. 16:5-6.)  People spilled the blood of innocent people…the punishment fits the crime.

Read Rev. 16:7. It is a reminder that so much justice on this earth is flawed, but God never has and never will get it wrong. His judgments are always just and true. No one will experience his wrath who does not justly deserve it.

Read Rev. 16:8-9. Bowl 4: Like the fourth trumpet, this fourth bowl affects the sun. But this bowl does not just bring diminished light… it brings a massive intensification of the sun’s heat. Food sources are burned up, water sources are dried up…and the response?  People curse God and continue in their refusal to repent. We see clearly in this fourth bowl that God’s wrath doesn’t fall on innocent people who are basically good and simply haven’t yet had the chance to repent. It falls on hardened people who vigorously refuse God to the very end. The message of much ultra-liberal Christianity is “a God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministration of a Christ without a cross” (H. Richard Niebuhr).

Read Rev. 16:10-11. The first four bowls have been poured out on various parts of the creation. Now the content of the fifth bowl is more narrowly targeted - the throne of the beast and its kingdom. Darkness! Again reminiscent of Egypt. Inherent in darkness is utter uncertainty, fearfulness and desperate aloneness. I can’t help but think of John 13:9 “This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, but people loved darkness instead of light because their deeds were evil.” 

Here the judgment of darkness falls on people who love the darkness. The ultimate “be careful what you wish for!”
c)  
Pouring out his wrath is God’s proven way of gathering his enemies for destruction.  Now the scene shifts to the final battle. God’s enemies may think they are gathering together to destroy God’s people, but, in fact, they are being gathered by God for their own destruction.

Read Rev. 16:12. Water drying up reminds us of the Red Sea. Isaiah and Jeremiah prophesied that when God brought judgment on Babylon, it would involve the drying up of the Euphrates along its border to the east.  The prophecy was fulfilled when Cyrus came from the east and diverted the river so his army could cross to defeat the Babylonians.  This was a preview of what will happen to the latter-day Babylon. God is sovereignly in control and he has set the stage for the battle.  And then his enemies assemble on the stage that God has set.

Read Rev. 16:13-14. John sees the unholy trinity: the dragon, the beast of the sea, and the beast of the earth (for the first time called ‘the false prophet’). Each has something coming out of its mouth. What they have to say is unclean and disgusting.  We’re probably meant to think of the piles of dead frogs in the second plague on Egypt. They are deceiving the kings of the world into gathering for what they think will be a victory over the kingdom of God.

Here we are not meant to be thinking of modern geopolitical entities. It’s more likely that John is alluding to an OT event from 1Kings 22, where King Ahab is enticed into battle (where he met his death) by lying spirits in the mouths of his prophets.  The same is happening here.

Read Rev. 16:15 At this point John is interrupted by Jesus speaking directly to his people.  He says, “Look, I come like a thief! Blessed is the one who stays awake and remains clothed, so as not to go naked and be shamefully exposed.”  How will he be coming ‘like a thief’?  Thieves don’t send advance notice of their arrival. They come when they’re not expected.  So we should be prepared - clothed in Christ’s righteousness, not caught in the nakedness of self-sufficiency.

Read Rev. 16:16.  Armageddon in Hebrew is literally “Mount of Megiddo”. It’s the place where kings who oppressed God’s people were defeated (Judges 5:19-21) and where false prophets were destroyed (1KIngs 18:40).  Megiddo is symbolic of the location of the final battle of the Lord against the forces of darkness. Original hearers would have heard John saying, “All who have set themselves against Christ and his people are going to be utterly defeated, just as many other enemies of God have been defeated in the past”.

I don’t think the reference to Armageddon is a description of a literal military battle in which men in tanks and aircraft fight against God. Rather, we have an apocalyptic image of the kings of the earth being gathered together by the dragon to wage war against Mount Zion, which is symbolic of the church of Jesus Christ. It is Satan’s final assault on the church which is crushed by Jesus on his return to earth.

d)  
Pouring out his wrath is God’s consummate way of putting an end to evil.

There is no gap between the 6th and 7th bowls as there were between the 6th and 7th seals and trumpets. This tells us that there is now no further opportunity for repentance. So finally, we come to the seventh bowl, which is poured out into the air. Remember that Paul called Satan “the prince of the power of the air” (Eph. 2:2). Being poured out into the air sounds like this final bowl is being poured out on the entire corrupt world system in service to Satan and in opposition to Christ.  The dimension between heaven and earth is the sphere of spirits and powers and ideas and influences. The collision of heaven and earth results symbolically in thunder, lightning and earthquakes. The pouring out of this bowl will be the final end of evil and its impact on this world.  This is not a day to dread; this is the day we are longing for. 

Read Rev. 16:17. “It is done!” sounds familiar. From the cross Jesus said, “It is finished!” Everything accomplished on the cross will come to its full fruition on the day of Christ’s return. While the head of the serpent was crushed in his death and resurrection, the ancient serpent will be destroyed for good on the day of Jesus’ return. With this bowl the wrath of God is finished. The justice of God has been fully satisfied. It has been exhausted either on his Son or on unrepentant sinners.

Read Rev. 16:18. We have noted before that thunder, lightning and earthquakes symbolise the arrival of the end of something.  And that is what is pictured here.

Read Rev. 16:19-20. John is using a bit of irony when he references “the great city”.  Babylon, first called Babel, is a symbol of a world that is absorbed with its own greatness and refuses to acknowledge the greatness of God. When the final bowl is poured out that city collapses for good. This cup contains the full fierceness of God’s holy wrath poured out against all sin. It is a reference to Isaiah 51:7 “the cup of his wrath” and the “cup of staggering” to those who drink it. It is the cup that Jesus prayed he would not have to drink, but of course, he did drink it.

Next time: In the middle of it all, God will remember Babylon (v.19b). Chapters 17 and 18, in other words, belong at this point. Part of the final judgment of the last bowl is the judgment on the city that has become the world’s whore.  Only when her ghastly parody has been unveiled and destroyed can we appreciate what it means to belong to the people John calls the bride.

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 15-16. So what are the implications of these chapters for you and me? First, we must remember that no person in his or her right mind wouldn’t fear that wrath. But you don’t have to live in that fear. There is a place of protection - a place where that bowl has already been poured out. That place is the person of Jesus.  In 1Thess. 5:9 we read, “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  

So the first and foremost way to hear and keep Revelation 15 - 16 is to flee to the place of safety in the person of Christ. Drink the cup of salvation that he holds out, made possible because he drank ‘the cup of the wine of the fury of God’s wrath’ in our place.

Second, if you have fled to him, you must stay alert in looking for him. This is where the promised blessing is, in refusing to be lulled into complacency.  Jesus’ message in Revelation 16:15 is simply: Stay awake and trust me. Live in me and for me as you wait for me to come again.

Thirdly and finally, we must refuse to be embarrassed by, to diminish, to disregard his wrath.  Surely it must mean that we should warn those who are vulnerable to it.

Jesus taught us to pray, “Deliver us from evil”. The pouring out of God’s wrath is the answer to our prayers. We also pray, “Your kingdom come”.  When his kingdom comes fully we won’t be embarrassed by the true and just judgment that is poured out on all those who have opposed him.

