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Yes, it is a cheeky sub-title but I believe most people feel the
Revelation has to be left to obsessive fanatics or super-deep
theologians.
 
I believe God gave this Bible book to  the ordinary disciple and it is
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I hope this small commentary helps.
 
Suggestions for improving style or content would be welcome (email
is best).
 
Quote me liberally (preferably with proper credit) and steal any good
ideas–there is no copyright on God's Word.  Just do not publish this
work for any sort of monetary gain–not even to recover honest
expenses.
 
Bible quotes are mainly from the NIV English translation but there
are other translations quoted and referred to. The Christian reader of
English in the 21st century is spoilt for choice.
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INTRODUCTION
“The words of the wise are like goads, their collected sayings are like
firmly embedded nails – given by one Shepherd. Be warned, my son,
of anything in addition to them. Of making many books there is no
end, and much study wearies the body.”
Ecclesiastes 12:11-12
In the light of this warning why should anyone add yet another book
to a market that seems overfilled? Does anyone need another book
on the Revelation of John?
I have written this out of my own need to know the Revelation better.
It is the strange and mysterious final part of the Bible and has such
an odd style compared to the rest of the New Testament.  So many
friends in our church were fascinated (or repelled!) by this last book
that they have generally been glad to study it with me.  It seems to
me that many others have a similar interest and I am sure they have
a healthy desire to know more deeply the treasures that are hidden in
such an enigmatic but powerful piece of writing.
Yet curiosity about this book often lies close to repulsion. Many
normal church-goers have been alienated from it by the use (I would
say abuse) of the Revelation by cranks, sects and cults. There have
been far too many rash predictions of the end of the world coupled
with a lurid enthusiasm for applying the difficult symbols in a way
that suits pet theories and prejudices.
The present book grew out of studies appearing in our church
newsletter over a six month period in 1989. These were developed, in
turn, from some home bible studies delivered in the early 1980s.
These studies were reformed and shaped into a book during the
1990s and revised over half a lifetime. Behind these studies and a
number of sermons and talks has been my own meditation over
thirty five years with the help of many friends and books.
 

Why I wrote this book
This book has been produced for the wider public for three reasons:



Firstly, there is a lack of good reading on the
Revelation for the ordinary Christian.

The most rewarding books to me have unfortunately come from
writers who believe in a “cyclical” (also called “recapitulation”)
interpretation of the difficult centre chapters. This theory holds that
the same period of time is repeatedly described in the Revelation
from different points of view. “More than conquerors” by William
Hendriksen is a good quality example.
Like many people, I find that theory unconvincing. There really does
seem to be a powerful flow of one main story through the book. It
seems somewhat arbitrary to decide to stop the action mentally and
rewind seven or eight times.
It is also unsatisfying because it reduces the flow of history to an
idealistic and rather static model. In Scripture as a whole God is seen
to be at work leading the story of humanity and creation along a path
from Creation, Fall, Redemption and on to Glory in a new creation.
The Revelation deals with the grand sweep of the era from the work
of Jesus on earth in the Cross and Resurrection to the wonders of the
world to come.
To see the Revelation as a series of recapitulations giving the same
story from several points of view is to impose a static and academic
scheme on a living and impassioned piece of inspired literature.
Although this bookish approach can provide lots of practical
application and insight when someone like Hendriksen writes, most
of the other books based on this scheme seem dull and pedestrian.
The wine of the Apocalypse becomes the water of reinterpretation.
In contrast, this book is an attempt to do justice to the lively flow of
movement that is described so vigorously in the Revelation from the
moment of Christ's ascension to the completion of the new creation.
Interpretations which see the story of future history in John’s book
are often labelled as “historicist”, but I want to distance my
interpretation from that school. This is not describing history before
it happens as though every event is predetermined. (Philosophically,



that may or may not be true.) It is, however, telling us the shape of
things to come.
There is a sense of events intensifying through this age and finally
coming to a climax. The story of mankind is a story of two “harvests”
and both harvests have ripened over time. Each harvest gathers two
kinds of crops (wheat and weeds, to use Jesus’ own terms – Matthew
13:24-43). The first small harvest of “firstfruits” from the age of
Israel is followed by the massive main harvest of the Apostolic
church. But neither harvest is gathered peacefully. An enemy is at
work and there is a harvest of wickedness ripening alongside the
harvest of righteousness. The Christian age is not progressing toward
millennial peace and prosperity. Depravity is also intensifying.
Daniel was told that “Many will roam to and fro, and knowledge
will increase” (Dan 12:4) in the last days, and that has been
happening. Indeed, the modern age is characterised by high-speed
long-distance mass travel and an information explosion. But
roaming and knowledge are ambiguous and not “progressive” in
every respect. Things are coming to a head for better and for worse.

Secondly, sensational writers and preachers
have actually frightened normal Christians away
from the Revelation.

The idea has grown up that the Apocalypse (a Greek name for the
Revelation) is only for the specialist “student of prophecy”. Some
people feel it is so obscure that much of it will remain hidden until
the Lord returns to enlighten us. It is my desire, as much as I can, to
give this inspiring prophecy back to the people to whom it truly
belongs, that is, ordinary believers.

Thirdly, I want to share some of the joy and
encouragement I have drawn from this
wonderful book of scripture.

Its view of Christ as the ascended and reigning Lord is one we all
need to see again. The breathtaking sweep of God's purposes renews
our faith and holy fear. The sight of every enemy being defeated by



the power of heaven emboldens us for service and perseverance. The
promise is true,
“BLESSED IS THE ONE WHO READS THE WORDS OF THIS
PROPHECY”.
 

Why John wrote the Revelation
The trivial answer is because Jesus told him to (Rev.1:11,19).
The question we need to answer is, what is the purpose of this long
letter to the churches? Why was John inspired to send this message?
We are told that it is a prophecy given
to show his servants what must soon take place.
In other words, the servants of Christ are to be forewarned – and
therefore forearmed for the near future.

Christ had fulfilled the prophecies of the Old
Covenant

The reason why a new prophecy was needed so late in the day was
because all previous prophecy had been fulfilled in the time
of Christ.
Christ taught that he was the fulfilment of the Jewish Scriptures. All
the scriptures testified in advance to him. The promises of prophecy
were fulfilled in Him (Romans 15:8, 2 Cor 1:20) and the warnings of
prophecy had fallen on His generation too (Luke 17:25-37, Luke
21:32).
The Christians were convinced that they were living in the last days
at the end of the ages (Heb 9:26). The two great signs of this fact
were the exaltation of Christ, the Son of Man, and the destruction of
the religious system centred on the Jewish Temple
This does not mean they were expecting the imminent return of
Christ. It means they did not know what to expect.
They knew they were living in the time of Gospel proclamation when
God would gather His elect from the ends of the earth so that Jew
and Gentile could enjoy fellowship in the renewed Kingdom of God.



They were tasting in this new community the fellowship of the Holy
Spirit and a new access to God through Christ apart from the old
temple rituals. In some ways they were reigning with Christ, and yet
they were also subject to random persecution and vilification from
both Jew and Gentile. The same old enemies of sin and death (and
behind them, the Satan himself) which Christ defeated on the cross
were apparently still very active in the world and able to afflict the
children of the Kingdom.
The theme of the Revelation is the result of its historical context.
Imagery used by the ancient prophets and Jesus is recycled and
reapplied to the church age in the Revelation. Language previously
used to describe judgement on Nineveh, Babylon, and Jerusalem is
applied to the judgements which will fall on the present and future
enemies of God.
The Revelation will offer to those who hear it an interpretation of the
recent past, linked with a way of seeing the present and looking to
the future (Rev. 1:19).
I realise many of my readers will be asking at this point, “what about
the problem of unfulfilled prophecy?” Generations have been taught
that there is a great fund of Old Testament prophecy which has not
yet been fulfilled which will be cashed in as a series of cataclysmic
events in the near future.
I believe the problem of unfulfilled prophecy is a problem of bad
bible reading. Figurative and metaphorical prophecies by the
Hebrew prophets have been read in a dull and literal way. To take
one of a hundred examples, Isaiah writes:
All the stars of the heavens will be dissolved and the sky rolled up
like a scroll; all the starry host will fall like withered leaves from the
vine, like shrivelled figs from the fig-tree.  Isa 34:4
It is apparent that this has not literally happened yet (we would have
noticed if the sky had gone) and so this verse is deposited into the
bank of unfulfilled prophecy awaiting a literal fulfilment in the
future. But Isaiah is talking about something which has already
happened (the total destruction of Edom – see the next verse). You
will look in vain for the Kingdom of Edom in any modern atlas. The



proper way to see this prophecy is to see it as colourful language
which is basically saying the sky is going to fall on the Edomites and
they will be crushed forever.
A similar verse occurs in the Revelation:
The sky receded like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and
island was removed from its place.  Rev 6:14
It is referring to a different event, but the repetition of the image tells
us what kind of event it is (God destroying in judgement, probably
using human rather than miraculous means just as in the days of
Edom's downfall).
Although we should deny the popular theory of unfulfilled prophecy,
we should admit that many of God's declared purposes seem
incomplete. We do not yet see sin and death abolished, warfare
ceased and God's will done fully on Earth as it is in Heaven. All I am
saying is that the intermediate stages predicted by the previous
Hebrew prophets were completed by the time of the late 1  century,
and the pressing question was “What will God do in history from
now on?”.
Another confusing theory which seems to do away with the need for
a fresh prophecy is the idea of “multiple fulfilment”. This is the idea
that the same passage could be foretelling two, three or more
historical events centuries apart in the future. According to this
theory Mark Ch.13 was fulfilled once in AD 66-70 but will be fulfilled
again in the future. All we need to do is reapply it to our situation
and read “the signs of the times” today.
Another example of the “multiple fulfilment” idea is the way Amos's
promise of prosperity for Jerusalem is taken to mean more than one
thing.
“In that day I will restore David's fallen tent. I will repair its broken
places, restore its ruins, and build it as it used to be, so that they
may possess the remnant of Edom and all the nations that bear my
name,” declares the LORD, who will do these things. Amos 9:11-12
This was interpreted by James as being about the blessing of the
church (Acts 15:16) but many say it is also about the modern nation
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of Israel being replanted in Palestine.
If every prophecy has an unspecified number of possible fulfilments
then words have lost their purpose and prophecy becomes useless.
Prophetic theories multiply along with multiple fulfilments and
become a source of confusion.
But, in fact, Jesus and his apostles have taught us how to read the
prophets. In this case David’s tent is NOT defined by Israelite
ancestry – it is the community of believers in Jesus Christ who are
the true heirs of this promise. And we do not literally plunder the
land of the Edomites, but we do receive as brothers any foreigners
who receive Jesus as Lord. Christians now are not free to ignore
Apostolic authority and erect our own alternative futures based on
stitching together Old Testament texts. This is false prophecy and
God will judge it the way he usually does.
Many of the false prophets of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
who confidently said “Jesus is returning in our lifetime” are already
dead and their words have fallen to the ground; others are ageing
fast but still have time to repent. Sadly, there are enough apprentice
students of prophecy alive and ready to bend both scripture and
history to their own purposes using this shabby theory of multiple
fulfilment. It may never go out of fashion.
However, the early churches knew well that the prophets' words had
been fulfilled, and because they did not have a theory of multiple
fulfilment there was an urgent need for a new word from God.
Several obvious questions must have arisen, for example:

How long?
How long must the time of the churches’ trials continue? When will
the Kingdom be consummated? The new humanity has partially
appeared, but where is the renewed creation promised by the
apostles?

Why?
What is the purpose of our suffering? Apparently pointless and
grievous disasters happen to godly and ungodly alike.



What about the Jews?
Even after all the words of Jesus had been shown to be true, many
people followed the rabbis rather than Christ. What is more, the
Jews were still claiming to be the true people of God and the children
of Abraham. Are they right?

What about Rome?
The horrible fourth beast of Daniel's prophecy had a few bad years in
the middle of the first century but now seemed as strong and brutal
as ever, with their Emperors making blasphemous claims to divinity.
Why has the Kingdom of the Son of Man not yet broken Rome?

Why are the churches in a state?
Jesus defeated sin on the cross and makes sinners clean. Why then is
there sin and failure in the churches? Does forgiveness make any
lifestyle acceptable to God?

Is that it?
Christians were now enjoying the ministry of the Holy Spirit, the gift
of adoption as God's family and a renewed personal relationship with
God. Should they therefore interpret the promises of resurrection,
judgement, eternal life and a new creation as “spiritually” complete?
Or is there more to hope for in the future?

What is our mission?
By the time of the writing of the Revelation, the Christian message
had already travelled thousands of miles to most parts of the known
world. Apart from those called to publish the Gospel still more
widely, what would it mean for the ordinary believer to serve Christ
in those troubled times?
These questions and more beyond receive a response or answer in
the Revelation of John.
 

THE STRUCTURE OF THE REVELATION



Careful reading will soon show that the Revelation is as artfully
constructed as any book of the bible. But it cannot be reduced to a
simple plan – like the natural world, it is full of patterns and
reflections but not mechanically plotted. The repeated use of
patterns of seven is one of the most remarkable features of the book.
John seems to have had the seven days of creation (found in Genesis
One and Two) in the forefront of his mind. A group of seven has the
sense of completeness and fullness in it.
The final number seven is particularly significant.
The seventh day of creation in Genesis has no clear end in Genesis –
unlike the first six which all end with the formula “and it was
evening and morning, the xth day”. By Day Seven the work of
initiation is completed and God rests from it, but God's purpose is
not completed.
I believe we are meant to conclude that that day of rest includes the
whole history of Earth. The writer of Hebrews, chapter four, tells us
that the sabbath rest remains to this day. The seventh day of the
heavens and the earth will finally end when this world ends and God
creates the world to come on the first day of a new creation week.
That means that the seventh day is OUR day, the day of mankind,
when we are meant to till the earth and subdue it.
The idea of an “open-ended” week awaiting completion at the end of
the age is mirrored in the other sequences of “sevens” in the
Revelation.
In the long central section of the Revelation there are three great
sequences of seven – the seals that unlock the scroll, the trumpets
that are blown by seven angels and the bowls of God's wrath. In each
case the seventh element of a sequence contains the next sequence of
seven. Like a Russian doll, each sequence holds and leads on to the
next.
So the seventh seal is opened and the whole of the scroll of God's will
is implied in it. In the same way the seventh trumpet is sounded and
it announces “the final woe” which is all seven bowls of God's
complete wrath. The seventh bowl of wrath brings destruction on all
God's enemies and the history of this age ends.



Here, then, is the idea:
Jesus and the Seven Churches (Ch.1-3)
The introduction in the first three Chapters reveals:
(1) How and why the Revelation was written;
(2) the Lord who is giving the Revelation;
(3) what his people are like in the present (i.e. 1  c. AD);
(4) what Jesus is looking for in His churches.
The Temple of Heaven (Ch 4-5)
The Revelation of Jesus ruling and conducting the historical process
from heaven.
The Seven Seals(Ch 6-20)
1. The White Rider
2. The Red Rider
3. The Black Rider
4. The Pale Rider
The Riders are active all through the New Testament age, in fact they
are characteristic of it, visiting and revisiting with blessing or
disaster.
5. The Old Testament martyrs clothed in white and told to wait 6:9-
11
6. The “End of the Age” – The war which destroys Judea, Jerusalem
and the O.T. world
7. The scroll unrolled. Which includes: –

The Seven Trumpets (Ch 8–20)
1. The Plague on the earth.
2. The Plague on the sea
3. The Plaque on the fresh waters
4. The Plague on the sky
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 The Plagues come from heaven and, though they are severe, they
are partial and are warnings – literally “portents” of what is to
come.  Like the four Riders they are a feature of the whole period.