One day it will become abundantly clear that God’s wrath was not the problem, but the solution this world is desperate for. It’s the answer to all who ask, “Why doesn’t God do something about the evil and suffering in the world?” Right now, in his kindness, he is delaying his justice to provide an opportunity for sinners to repent. It’s not slowness on his part.  It is grace and mercy being poured out on all who will repent and believe.

STUDY 9: Revelation 17:1 - 19:10
Prepared as a Bride for Jesus

Introduction: Since the very beginning in Eden, when God presented a bride, Eve, to his son, Adam, and everything went terribly wrong, God has been at work to present a bride to his Son, Jesus. In light of this coming wedding day there are at least two questions we should be asking ourselves: 
1)  Are we preparing ourselves for it?  
2)  Are we remaining faithful to our bridegroom as we wait for him to come for us?

Revelation as a whole is a call to patient endurance as we wait for our king, the Lamb, our bridegroom, to come. And inherent in that patient endurance is faithfulness. In Revelation 17 we’re presented with a seductress who has every intention of having us for herself. She doesn’t want us to hold out for our holy bridegroom.

Revelation 17-19 shows us FOUR THINGS we must do if we’re going to be prepared as a bride for our heavenly bridegroom. These four things concern refusing the seductress; breaking up with previous relationships; getting the wedding dress; and loving and living for our Bridegroom.  Let’s start with the seductress…
The Seductress
Read Rev. 17:1-8. Babylon the Great. Babylon is a symbol for the city of man, humanity intent on living apart from God, portrayed as a woman. She is a prostitute - in fact the mother of all prostitutes!  She sits on many waters (peoples, nations etc.). She looks good. She’s holding a golden cup - she must be rich. But inside the cup is the blood of those who have refused her, who were patiently waiting, enduring her persecution while waiting for the true bridegroom. God’s order is that men and women are called either to celibacy or to married fidelity.  The final great image in Revelation will be the marriage of the Lamb to his bride in the garden city.

The whore comes from a long line of Babylons, starting with Babel where men intended to build a city (empire) and make a name for themselves. We see the family resemblance in Nebuchadnezzar, “Is not this great Babylon, that I have built for the house of the kingdom by the might of my power, and for the honour of my majesty?” Daniel 4:30. This woman represents the world in opposition to God. She looks appealing… even John is quite taken with her, “I was greatly astonished”.

The angel asks, “Why are you astonished?”  The angel is about to reveal to John, to the seven churches in Asia, and to us, what may not be obvious from the way she presents herself.  What John is about to see in Babylon is the deepest darkest parody, the thing which is so near yet so far (like 666 to 777). But here’s the truth…She gets all her power and presence, all her allure, from the beast from the sea…the imitation saviour, the governmental, ideological and practical force that is set against Christ and his people. This beast is the one propping up the woman, providing her funding, and empowering her evil. The Roman world thrived on sexual irregularity. When you have money and power, why not? Like a prostitute, empire lures others into its den. The only thing in its way is those wretched people who will not worship it.  Hence Babylon the whore is drunk on the blood of God’s people. You witness to Jesus, and Babylon knows what to do.  The whore can turn violent when necessary.
We who live within today’s glossy Western culture - and all others who look on and see our glitzy world from afar, ought to give pause for serious thought.

Read Rev. 17:9-14.  The Monster and the Whore. John has already given us a symbolic picture of the monster and the whore. Now he’s going to tell us what it all means. The seven heads are seven hills (v.9), So this is Rome. They are also seven kings (v.10) which stand for the apparent perfection of the monstrous kingdom. Then there is an eighth who is also one of the seven (possibly Nero).  

However, we shouldn’t try to match up the emperors. What matters is that the monster’s kingdom looks perfect and impregnable, but forces from within its own ranks will destroy it. But then come ten more kings - another clue that John is not expecting us to work our way through lists of emperors. It is far more likely that the ‘ten’ kings who are part of the monstrous system, and eventually round on the whore herself and destroy her, are different ruling elites within the larger Roman Empire who will finally tire of Rome herself. These rebel forces are just as much a part of the monster’s rule as was the whore herself.

We know that many Christians in the first century were attracted to the luxuries, significance, power and access dangled in front of them. But of course Rome was also the place where Christians would soon be set light to as human torches or fed to lions. Every Babylon turns violent towards those who resist and expose her true ugliness. However, the symbol of the great prostitute refers to more than just Rome. The fact that John doesn’t say explicitly that this is Rome makes the vision timeless. The brutal but seductive civilisations and national empires which ensnare the world by promising luxury while delivering slavery, gain their power from the monster. They reappear again and again in every century. What is so sad about this woman is that she doesn’t realise that the satanic source of her ideas and values, the beast she rides on, doesn’t really love her. In fact, he hates her, and the day is coming when all of her lovers will hate her too,
Read Rev. 17:15-18.  The waters where the whore was sitting on are peoples and multitudes and nations and languages (v.15). The whore’s pimp, the beast, will turn on her and she will be made desolate. Babylon is going to burn and all who have joined themselves to her by committing spiritual adultery with her are in danger of burning too. The overriding lesson for us is clear. The brutal but seductive ‘civilisations’ and national empires which ensnare the world by promising luxury, deliver slavery. They gain their power from the monster, the System of Imperial Power. And, of course, as I’ve already said, this system reappears again and again in every century.

Read Rev. 18:1-6.  Babylon’s Plagues. A voice from heaven says, “It’s time to get out!” How do we do that? Well, we live in Babylon…it’s everywhere.  It is going to take more than just a change of address. It will require a radical change of heart, a change in our affections, interests and desires. It means we have to figure out how to live in Babylon, but as citizens of the New Jerusalem, as aliens and strangers. We are not called to separatism, but distinctiveness.

The angel that shouts out that Babylon has fallen (echoing Is. 21:9) is bringing the news that human arrogance and oppression, and the wanton luxury and vice to which they lead, will not have the last word. We see in this chapter Babylon’s materialism and consumption. We will have to learn to resist the seductive nature of her advertising, starving the greed of always wanting more and better. If we are going to be prepared as a bride for our bridegroom, there is something else we are going to have to do. We have to break up with all of our old lovers. We can’t think we can stay close to the world, enjoying all it has to offer, giving our hearts and affections to it, and still be faithful to our bridegroom. It simply won’t work. This is the second thing we must do after refusing the seductress.

The Break-Up
Read Rev. 18:7-8.  John shows us, one day, in a single day, everything will change! The great prostitute boasts, “I’ll never lose this power, affection and adulation”, but from his vantage point John can see that she’s going to lose everything. And everyone who has joined themselves to her is going to lose everything too…everything they thought made them happy, everything that provided their security, everything that gave their lives meaning. That’s why there’s a lot of weeping and wailing over her when they see the smoke of her burning. Read Rev. 18:9-10.