5. The plague of demonic locusts 9:1-11
6. The plague of destructive warfare 9:13-19
7. The Final Woe. Which includes:–
                The Seven Bowls (Ch 16 -20)
                1.Wrath on the earth 16:2
                2. Wrath on the sea 16:3
                3. Wrath on the fresh waters 16:4
                4. Wrath on the sky 16:8-9
                5. The plague of darkness 16:10-11
                6. The gathering of armies for Armageddon 16:12-16
                7. The Last of God's Wrath. (Ch 17-20)Which includes:–
                                a. Babylon overthrown 17:1-18:24
                                b. The Beast and False Prophet overthrown 19:11-

20
                                c. The armies of the world slain 19:21
                                d. Satan overthrown and damned 20:1-10

The final outpouring of anger from heaven which was signalled by
the Riders and the Plagues. Creation swept clean.

                                e. The dead raised and judged 20:11-15
                                f. Death and Hades destroyed 20:14

                 g. THE NEW HEAVEN AND THE NEW EARTH 21:1-22:6
{The City of God. God and mankind dwelling together. Sin, death
and suffering ended. No more wrath. Creation renewed}
All the sequences finally end when God makes everything new. The
opening of the seals corresponds to the beginning of the church age,
the trumpets are the main period and the bowls of wrath mark the
end. The seals, the trumpets and the bowls of wrath are completed



and finished together. The Days of Creation from Genesis are also
finally ended. The World to come will supersede the order put in
place at the beginning.
There are many further visions in the Revelation to fill out and
amplify this basic shape. These usually occur in the seventh phase
and may involve leaps back or forward in time which explain and
amplify the story. For example, the vision of the Dragon and Woman
in Ch.12 covers the time before and after Christ’s incarnation and
explains the peculiar hatred of Satan toward Christians. The vision of
the Great Multitude in Ch.7 looks forward to the end purpose of the
whole Christian age while the vision of the 144,000 Israelites looks
back in time (and up to heaven) to reveal the purpose and success of
the Jewish Age.

SUGGESTIONS FOR USING THIS BOOK
This book has been written to help you read the Revelation of John.
So the best way to use it might be with a bible open at the relevant
page. The chapters are fairly short and are based on natural divisions
in the book rather than the standard chapters of the bible. This
means you can use it for both personal bible study or as a basis for
group study. I hope preachers will also find it stimulating.
I have resisted the temptation to write an academic book even
though there are some points of my understanding that may be
original. I hope people with an academic interest in the Apocalypse
will forgive my simplicity and even find some helpful ideas for their
studies. It seems more important to help Christ speak to his people
through the Revelation rather than to contribute to the never-ending
process of theological debate.
 



Christ At The Centre
Inspired encouragement – Revelation 1:1-20

1:1-3 God’s Word to the Churches
The last book of the Bible is the “odd one out” among the New
Testament books. A completely different “genre”. Because it is
different we may find it hard to tune in to John’s way of writing. Yet,
with a little adjustment and using a slightly different method of
reading and listening we will find it is both possible and thrilling to
hear God speaking through the Revelation. If we do not make this
effort to listen in a different way we will be tempted to give up and
seek out more familiar parts of the Bible. But we will be the losers.
More than any other New Testament book, this one makes a bold
claim for our attention by claiming to be verbally inspired. John
writes that it is not his own invention but a message of Christ given
by the Father and communicated by His angel. So he claims to be
accurately passing on a divine message.
This does not mean that John is totally passive; his character and
concerns do come through in this book. Like all the scriptures the
Revelation is fully human and thoroughly divine – just like the Lord
Jesus who is revealed in it.
As well as the specific claim that this book is divinely inspired, God
begins with a special promise for those who hear it read. It is as if the
Holy Spirit is giving us especial encouragement to pay attention
since he knows that some parts seem hard and irrelevant to the
casual listener.
God’s blessing is on those who (1) read and (2) hear. This is a clue to
how we should read it. The Revelation is a book to read aloud. Why
not try this on your own or with one or two others? It is superbly
dramatic, and hearing it read out will help you pick up the main
picture which the Spirit is conveying, rather than getting bogged
down in picking over individual sentences or words.

In fact it seems the first use of this book was for it to be read aloud to
whole congregations. This may not be practical now since modern



congregations might be too fidgety to pay attention! Nevertheless,
there is great benefit to be gained by reading it aloud and in a group.
How many ingenious schemes of interpretation are the result of
individuals poring over the bones of the text searching for “keys” to
unlock its mysteries? The Revelation is a “broad brush” work painted
in bold and vivid strokes and is definitely not designed as an
intellectual puzzle.
This book was addressed to seven congregations for them to receive,
understand and apply to themselves after one or two public readings.
Any interpretation which rests on clever word-detective work or
obscure systems of symbolism should be suspected! When bible
study feels like a search for needles in a haystack the important
message is usually being missed – in fact the “haystack” probably is
the message.
Yet this IS undoubtedly a book of signs and symbols, and they teem
on every page. Any attempt to take it absolutely literally will result in
silliness. So where shall we find the right way to interpret the
symbols and so receive their true meaning? The answer is fairly
simple. Nearly every element of the Revelation is taken from the
bible!
In particular, the prophetic and symbolic writings of the Old
Testament provide most of the images. John is using the “language”
of the prophets and he stands in the tradition of Ezekiel, Zechariah
and Isaiah. He often re-uses an image or phrase from an Old
Testament context or from the prophetic sayings of Jesus and
creatively weaves it into the new fabric of this book. Often, all we
need to do is take a careful look at how the prophets used prophetic
language, and then apply our understanding to help us to hear John
clearly.
I am sorry to say that some people have become drunk on symbolism
and have read all kinds of meanings into this book. If we do not allow
the whole Bible to control our interpretations then the unrestrained
imagination is likely to fly off into an exotic game of “word
association”, which becomes an abuse of John’s work and is an insult
to God’s inspiration. The Revelation then becomes a launchpad for



our own fantastic meditations. Before we decide what this book
“means for us” we must find what was meant to John and his
readers.
Others have misunderstood John’s masterpiece by excessive
literalism; they think everything must really happen in the history of
future years just as the book predicts. Symbols and metaphors have
been misunderstood as “literal prophecies” and so the subtle and
supple language of the Holy Spirit has been nailed to a wooden
scheme of interpretation.
When John wrote that the sky would be torn away like a scroll being
wound up he was using pictorial language and not describing an
optical illusion or a “big bang” in reverse. Out of such ignorance and
confusion such lurid books as “Left Behind” and a hundred other
sensational books have appeared. Some of these should be filed
under “horror fantasy” rather than “theology” in the library.
In fact, no one can take the whole book literally. Everyone admits
that some things are symbolic. Yet some of us are so keen on their
particular scheme that they have already decided what is to be taken
literally!
In these studies I will do my best to:
firstly, let the whole passage shape any interpretation;
secondly, (where a biblical idea is being reapplied) let the previous
prophetic use of the idea rule the interpretation;
thirdly, let the direct teaching of other scriptures decide between
interpretations.
The purpose of the Revelation is in its first verse. The servants of
God must know what is to come so that they are ready to serve Him
as the future unfolds. Do we have a sense of history today? We
should have by the time we have studied this book.
The Revelation is not mainly a source of fresh doctrines. Instead, it
gives a glimpse into the purpose and meaning of the churches’
struggles, and so it encourages us to keep going. It is the one wholly
prophetic book of the New Testament, and it stands in relation to us



in a similar way to that in which the writings of the Old Testament
prophets stood in relation to Israel and Moses.
Those old prophecies were based on the Law of Moses and called
Israel to live faithfully under that Law until Christ came. They did
not add to the Law but did provide some divine interpretation and
commentary on what had been transmitted by Moses.
The prophets also warned of future events and challenges which
were still to come. In particular, they all pointed forward to the
coming of Christ to save and judge the world.
In a very similar way the Revelation, the great New Testament
prophetic book, came after the giving of the Law of Christ – the
Gospel – and it is a challenge to live by faith in Him until He returns.
It refers back to God’s greatest revelation in the work and doctrine of
Jesus Christ which has been transmitted to us in the form of the
gospels and letters of the New Testament. We are now challenged to
be faithful to that primary revelation through all the years ahead.
We are encouraged to be faithful to what we have received by looking
forward to the glorious fulfilment of Christ’s work. The vision of His
judgement and triumph strengthens our hope for now and for the
world to come.
Since this is the purpose of the book, any doctrine which is based
SOLELY on the book of Revelation is therefore almost certainly
wrong.
[1] The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his
servants what must soon take place. He made it known by sending
his angel to his servant John, [2] who testifies to everything he saw
– that is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. [3]
Blessed is the one who reads 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.
Verse one tells us that this book is the revelation of Jesus Christ. See
how everything in verse one belongs to Him. The Revelation (given
to him), the servants (his), the angel (his) and John (his servant).



The message, the messengers and the people to whom it is sent all
belong to Christ. This is HIS revelation. This could mean either that
it reveals Jesus or that it belongs to Him especially and He is now
sharing it with us.
In fact both these alternatives are true. This is Jesus’ own revelation,
given by the Father to the Son, and it is also a revelation of Christ as
the Lord of all affairs and King of the churches. Here we will learn
about His active presence and rule in heaven. Every event is under
his control for he is the absolute ruler (v.5). It is also a prophecy (v.3)
and like every other prophecy it tells us what He will do and what His
will is for us.
The Revelation is not for everybody. It is addressed to Christ’s
servants. It is not for the curious speculator who has a taste for
mystery. This may be one reason for its rather forbidding use of
imagery. The intellectual dilettante is likely to become impatient or
be distracted into wild theories. More than most scriptures, the
Revelation can speak to the faithful follower of Christ while being no
more than a conundrum to the sceptic or dabbler. The person who is
most invested in Christ will gain the most.
The blessing promised in v.3 for those who take it to heart (i.e.
respond in faith and obedience) is there because the time is NEAR.
As it says in v.1 these things must SOON take place.
Here is a problem. If these things were near 1900+ years ago, have
they already happened or are they near now?
The answer is yes to both alternatives! The Revelation was relevant
to that generation and it is still relevant to us today because it does
not just deal with a few years before the second coming. This book is
about the whole period which is leading up to the glorious return of
Christ. Both the churches of the Revelation and those of every
generation since have been living in the last days.
The last days are the period when we wait for the God who is to come
(vs.4,7,8) and while we wait we share in suffering, kingdom and
patient endurance (v.9). God’s kingdom on earth is real but
experienced in strange ways. John himself is exiled on the little
Mediterranean island of Patmos as a result of his work (v.9).