Babylon’s Judgment.  Read Rev. 18:11-14. Her torment is going to become their torment.  Everyone who has profited from her corruption, enjoying a standard of living made possible at the expense of men and women and boys and girls in the sweatshops of the world, will lose it all. (See bodies and souls of men v.13 = slavery). When you worship idols, they demand sacrifices. What God did in Egypt (freeing slaves) he will do again, this time on a cosmic scale. “With your own blood you purchased people for God” (Rev. 5:9). That’s Exodus language, buying-slaves-to-set-them-free language. In his view John is seeing Rome/Babylon as the slave market. Suddenly in an hour, it is all gone.  Illustration: stock market crashes. Read Rev. 18:15-17a. The merchants. Read Rev. 18:17b-19.  Sea captains, shipmasters.

Read Rev. 18:20. But the ones who have patiently endured all that Babylon has put them through, the ones who were not seduced by her, the ones who made a clean break will be rejoicing. The bridegroom has put an end to Babylon’s cruelty toward the bride he loves. Never again will she seduce. Never again will she become drunk on their blood. A great and mighty angel recounts all the things that will never again take place in Babylon.

Read Rev. 18:21-24. No more culture and creativity. No more industry. No more purpose or meaning. No more light. No more love. Everything that brought richness and beauty to life will be gone for good. What a contrast to the list of 'no mores’ in the New Jerusalem recorded in Rev. 21:4…no more tears, no more death, no more mourning or crying or pain! Finally, we get to hear the bride speak, “Hallelujah!” All of her resistance to the world’s seduction and all her years of waiting for her bridegroom have proved worthwhile as we go into chapter 19.
The scene ends with a prophetic act worthy of Jeremiah, or indeed Jesus - with spoke of stones being caste into the water (v.21).  

Jeremiah 51:63-64 “When you finish reading this scroll, tie a stone to it and throw it into the Euphrates. Then say, ‘So will Babylon sink to rise no more because of the disaster I will bring on her. And her people will fall.’”  

Mark 9:42 “If anyone causes one of these little ones—those who believe in me—to stumble, it would be better for them if a large millstone were hung around their neck and they were thrown into the sea.”

Money and power have done their collective worst, and John lumps them together, as we have seen, under the metaphor of fornication.

Read Rev. 19:1-6. God’s Victory. For a man and a woman to come together in marriage, whether they know it or not, is to plant a signpost which says: God’s creation is wonderful!  The promises made at a wedding reflect God’s promises to his world, to the human race, and to his own people in particular.  This is another of God’s great reversals…the whore has been judged; the bride steps forward. The marriage of the lamb and the bride is to be the focal point of the marriage of heaven and earth themselves. Babylon (equivalent of Babel) is shown as the futile parody of the real thing…a human attempt to get, by sheer greed, what God proposed to give by sheer grace.
Vv. 1,3,4,6 form a crescendo of praise, from giving God thanks for his proper judgment of the whore, to the celebration that her overthrow is final (this is the meaning of her smoke goes up forever in v.3).
The bride has been preparing for this day and it is finally here…it is time for the wedding. This is what the world had been waiting for since Genesis 1.  Such a wedding goes back to the ancient Jewish tradition of Israel as YHWH’s bride. Marriage is the ultimate covenant, Jesus is the ultimate bridegroom.  And John uses his imagery freely enough to allow the church to be both bride and guests. Anyhow, she is ready. And this shows us the third way we must prepare ourselves for our wedding day: We have to say yes to the dress.

The Dress
Read Rev. 19:7-8. Which is it? Was the wedding dress given to her or did she provide it for herself?  And the answer is yes. We’re being prepared as a bride for Jesus by Jesus. The righteousness of Christ is given to us as a gift, but we have to put it on by the grace of God. In Col. 3:12-14 Paul writes:  “Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.  Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you.  And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.” We’ll be empowered by this grace to live in a way that brings honour to our bridegroom. The righteousness of our groom is going to purify us and beautify us and satisfy us.
Read Rev. 19:9. We’ve been invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb, not simply as a guest, but as the bride. We’ve already been sealed (betrothed?) to our bridegroom with the promised Holy Spirit (Ep. 1:3) so we must prepare for it. In fact, there’s one more thing to do to prepare for it and this is how we know we are really prepared for the wedding:  we find we can’t stop talking about our bridegroom.

Our Bridegroom
Read Rev. 19:10. John is overcome. In a moment of wonder he falls down and worships the angelic messenger (and is quickly corrected). We must not confuse the messenger with the message. The angel is just a messenger with good news, like John is and like we are to be. Love for Jesus means that you “hold on to the testimony of Jesus”. You just can’t stop talking about him to anyone who will listen.  

The central thing about prophetic inspiration is ‘the testimony of Jesus’, that is, the testimony which Jesus himself bore, and which the church must now bear to Jesus.
The wedding day itself is not in this passage…for that we have to skip forward to Revelation 21:2-3 to catch a glimpse of it, where we read:
I saw the Holy City, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Look! God’s dwelling place is now among the people, and he will dwell with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.
Finally we’ll have the relief and joy of being together, enjoying the marriage we were meant for, the happiest marriage of all time, the marriage that will never end.

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 17-19:10 

We live in Babylon. We shop in her supermarkets, wear her clothes, and benefit from her privileges.  Nancy Guthrie in her book ‘Blessed’ says “Perhaps the most important thing we must do is step back and get perspective on our lives and ask ourselves some questions…”
· Have I allowed myself to be seduced by her?

· What does the whore offer me that threatens to entice me away from Christ?

· Are there areas in which I’ve compromised?

· Have I been too afraid of losing my job or losing customers or losing friends if I refuse to make compromises the world applauds?

· Have I become so attached to certain luxuries that I would resent God for taking them away?

· Have some of the pleasures of life in this world, the enjoyment of things like sports and entertainment and food, morphed into idols that have become too important to me so that I have little time for the things of God?

· What ideas, images, and dreams of the world have become so much a part of my thinking and feeling and dreaming that I don’t even recognise them as worldly?

A test of where our heart lies regarding Babylon is how we respond when her luxuries, her benefits, are taken away from us now. Do we mourn or celebrate as we see this world’s system of oppression, exploitation, greed, and violence collapse under the judgment of God?  John wants us to see the world as it really is.  1John 2:15-17 reads:
“Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in them. For everything in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—comes not from the Father but from the world.  The world and its desires pass away, but whoever does the will of God lives forever.”

The world will pass away. The people in the seven churches would have found it difficult to believe that Rome would fall one day. Similarly, we have a hard time believing that governments that persecute God’s people such as Burma, China, Russia, India, Pakistan, Iran, Nigeria, North Korea, Saudi Arabia, Syria and Viet Nam will ever be reduced to nothing.  But every human government has a limited shelf life. One day all the -isms that have such a grip on so many cultures of the world (classism, racism, materialism, consumerism, egoism, hedonism, humanism) will no longer rule the day.

Hearing and keeping Revelation 17-19:10 must mean that day by day and year after year we are finding that our love and desire for our true bridegroom is squeezing out any lingering love for the world. We’re growing in wisdom and in our ability to see things as they really are.

When we break bread we are demonstrating our desire for our bridegroom, our longing for the greater feast that this feast points to. We’re demonstrating that we don’t expect this world to ever satisfy us like Christ does. We believe what he said when he told us that he is coming soon and so we’re talking about him, preparing for him, waiting for him.

One day all the waiting will be over. The wedding will give way to the marriage, an eternity of togetherness with the one who loves us.  Until then, let’s keep ourselves pure for him, let’s talk about him, let’s love him with all our heart, soul, mind and strength.      

STUDY 10: Revelation 19:11 - 20:15
Sharing in the Resurrection of Jesus

Introduction: In her book, ‘Blessed’, Nancy Guthrie starts this section with the idea of “the right side of history” or “the wrong side of history”. What we think now will be proven to be right or wrong as history unfolds. To be on the right side of history means that we are proven to have been correct. To be on the wrong side of history means that we were mistaken in what we thought. The things in Revelation concern eternal consequences and so it is important that we are on the right side of history.

Genesis 3:15 says that an offspring of the woman is going to one day crush the head of the offspring of the serpent. There is no question who will be the ultimate victor. To be on “the right side of history” is to be on the side of the victor who, according to the passage at hand, is called “Faithful and True”.  So to be on “the wrong side of history” is to be in league with the offspring of the serpent, the dragon, the beast and the false prophet.

Revelation 19:11 through 20:15 depicts how the conflict that began in the garden and has raged throughout human history will come to its final climax and conclusion. In chapter 17 we saw the great prostitute destroyed. n chapter 18 we witnessed the fall of Babylon. In chapters 19 and 20 we’re going to witness the final destruction of the unholy trinity that we met back in chapters 12 and 13. What will it mean to be on “the right side of history”, according to Revelation 19 and 20?  Let’s go through to find out!

Sharing the Victory, not the Defeat
Read Rev. 19:11-16. The Rider on the White Horse. We ended the last chapter waiting for the Bridegroom to come for his bride, but here he doesn’t seem dressed for a wedding. That’s because he has to do something beforehand. He has to deal with evil. That’s why he is dressed like a warrior.  This is the warrior Messiah that the OT prophets forecast, the one so many were looking for the first time he came. But he came then as a shepherd king who laid down his life for his sheep and that’s why so many missed him. He wasn’t what they were expecting. But here is the picture of his second coming. He is “riding a white horse, wielding a sword to slay the enemies of his church”. He is coming to make war. There is going to be a bloody battle.

Isaiah 63 has the same picture. This will be a perfectly righteous war. It will be the execution of perfect justice. When Jesus comes, he will be accompanied by the armies of heaven - his mighty angels (2Thess. 1:7) and also all who have bowed the knee to him as King. In the last chapter we read about the marriage supper of the Lamb, but here we read about another supper - but it couldn’t be more different!

The enemy that Jesus will fight is the dark power that stood behind Rome and all other pagan empires. This explains the military imagery of the present passage. Once more this is symbolic language, pointing to the reality which lies behind it.  (We who live within today’s glossy Western culture - and all others who look on and see our glitzy world from afar - ought to give pause for serious thought.)

The thing about this battle is that there will be no literal blood. The fight is against spiritual wickedness and the only weapons which Jesus uses to win the battle are his own blood, his loving self-sacrifice. The ultimate justice which drives his victorious victory (v.11) is the justice of God’s love.  Love will win the day, because in the person of Jesus it has trampled the grapes of wrath once and for all (v.15).

The fate of the vanquished is being thrown alive into ‘the lake of fire which burns with sulphur, an echo of various biblical passages, not least the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 18.

Feasting at the Marriage Suppoer
Read Rev. 19:17-21. Status or lack of isn’t going to make a difference on this day (v.18). The only thing that is going to matter is whether a person’s guilt has been dealt with. There are two ways this can happen: at the cross or on the battlefield of Armageddon. 

The beast and the false prophet are captured and thrown alive into the lake of fire. All who have aligned themselves with the beast are slain by the sword in one quick motion…and then the vultures show up…
This is the very different kind of supper I mentioned earlier, but those who are clearly on the right side of history will be welcomed to feast at the marriage supper of the Lamb.
Reigning With Christ – A Thousand Years
Read Rev. 20:1-6 (focused ON 1-3). The first 6 verses unveil three interlocking questions…First, why the delay (1,000 years) and why the release?  Second, what is John referring to when he speaks of the thousand years in which these first-resurrection people reign with the Messiah? Third, how does this resurrection (v.6) relate to the second one (implied by there being a first one).
Read Rev. 20:1-3. To begin with, we may note that, just as 1Thess 4 is the only passage of scripture to describe anything like a ’rapture’ and just as Rev. 16:16 is the only place to mention a final great battle at Armageddon, so Rev. 20 is the only passage where a ’millennium’ is even mentioned. Those who go in for speculative prophecy interpretation have, of course, snapped up these and other snippets, taken them (usually) out of their actual contexts, and constructed a quite different worldview in which they play a far more important role than they do in scripture itself. That alone ought to make us wary of following where such interpretations lead…i.e the wicked world thrown away while ‘the saints’ remain safe in heaven, and without any sense of the renewal of creation, which is so important in this book, as in the gospels and the writings of Paul.

Let us consider the temporary binding of Satan. We think that now would be a good time to proceed straight to the New Jerusalem. But we have already seen twice that there have been interruptions - between the 6th and 7th seals and the 6th and 7th trumpets. Now we have another one. Satan was initially a member of the heavenly council and his role was as a prosecutor. Now, one last time he must play the role again so that there will be no last tiny remnant of suspicion that anything worthy of accusation has been left unaccounted for. In Satan’s final overthrow it will be clear beyond the slightest doubt that ‘there is therefore now no condemnation for those in Christ Jesus’.

Now, we should take the number 1,000 symbolically because, as we have been noticing all along, John is always doing that. Even the number 1,000 itself is a rather obvious round and symbolic number for us to take seriously as literal.

The clue to this passage, I think, is in verse 4 “I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge.” This is straight out of Daniel 7, where the thrones were for ‘the Ancient of Days’ and ‘One like a son of man’. But Daniel 7 itself interprets the latter phrase corporately, so that ‘the saints of the most high’ receive the kingdom and authority to judge.  It looks, then, as though John is referring not to a thousand year period on earth, but to the heavenly reality which obtains during a particular period.  Jesus, according to the whole NT, is already reigning; and what John is saying is that the martyrs (souls, not bodies v.4) are already reigning with him. This is what is said in Ephesians 2:6 where the church is ‘seated in heavenly places in Christ Jesus’.

Being on the “right side of history” will also mean reigning with Christ in heaven rather than tormented in the lake of fire. The beast and the false prophet have been thrown in the lake of fire.  Humanity that has refused the grace and mercy of Christ have been slain by the sword.  There’s just one more left… 

“And I saw” (v.1) is a clue that John is presenting a new camera angle, not necessarily following the events of chapter 19 chronologically. John sees another vision - not forgetting that these things (key, chain etc. are symbols). This angel is on a mission to bind up Satan and lock him into the pit. Hang on a minute…we’ve read about this before, haven’t we?  Yes, in each of the gospels.

In Matthew 12 and Mark 3 Jesus casts out demons from a man who was blind and mute. Jesus tells the Pharisees who are challenging him, “Or again, how can anyone enter a strong man’s house and carry off his possessions unless he first ties up the strong man? Then he can plunder his house.” Matt. 12:29. Clearly Jesus is saying that he has bound “the strong man”, and is therefore able to plunder his house by casting out these demons.