1:4-8 Grace and peace from God
Christian experience during this age is full of paradoxes which can be
poignant and confusing. Though things often seem to “go wrong” and
it seems that God is against us, we actually experience his love (and
often in a special, even intense, way). The greeting “grace and peace”
is no empty platitude. That is what God wants to give to the
churches.
And how does He do it?
By writing a letter (v.11). True spirituality grows out of God’s words.
The Holy Spirit chooses the method of inspired words to bring the
blessings of God to people.
This is in sharp contrast to the methods we might expect God to use.
Even among Christians the Spirit is often expected to work through
intuition or some other subjective method of revelation, or through
an intense shared experience in worship. While the Holy Spirit does
dwell in us, He has tied Himself to the method of the Word. Christian
meditation is based on it and healthy liturgies are full of it. If we turn
to magical or psychological methods as we seek His grace and peace
then we are forgetting that it is Jesus’ WORDS which are Spirit and
Life (John 6:63). These words do not work automatically but they
will reach the “servants” for whom they are intended and they will
have the effect God desires.
Even by the glorious standard of the New Testament Epistles this is
no ordinary letter; it is an unveiling which shows us God’s plans and
dealings with the world. When we have taken it in we shall see why
suffering and patient endurance is needed by us as we live as His
kingdom and priesthood.
[4] John, To the seven churches in the province of Asia: Grace and
peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come,
and from the seven spirits before his throne, [5] and from Jesus
Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and
the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and has
freed us from our sins by his blood, [6] and has made us to be a
kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father – to him be glory
and power for ever and ever! Amen. [7] Look, he is coming with the



clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and
all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him. So shall it be!
Amen. [8] “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God,
“who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.”
The grace and peace offered here comes from the ministry of Christ.
His loving action has freed us from sin and given us a glorious
standing before God (vs.5 & 6). To anyone with a practical knowledge
of churches the statement that he has “freed us from our sins by his
blood” will sound like exaggeration. Regrettably, the followers of
Christ do fail on occasion and do not seem to be completely free of
sin.
The freedom described here is, firstly, a freedom from domination.
In Christian thinking men are naturally incapable of shaking off the
dominance of the evil within their nature and we all require a miracle
of release if we are to break free from the pattern of sin. Christian
experience is mixed but definite on this issue – we are free to repent
and change.
The second element in freedom from sin is that we have been freed
from the penalty implied in being sinners. The weight of an “evil
conscience” (Heb 10:22 ESV etc.) has been taken away by the effect
of Christ’s blood. This is not the corrupt evasion of responsibility
found in some religious personalities. It is the experience of freedom
when the word of pardon published by God reaches the soul of a
hearer. It is an inner echo of the word of release pronounced by God
in heaven, and is based on faith in the success of Christ’s suffering in
bearing the sin of the world.
A large part of “living by faith” means trusting in God’s goodwill
towards us and trusting him to keep His promises for the future. Like
no other book in the Bible, the Revelation shocks us with the contrast
between what ordinary believers may have to experience from God’s
heavy hand in providence, and the glowing warmth of His love
towards them.
The great fact which proves His love now is the work of Christ on the
cross. Verse 5 emphasises that we hope in one who died for us and is
now “first-born from the dead” – the conqueror over death and with



all the rights of a first-born son – and who has “freed us from our
sins by His blood”. Our confidence in His love cannot be based on
present experience, since the Revelation warns that God’s wrath is
being revealed in the earth now. Our confidence is based on a surer
foundation; the bloody body of the Son of God nailed to a tree and so
nailed in human history.
Central to the Jewish temple cult was the theme of blood sacrifice
making peace with God. That theme is fulfilled in the shedding of
Christ’s blood, and His death has liberated believers from the
bondage of sin. As we read further, we shall see that the picture of
heaven in the Revelation is the Jewish temple complete with an altar.
The one missing element will be the blood sacrifice. John is telling us
that that has happened “once for all” (Hebrews 10:12) at the cross.
Above all we experience God as Trinity (v.4,5); as the eternal, living
Father whom we look forward to meeting, as the sevenfold Spirit and
as Jesus Christ.
The sequence of Jesus’ life that is summarised in v.5 is important:
First, He witnessed, then He died, then He rose, and now He is
ruling. This pattern of Jesus’ life is referred to in chs. 2 and 3 as an
encouragement and challenge to the churches. This pattern will be
repeated in the history of churches and individual Christians.
Witness, death and resurrection leading to immortality, honour and
vindication is the path Jesus invites us to walk in when he says
“follow me”.
One surprise is that the Holy Spirit is represented as seven spirits.
This is probably to imply his complete and perfect ministry (we need
no other spirit) so that each of the seven churches has the whole
Spirit rather than one seventh. Each church has His whole attention.
The number seven in the Revelation generally has this idea of
completeness or fullness in it.
In Revelation 4:5 the seven spirits are called seven “lamps” which
blaze before the throne of heaven, so the symbolism seems based on
the lights which lit the Holy Place in the temple (Exodus 37:17-24, 2
Chronicles 4:20). We should probably see the throne corresponding
to the “mercy seat” of God in the Most Holy Place. There is a hint