In Luke 10 the 72 are sent out. When they come back they are rejoicing that even the demons are subject to them in Jesus’ name. It’s here that Jesus says, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.” Jesus saw, in the works his disciples were doing, an indication that Satan’s kingdom had just been dealt a crushing blow - that, in fact, a certain binding of Satan, a certain restriction of his power, had just taken place.

In the days leading ups to his crucifixion Jesus said, “Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. And I, when I am lifted up[a] from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”  (John 12:21-22). In Colossians 2:15 Paul writes, “And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.”  These passages point to the disarmament or binding of Satan that took place in the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Christ.

So rather than seeing the binding of Satan as an event at the end of the age. We should understand that he is bound and restricted even now.  That is part of what it means to ‘reign with Christ’. There is a restriction, but it doesn’t appear to be total yet.  That’s another sense in what we mean by the saying “Now and not yet”.
Now let’s have another look at ‘The Thousand Years’. As I’ve already said, throughout Revelation we have seen that numbers have consistently been used to symbolise realities. If 10 represents completeness in the human experience or dimension, 1,000 represents 10x10x10, the ultimate completion. (For example ‘the cattle on a thousand hills’ in Psalm 50:10 means all cattle not just those on a literal 1,000 hills). So 1,000 years means a complete period of time, the length of which is only known by God.

The question that arises is this: How can Satan be bound now and still do so much damage? The answer to that must be that the binding doesn’t necessarily mean total restraint. He is restricted but not totally confined.  He still prowls around like lion seeking to devour (1Peter 5:8).

In Genesis 12:3 God promises Abraham, “I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”  But there was not an immediate huge influx of nations taking hold of the covenant promises of God. Some people join themselves to the people of God in worship of Yahweh, but it is limited.  Then with the coming of Jesus and the sending of the Holy Spirit everything changes. We read in Acts how Pentecost ushered in an era of the gospel being preached to the ends of the earth so that the word was spreading, multiplying and being widely believed.

What changed all of a sudden? Satan was bound through the death, burial, resurrection and ascension of Christ so that the nations were no longer deceived, and so they started coming in. Satan remains bound until all who were chosen in Christ are safely in the fold. John has seen a vision of what is happening on the earth during the period between the first and second coming in regard to Satan’s limitations. Next he sees what is happening in heaven during this same period of time.
Reigning With Christ: Sharing the Resurrection
Being on the right side of history will mean sharing in the resurrection of Jesus rather than succumbing to the second death.

Read Rev. 20:4–6. John sees thrones. He sees souls, not people who are body and soul. These are people who held on to their testimony of Jesus to their final breath. That last breath was simply a passageway into reigning with Christ in heaven.  Imagine the comfort to the seven churches who had seen people they love put to death for their allegiance to Christ. They could feast their eyes and hearts on this picture of those saints reigning with Christ in heaven. Suffering on earth for Jesus results in reigning with Christ in heaven.

John calls it the first resurrection, indicating that there is a second or final resurrection coming.  When Jesus returns to this earth, the souls of those gathered to him in heaven are going to come with him and they will get new, glorious physical bodies like his own glorious body!!  Hallelujah!! Those who are not in Christ never experience the first resurrection. They will be raised only once, at the coming of Jesus, to stand before him in judgment.

Preserved Through the Fire
Being on the right side of history will mean being preserved through the fire instead of being consumed by it.

Read Rev. 20:7-10. We’ve already read about this war and its outcome a couple of times from different camera angles earlier in Revelation. This is the same battle as Armageddon presented in the 6th bowl in chapter 16 and the war of the Lamb in chapters 17 and 18. In each of these battle scenes the defeat is too final for these passages to be anything other than varied descriptions of the same event. Paul wrote about this same final battle in 2Thess. 2:8, “And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendour of his coming.” Jesus just breathes and evil is gone forever. John, however, portrays this final battle as a blast of fire.  

In a moment, the Creator of the heavens and the earth will bring to an end the conflict that has been raging ever since he put enmity between the offspring of the woman and the offspring of the serpent.

NOTE: Gog and Magog. This comes from Ezekiel 38 in which Magog is a nation and Gog is its king.  By the time John gets hold of this tradition he appears to treat them as two nations, symbolically representing the ‘four corners of the earth’. Magog will mount a last, vain attack on God’s people, even after their rescue from Babylon. Once more we need to say that the release of Satan, though unwelcome to us, seems to be part of the strange divine plan to ensure that all evil is rooted out of the world, allowing the great transformation into ‘new heaven and new earth’ to take place.

Here’s another symbol: ‘the place where God’s holy people are encamped, and the beloved city’ (v.9) has nothing more to do with a location in the Middle East, than the thousand years has to do with a precise period on the historical calendar. The point is that evil must be allowed, under certain controls, to do its worst, so that it can at last be defeated. It is interesting that it is Satan that summons the nations for a battle that doesn’t take place.

Last time (chapter 19) the event was finished by the sword of the mouth of the rider on the white horse.  This time, from this camera angle, it’s an Elijah-type move where fire comes down out of heaven and consumes them. The outcome is the same.

Babylon was overthrown 3 chapters ago; the two beasts/monsters met their doom in chapter 19; now at last the dragon has been overthrown as well, for good. There remain the last great powers: Death and Hades. We are about to see what happens to these...
Rewarded
Being on the right side of history will mean being rewarded instead of condemned by what is written in the books.
Read Rev. 20:11-15 Three questions: 
1. 
Who will be judged in this judgment?  
2.  
On what basis will they be judged?  
3.  
What will be the results of the judgment?  

So, first, who will be judged in this judgment? Well Paul writes in Roman 14:10-12, “You, then, why do you judge your brother or sister? Or why do you treat them with contempt? For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat. It is written:” ‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will acknowledge God.’”  So then, each of us will give an account of ourselves to God.”
God, the creator, at last takes his seat for the final judgment
Each of us will give an account of himself to God.  In 2 Cor. 5:10 he writes, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each of us may receive what is due us for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.” What Paul stresses in these verses is each and every and all. Many people are worried that this somehow does away with ‘justification by faith’, but that misses the point completely.

When Paul speaks of ‘justification by faith' he is talking about the present reality according to which all those who believe in Jesus as the risen Lord are already assured of the divine verdict, ‘in the right’, and are also assured thereby that this same verdict will be issued on the last day.

But notice in the passage there are “the books” and there is “another book”, which is the book of life.  The key to understanding this passage is understanding the difference between “the books” and “the book”.

It seems as though “the books” contain a record of the lives of every person that has ever lived. (It is stunning that so many people think that this is going to work out well for them!) We know from Psalm 14:3 that “All have turned away, all have become corrupt; there is no one who does good, not even one.”

“The book” is quite different. Elsewhere it is called “the Lamb’s Book of Life” (Revelation 13:8 and 21:27). This is the most important book, written before the foundation of the world. This is a vivid way of safeguarding the truth taught by Jesus in John’s gospel, “You did not choose me, but I chose you”. It is a record of names…And that’s what Paul is saying in Romans 8:28-30…“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.  For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers and sisters. And those he predestined, he also called; those he called, he also justified; those he justified, he also glorified.”

See also Eph. 1:4-5 “For he chose us in him before the creation of the world to be holy and blameless in his sight. In love he predestined us for adoption to sonship through Jesus Christ, in accordance with his pleasure and will” 
The Lamb’s book is the list of names that make up the bride, the elect, those who were once spiritually dead and have been made alive by becoming joined to Christ.

Even Moses knew about this book…Exodus 32:32, “But now, please forgive their sin—but if not, then blot me out of the book you have written.” Jesus referred to it too. In Luke 10:20 he says, “However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” What is written in “the books” is condemnation for those not connected to Christ.  But it will be confirmation for those who are joined to Jesus, of how they lived their lives.

And what will be the result of this judgment?  Those who have nothing to plead but their own fleshly works will realise that all their efforts are woefully inadequate to protect them from the second death, the death of the soul, symbolised by ‘the lake of fire’. Revelation doesn’t specifically tell us what the result of this judgement will be for those who have overcome the world and clung to Christ, but we can get an inkling. 
In Matthew 16:27 Jesus said, “For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what they have done.”  And in Revelation 22:12 he puts it this way, “Look, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to each person according to what they have done.” What follows judgment for the believer is reward. In what form? I don’t know, but whatever it is I know it’ll be good. 1Cor. 2:9 However, as it is written: “What no eye has seen, what no ear has heard and what no human mind has conceived” — the things God has prepared for those who love him—
Whatever God has prepared, it will prove to define what it means to be blessed.
Perhaps the most important thing to note is that, once again, Death itself, along with its home base, Hades, is finally destroyed. Resurrection means the ‘undoing of death’, producing a new physical body with ‘immortal’ properties.

One last note: Why in verse 11 does John say the earth and the heavens fled from his presence, and there was no place for them? Because, it seems, earth had become corrupted by the evil done within it, and heaven too had been the place from which Satan had conducted his original rebellion. That’s why we need a ‘new heaven and a new earth’. The first heaven and earth were the pilot project. Now, with all obstacles to the ultimate goal having been removed, they can be restored, so that the final reality to which they were advance signposts can at last be revealed.

The whore has been overthrown, and it is time for the bride to appear. The dragon, the beast and the false prophet have been destroyed, and it is time for God and the Lamb to be revealed, with the Spirit enabling the bride to say, “Come”. The rule of death is at an end: the rule of life is about to begin!!!  That’s next time!!

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 19:11- 20:15 

To hear and keep what is written in these chapters is, most significantly, to run to Jesus and become joined to him in his death so that you will share in his resurrection. Make your home in the camp of the saints.

If it is true (and it is) that Satan has been bound, it means that we can invest ourselves in sharing the gospel with people who have never heard it before, confident that some will be able to hear it, understand it, and respond to it in repentance and faith. What we’ve seen in Revelation 20 is that Satan with his lies is the one who is limited and disadvantaged, not Christ, his church and his truth.

Also, if it is true (and it is) that when we die, an eternal life of reigning with Christ will have only just begun, we don’t have to be afraid of being marginalised, persecuted, hated, or harmed in the short duration of this life. We can live with confidence that the devil’s final defeat and destruction are sure.

We will find ourselves on the right side of history, not because we are smart or savvy, but because in grace our king revealed himself to us, called us to himself, and intends to share his victory with us for all eternity.

STUDY 11: Revelation 21:1 - 22:7
Living in the New Creation with Jesus

Introduction: At the centre of this passage is a declaration, which is actually the hope at the centre of our existence, so let’s start there:

Read Revelation 21:5. He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”
This is the newness that we long for in a world in which everything breaks down, everything wears out, everything is impacted by the curse (the physical law of entropy). Everything in God’s good creation that has been impacted by the curse is going to be restored, renewed, and resurrected. 

Read Revelation 21:6.The one who set everything in motion in the beginning is the one who will bring all things to their intended end. God will restore all that was lost in the garden and fulfil every word spoken by the prophets. The Alpha and Omega who presented a bride to Adam, created a land for them to dwell in, instructed Adam and Eve to multiply and fill the earth, walked with them in the sanctuary of Eden, and planted the tree of life there will complete what he intended from the beginning. He will provide a bride for his Son, give them the whole earth, dwell in their midst, and welcome the nations into a garden city where all will find healing and wholeness, fullness of satisfaction and provision.

Sounds great, doesn’t it? This is the world, the life, we were made for. And it is exactly what John sees in his vision (Rev. 21:1). In Romans 8:21 Paul writes, “The creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God.” The sea is portrayed as a place of chaos, evil and danger throughout the Bible, but in Revelation John says that the sea is no more. What he is really saying is that nothing evil will ever arise (like the beast) in the new creation.  John then begins to use the imagery used throughout the Bible…the imagery of marriage, inheritance, the city, the temple and the garden.

· The Marriage We Were Meant to Share. Adam & Eve’s was a marriage with a mission and filled with promise, but a more faithful bridegroom than Adam was needed. It is fulfilled in Jesus.

· The Land We Were Meant to Inherit. Abraham always understood that the land God gave to him and his descendants was really pointing toward a far greater inheritance. For he was ‘looking forward to the city that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God’ (Heb. 11:9-10).

· The Community We Were Meant to Be a Part Of. The New Jerusalem is not just a city but it is a people (adorned as a bride). God is remaking us into a community, a city that he wants to live in. The city has four sides - so people from north, south, east and west can enter. Gates (permanently open) named after 12 tribes of Israel and foundations named after 12 apostles of the Lamb tells us that there will not be two communities (one for Israel and one for the church). God has one multinational, multicultural people.
· The Glory We Were Meant to Bask In. The city is also a temple. In the original temple the ‘shekinah glory’ of God shone in the holy of holies. In that temple only one person was allowed in once a year. Everyone else had to keep their distance. Through Jesus it is possible for everyone to have access to the glory of the presence of God. And…we will be united with the beauty we see. The holiness of heaven is a little intimidating to us now, but ‘he who began a good work in us will have been faithful to complete it.’