here of heaven as the Temple of God, which is fully worked out in
later chapters.
According to Hebrews 8:2 and 5 the reason for the arrangement of
the Old Testament tabernacle was that it symbolised the reality of
heaven. The concern of the writer in Hebrews was to show us how
Christ made atonement and now serves in Heaven as High Priest. In
the Revelation the temple image is used in a wider way to portray the
worship of angels and human devotees, and to show us events in
heaven in a way we can understand.
Christ is the First-born from the dead and, as the first-born, he has
all the rights of the elder son to inherit from His Father and also
belongs in a special way to God (Exodus 13:2). As the first man
raised from death He is also the sign and pledge of our resurrection.
The title of “first-born” implies that others are to follow.
Furthermore, He is the “Ruler of the kings of the Earth”. It is no
exaggeration to say that this is the main message of the Revelation.
Christ rules now. All authority has been given to Him. We need a
strong grasp of God’s Providence being actively exercised by the Son
of God from the throne. We would often wish that the “kings of the
earth” (including Prime Ministers, Presidents and Generals) were
restrained more tightly, but the Son of God has the right to rule
according to His own wisdom and purposes.
V.7 says “LOOK”. We are meant to see Jesus coming with the clouds
now. What does this mean? The idea of Jehovah or the Messiah
coming with the clouds occurs a few times in the Bible and seems to
refer to any great act of judgement in history (references are Daniel
7:13-14, Jeremiah 4:13, Matthew 16:28, Matthew 24:26-35 etc.)
The Revelation was written in catastrophic times. It spoke to a
generation that was seeing landmarks uprooted and disaster
threatening to overwhelm the Graeco-Roman civilisation of the
Eastern Mediterranean.
For those who worshipped the God of Israel, the ferocious crushing
of the rebellion of 66-70AD, followed by the complete razing of the
temple, were terrible marks of the vengeance of the Lord. These were
prophesied by Jesus when he was on earth and the wording here



deliberately adopts the prophecy of Christ before the Sanhedrin
(Matthew 26:64). While the Roman-Jewish War was in progress the
empire was racked by vicious civil wars, with the Eastern provinces
being plundered by the armies of successive would-be Emperors
trying to seize power.
It must have been easy to see signs of God’s judgement pounding the
earth at that time.
But since then every generation has seen the judgements of God
falling on the earth. To most people the disasters and tragedies of
history are blind events, brutally meaningless facts. But to those who
know God the Spirit says “Look, see the day drawing near”.
Christ IS coming on the clouds now and we know that soon every eye
shall see. His coming is shrouded now in the clouds but then his
appearing will be unmistakable.
There is another important idea involved in the image of Christ
coming with the clouds and this is the idea of “vindication”. When
God destroys His enemies he vindicates His name. In Daniel 7 one
“like a son of man” comes with the clouds into the presence of the
Ancient of Days to be justified and receive an everlasting Kingdom.
The judgements on the Jewish and Pagan enemies of Christ are a
sign that he has come with clouds to the Ancient of Days to receive
his reward and commence his reign.
How do we react to disasters of either personal or massive
proportions? Do we honestly see them as Christ coming near? These
are the showers before the storm, the straws in the wind warning of
gales to come. Christ is coming. Are you ready?
There has been a tendency in the modern church to reduce the scope
of Jesus’ resurrection rule. He is often seen as the “God of the good
bits” – only present when we see goodness and faith in action. This is
true to some extent in that these are things which He commands,
approves and inspires. But He is Lord over everything. Even
disasters and trials are under His command. There is such a thing as
“the wrath of the Lamb”, and the Revelation will help us to “behold”
Him behind the obscuring clouds of such experiences.



V.7 looks forward to the great last scene of this age when the world
which crucified Christ and tried to bury Him will have to face Him.
The phrase “the peoples of the earth” seems parallel to “the people of
the land” in the Old Testament. It means that the great mass of
humanity who drifted with the crowd will realise (too late) their folly
in ignoring Christ.
God is the Alpha and Omega (v8) – the start and finish of the Greek
Alphabet. “In the beginning God…” and in the end God too! He was,
is and is to come. And He is the Almighty whose will cannot be
thwarted by His creatures. Man has made his world with its
diversions and mockery of God, but the unavoidable God awaits us in
the future.