· The Satisfaction We Were Made to Enjoy. The final image is that of a garden (in Hebrew = paradise). This garden city has a river of water.  Jesus spoke of it in John 4:14 “Whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” Also the Tree of Life will be there but in an expanded version. There will be 12 kinds of fruit, with a new crop every month. The number 12 indicates that it is going to provide ultimate, complete, eternal satisfaction.  Also this will be a healing garden - all the ways that sin has diseased and disfigured us will be healed. And, finally, the best part of the garden is given in Rev. 22:4 “They will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads.” Psalm 27:4 expresses the desire “To gaze upon the beauty of the Lord and to inquire in his temple.” It is what the Aaronic blessing promises to us when the words “the Lord make his face shine on you and be gracious to you” are prayed over us (Num.6:25).  Face to face with his beauty - perfect acceptance and belonging. 1Cor. 13:12 says, “For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.”
Read Revelation 21:1-5: New Heaven, New Earth. Central to this whole picture is that God has come to dwell with humans. The new, permanent guest. As with all symbolism, the things that we have been looking at are signposts pointing into the unknown future. At every point John is saying, “It’s like this, but much, much more so”. The new heaven and the new earth will be new in a new way; newness itself will be renewed, so that instead of mere transition within ongoing human life, what God has planned will be the renewal of all things. “Look!” he said, “I am making ALL things new”.
· All things! Here we have the new heaven, the new earth, the new Jerusalem, the new temple (which is the same thing as the new Jerusalem. As we will see, there is no temple in the city because the whole city is the new temple), and not least, a new people, people who have woken up to find themselves beyond the reach of death, tears, and pain. “The first things have passed away” (v.4)
· As we have seen throughout the book, ‘earth’ is a glorious part of God’s creation (it is good) and ‘heaven’, though God’s own abode, is also the place where the ‘sea’ stands as a reminder of the power of evil, so much so that at one point there is ‘war in heaven’. God’s two-dimensional world needs renewing in both its elements.  Heaven and earth will one day be joined fully and forever.  Paul says exactly the same thing in Ephesians 1:9-10 “he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times reach their fulfilment—to bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ.”
· The closing scene in the Bible is not a vision of human beings going up to heaven, as in so much popular imagination, nor even of Jesus himself coming down to earth, but of the new Jerusalem itself coming down from heaven to earth. 
·  Question: Surely the New Jerusalem, the bride of the Lamb, consists of the people of God, and surely they are on earth already? How can they have been in heaven as well? Answer: As Paul says in Colossians 3:3, ‘our life is hidden with Christ in God’. In other words, when somebody belongs to Christ, they continue with their life on earth, but they have a secret life as well that will be revealed at the last day.  That is why there is a great, uncountable number standing around God’s throne in chapters 5, 7, and 19. This is the heavenly reality which corresponds to the (apparently) weak, feeble praises of the church on earth. And one day the heavenly reality will be revealed as the true partner of the Lamb, now transformed, Cinderella-like, from slave girl to bride.
· What we have in Revelation 21 and 22 is the utter transformation of heaven and earth by means of God abolishing the tragic effects of human sin. In this new world, for instance, the temple, which was properly there in heaven as well as on earth (11:19), will be abolished (21:22) because the Temple was the advance model of God’s great hidden plan for the whole cosmos. Now at last it is realised.
· The new world will be like the present one, but without all those features, particularly death, tears, and everything that causes them, which makes the present world what it is. That is what is meant by there being ‘no more sea’. It means no more chaos, no more place from which monsters might emerge. God himself ‘will wipe away every tear from their eyes’, not by some junior heavenly official, but God himself.  Through this is the revelation of God’s eternal character. Most of us, contemplating this wonderful prospect, will feel a whole new world opening up before us.
Read Revelation 21:6-21: New Jerusalem. The idea of perfect marital unity between the Lamb and his bride is reflected in the very different imagery of the structure of the new Jerusalem.  
· On the one hand it is designed to reflect the identity of God’s people: the 12 tribes named on the gates, and the 12 apostles on the foundation stones. The city wall defines the city, but the gates will never be shut. They are for decoration rather than defence. On the other hand, we have the extraordinary measurements of the city. The angel measures the city as John was told to measure the temple in 11:1; this time we find out what the measurements were, as in the original vision of Ezekiel 40-48 which lies behind a great deal of John’s vision at this point. It is vast…1500 miles x 1500 miles x 1500miles. He is constructing a symbolic universe, not an architect’s design. The city will be an enormous, perfect cube…because that is the shape of the holy of holies at the heart of the ancient temple in Jerusalem (1 Kings 6:20). The whole city has become God’s dwelling place, God’s temple.  Or, more exactly, the very centre of God’s temple, the place where God dwells forever.
· That is why the city ‘has the glory of God’ (v.11). That doesn’t just mean that it is wonderful to look at. It means that God’s glory, God’s presence, is there, gleaming from every stone and jewel and shining from the pure gold of the streets.  And it is also why the city comes ‘down out of heaven from God’. The place of God’s dwelling on earth can never be something that human hands can make (taking us back to Babylon/Babel, and even king David).  It remains forever a gift of God’s love and grace.
· When God finally speaks, it is to declare not only that he is making all things new, but, as in 1:8, that he is the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end. Only in the light of who God is can we find the comfort that we need, the long-promised water of life to him who overcomes of which Jesus spoke in John 4 and elsewhere.
· In this future there will simply be no room for the cowards (those who shy away from the conflict and struggle required) and for ‘all liars’.  All the other categories are basically variations on the lie. The faithless, the unclean, murderers, fornicators, sorcerers and idolators, are all basically people who dislike, or even hate, God’s world and decide to live the lie and make the world the way they want it. In the new creation there will be no room for anti-creation.  In the world of life there is no room for death.
· The picture we are seeing is a glimpse of the ultimate future. But as we saw from the letters at the start of the book, there are signs that this reality keeps breaking through even in the present world of death and tears, and of cowards and liars.
Read Revelation 21:22 - 22:5: God and the Lamb are There. We are not surprised, by now, that here is no temple in the new city. We’ve already seen that this city is a giant cube is telling us that there cannot be a temple as a specific place there where God lives. Now it is the earth which shall be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea (Habakkuk 2:14). That is the goal towards which so much Scripture is pointing, a goal forgotten by those who imagine that the whole aim is to leave earth behind and to go to heaven instead.  Heaven has come down to earth; why would we want it otherwise? We have the reality. We don’t need the signpost anymore.
· In v.23 we discover that it isn’t only the temple that is no longer needed. Even the sun and moon which play an important part in the first creation, will become redundant. We’re discovering that even the glorious world of Genesis 1 was the beginning of something, rather than an end in itself. Now we understand that creation is not abolished but fulfilled, not thrown away but renewed from top to bottom.
· The mystery unfolds a step further…For most of Revelation, the ‘nations’ and their kings have been hostile, but in God’s wider redeeming purpose they look completely different. They are coming instead to give God glory. They come in procession, in the long fulfilment of scriptural prophecies such as Psalm 72:10-11 “May the kings of Tarshish and of distant shores bring tribute to him. May the kings of Sheba and Seba present him gifts. May all kings bow down to him and all nations serve him.” There are many other OT prophecies that anticipate John’s vision. Here they come, bringing their glory into the city through the wide open gates. The city, a bustling community, is filled with activity as the nations come to worship and do homage.
· But it isn’t just a matter of people coming into the city from outside. Life, liquid life, the water of life is flowing from within the city to the world around. So, from the ultimate fulfilment of Genesis 1, via Isaiah 60, John turns to the ultimate fulfilment of Genesis 2, via Ezekiel 47.  Once God’s glory has returned to the newly built temple in Ezekiel 43, we discover that this temple is actually a kind of new Eden, from which a river will flow to irrigate the world around.  In Genesis there were four rivers, but in Ezekiel’s new Eden there was only one, which grows deeper and deeper and makes even the Dead Sea fresh.

· In John’s vision there are trees on both sides of the river with their fruit for food and their leaves for healing. The tree that grows in profusion on either bank of the river is ‘the tree of life’. This tree of life is not merely there to provide healing to for this person, or that, for this Adam and this Eve. Now the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations!! The nations not only come to do homage but that they may be healed.
· The city is to be priestly and royal. Priestly in gathering up the praises of the rest of creation and royal in the sense of wise order through which God’s rule is to be established. Thus it appears that the New Jerusalem is not the whole of the new creation. It is the centrepiece and glory of it, the fountain from which there flows freely all that the world could need. It is the holy of holies, but actually the whole earth is to be full of God’s glory - the whole earth is to be the ultimate temple.  
· That’s why the servants of God and the Lamb are not only worshipping (v.3), not only seeing his face (v.4), but also reigning with him for ever and ever (v.5). From the start of the book we were told that the Lamb’s followers were to be a holy nation and a royal priesthood, and now we see what this means. It is from the city, the city which is the bride, the bride which is the Lamb’s followers, that healing, restorative stewardship is to flow. As heaven and earth come together, as the bride and the Lamb come together, so the garden and the city come together as well.
Read Revelation 22:6-7. 
The angel said to me, “These words are trustworthy and true. The Lord, the God who inspires the prophets, sent his angel to show his servants the things that must soon take place. “Look, I am coming soon! Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy written in this scroll.”

Hearing and Keeping Revelation 21:1  -  22:7. 

At the risk of repeating myself, the most urgent implication of this section is that we need to become joined to Christ to find ourselves on ‘the right side of history’. Paul writes to the Corinthians, “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!”
What we’ve read in this section should cause us to direct our desires toward this eternal marriage. The picture is of a multicultural community and the implication is that we should be open to people from different cultures and skin colours, and invest in relationships with them.

The picture of the new creation as a holy temple should cause us to increasingly hate evil and love what is good. The picture of the new creation as a garden keeps us from expecting that this world is ever going to fully satisfy us.

STUDY 12: Revelation 22:6-21
Keeping the Words of Jesus

Introduction: The epilogue we are going to consider is filled with anticipation for the event that will usher us into the new creation in all of its glorious fullness - the second coming of the Lord Jesus. In these final fifteen verses we get to hear Jesus speak three times. Three times he says, “I am coming soon.” He wants to get our attention. He intends for us to orient our lives around and toward his coming.

A Christian life in which we simply orient our lives around the teachings and example of Jesus with no real expectation of his bodily return to this earth is not the Christian life at all. To live in expectation of the second coming of Jesus is the wisest way to live, because this truth is the most reliable truth in the universe.

Read Revelation 22:6. He said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”

Blessed by Keeping Revelation’s Message.

Read Revelation 22:7 There is tangible and profound blessing to be experienced now and into eternity by those who:

· Have their vision of Jesus shaped by Revelation’s vision of who Jesus is, what he has accomplished, and what he will accomplish in his second coming
· Are willing to evaluate their churches and themselves in light of the commendations and criticisms of the letters to the churches in Revelation 2 and 3
· Allow the heavenly worship of God portrayed in Revelation 4 and 5 to guide their own worship
· Persevere in their bold allegiance to Christ and witness for Christ even when it costs them
· See through the false veneer into the true ugliness and evil of this world’s systems, philosophies, and priorities
· Rest in God’s providence, believing that God has the power to bring about everything pictured and promised in this book
· Expect that the wicked will experience judgment from God and that we will celebrate his justice and righteousness
· Orient their lives toward the new creation, refusing to expect that life lived under the current order will ever truly satisfy and sustain them
· Anticipate seeing their saviour face to face and enjoying communion with him into eternity
How I hope that this study of Revelation has been about much more than just nailing down how to interpret it. The goal is to live it, keep it, and obey it.  The goal is patient endurance. The goal is to overcome the world’s pull toward compromise and apathy and idolatry.  The goal, according to the next verse is to worship…
Read Revelation 22:8-9. Revelation should fill your tank with energy to worship and a longing to worship.

Read Revelation 22:10. Over 700 years earlier, the prophet Daniel was given a similar vision.  He was told to “shut up the words and seal the book, until the time of the end” (Daniel 12:4).  John has been told NOT to seal up his written record of the visions shown to him. Why?  Because he is living in the time of the end.

Read Revelation 22:11. Daniel’s prophecy is now being fulfilled, so we shouldn’t be deterred by the resistance of those who persist in their evil;  rather, we should continue to pursue righteousness and holiness.

Blessed by Experiencing Revelation’s Grace.

Read Revelation 22:12-13. When we read the words ‘reward’ and ‘repay’, they sound familiar to us. We’ve read plenty in this book about Jesus giving people what they rightly deserve. Jesus wants us to know that we will not regret living for him. To the faithful stewards, the master said upon his return, “Well done good and faithful servant.  You have been faithful over little; I will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master” (Matt. 25:21). Right there is the reward, the recompense. This is not salvation by works! This is reward for the works that demonstrate that a person has been saved - the working out of what God has worked in!

Read Revelation 22:14-15. What a dramatic difference awaits those who respond to the offer of the grace of Jesus in humble repentance and faith and those who refuse the offer of grace in prideful resistance.

Blessed by Anticipating Revelation’s Promise.
Read Revelation 22:16. In the final verses of Revelation we hear the voice of Jesus declaring himself to be the fulfilment of two OT prophecies:

· Isaiah wrote, “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him — the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of might, the Spirit of the knowledge and fear of the Lord — and he will delight in the fear of the Lord. He will not judge by what he sees with his eyes, or decide by what he hears with his ears; but with righteousness he will judge the needy, with justice he will give decisions for the poor of the earth. He will strike the earth with the rod of his mouth; with the breath of his lips he will slay the wicked. Righteousness will be his belt and faithfulness the sash around his waist. The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling[a] together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the cobra’s den, and the young child will put its hand into the viper’s nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all my holy mountain for the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea.”  (Isaiah 11:1-9).  
In identifying himself as the root and descendant of David, Jesus is saying that he is this king, and when he comes he will bring everything Isaiah wrote about in Isaiah 11 into being.

· The ‘bright morning star’ is an allusion to Numbers 24:17, which records the prophecy of the mysterious pagan shaman named Balaam.  He said, “A star shall come out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel”. Balaam went on to speak of all the enemies that would be dispossessed when this star, the king, comes. So by calling himself ‘the bright morning star’, Jesus is declaring that when he comes as king, it will be the dawning of a new day. Envisioning and anticipating this new day has the power to fill us with the courage we need to face whatever today brings.
Blessed by Responding to Revelation’s Invitation.
Read Revelation 22:17. We’ve heard the angel speak, we’ve heard John speak, and we’ve heard Jesus speak. Now we hear the Spirit and the bride speak…the message the Holy Spirit breathes out into the world through the lips of those who are in love with Jesus. We say to the world around us, “Come!” We invite all who are thirsty for something more than this world has to offer to come to the only well that will never run dry. And we say to Jesus, “Come”.

This life and relationship are freely given so anyone and everyone who will bring nothing but their need to Christ.

Read Revelation 22:20. The final word from Jesus, “Yes, I am coming soon” is what he hopes will be echoing in our ears and captivating our hearts.  Think how important a person’s final words are.  

“Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” There’s nothing more John wants than for Jesus to come. He seems to know that there will be a time of waiting and so in the final verse of Revelation he writes “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with God’s people. Amen.”

We are going to need grace to be able to wait for that day and persevere until that day. May the Lord grant us all the grace for patient endurance as we wait for his coming.

Conclusion: This book has been a revelation of Jesus, a testimony to Jesus, an act of homage to Jesus. This word. This book. This prophecy. Listen to it. Coming soon. This Jesus.
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