Vs. 9-11 Christian experience and the word of
God

[9] I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and
kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the
island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of
Jesus.
John writes in a humble and familiar way as a “brother and
companion”. Even though he was probably the only surviving
member of the Twelve and was writing inspired scripture, there is
none of that self elevation which marks so many later “apostles”.
John writes to us as equals! He shares with us the same life of Christ.
What an astonishing trio of gifts we share with him (v9). Speculation
about the “Kingdom” has become completely detached from reality
in some modern churches. The word was hijacked by liberation
theologians who saw it as opposed to patient endurance and by
“miracle-workers” who saw it opposed to suffering. How provocative
of the Holy Spirit to bracket the Kingdom between suffering and
patient endurance! What a different idea of “Kingdom living”.
[10] On the Lord’s Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard behind me a
loud voice like a trumpet, [11] which said: “Write on a scroll what
you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna,
Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.”



John was “in the Spirit”. This is not a weird altered mental state, but
it is not natural to us either. We are in the Spirit when we are in our
right minds – properly aware of God, grateful to Him and our minds
full of His truth and goodness. John’s attention was on God. During
communion comes a communication.
The fact that there are seven churches suggests that they are a
complete set. These seven represent the whole church of Christ and
within them we find all the varied vices and virtues that churches are
prone to. This bundle of letters speaks to every church through these
seven representative congregations.

1:9-20 The angel of Jesus Christ
In 1:1 John said the Lord Jesus sent “his angel” to bring the
revelation to John. He is “in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day” when the
angel speaks, but when he turns he sees… Christ, in all his glory.
This is like those moments in the Old Testament when people meet
the “Angel of the Lord” only to realise that they have been dealing
with Jehovah himself. The word Angel seems to mean “appearance”
or “manifestation” in these cases, because when men and women
meet the Angel of the Lord they are meeting God in a form which
they can see and hear.
 [12] I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And
when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, [13] and among the
lampstands was someone “like a son of man,” dressed in a robe
reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest.
[14] His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and
his eyes were like blazing fire. [15] His feet were like bronze glowing
in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters.
[16] In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came
a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all
its brilliance.
[17] When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he
placed his right hand on me and said: “Do not be afraid. I am the
First and the Last. [18] I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold
I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and
Hades. [19] “Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and



what will take place later. [20] The mystery of the seven stars that
you saw in my right hand and of the seven golden lampstands is
this: The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the
seven lampstands are the seven churches.
This encounter with the Angel of the Lord Jesus is the foundation
vision on which the rest of the book is based and every element in it
is full of meaning. John must write everything down so that no
element is lost.
What does it reveal? Two main things….

1. Jesus is Lord.
He is Lord because he is God. The vision is a compound of all the
sightings of God given to the prophets. The attributes of God belong
to Christ:

Robe and Sash royal dignity

White Hair eternal wisdom

Eyes of Fire penetrating judgement

Bronze feet immovable strength

Roaring voice power and authority

Sword effective word

Shining brilliance Divine glory

Stars in hand ruler of heaven

Ezekiel had a similar experience of Jehovah (Ezek 1:25-2:2). Christ is
God, robed in majesty and terrible to behold. He also introduces
Himself as the First and Last (v.17) which is parallel to Alpha and
Omega (v.8).
This emphasis on the divinity of Christ may partly be to counteract
particular heresies infecting the churches of those days, but it is
needed by us all. Such a glorious Lord cannot be domesticated. He is
Judge of the world. We are all being searched by those eyes of fire,
and we are all in His hand. To the faithful this vision is both
awesome and encouraging, to the unfaithful it should be terrifying.



Christ is also Lord because he is the Son of Man (v.13). So he is the
worthy man who assumes the right to rule the earth (Daniel ch.7).
And he is worthy to take up that rule by virtue of his death and
resurrection (v.18).
Every man, woman and child on Earth is properly a subject of this
great Lord. He ALONE has the keys of death and Hades and is ruling
from heaven NOW.

2. Jesus is Lord of the churches.
Why does John mention the lampstands (which represent the
churches) first and then speak of this glorious vision of Christ as
among them? Because Christ is Lord for the churches, and His great
concern is to ready a people for Himself.
He is among us as Lord and King. He holds the angels of the
churches in His right hand and despatches seven words of command
mixed with authoritative assessments (and generous praise where
possible). The divine combination of mercy and severity is
remarkable.
Some of the churches seem to have forgotten that they are His
possession, and some have forgotten that He is watching. Unbelief is
an omnivore – it feeds off comfort and ease as much poverty and
discomfort. Yet, in every circumstance, the church is always under
the eye of the Risen Christ – He walks among us.
Some say the angels in Jesus’ hand are the ministers of the churches
since angel (angelos in Greek) has the root meaning of “a
messenger”. This is a possible reading but it seems forced after the
explanation of the stars in v.20. This book rarely offers explanations
of its symbols so when they are interpreted for us in the text it is best
to believe the interpretation. Christ has already told us what the
“mystery” means.
There ARE angels at work in churches and the device of sending a
letter “to the angel” also seems to be a way of addressing the WHOLE
church (v.11). In some cases the ministers were the problem and
might not share all the contents of the letters! Yet every member was
responsible for hearing and obeying.



Christ usually deals with the church through “ministering spirits”.
They are the “spirits of the prophets” (1 Cor. 14:32). But they have no
independence from Christ. They are in his hand.
Such a powerful experience of Christ is wonderful but draining. John
collapses just as Ezekiel did when he saw God’s glory.
One thing should already be apparent about John’s visions: they are
literary rather than visual. Some of the ugliest grotesques of
“Christian art” are attempts to portray scenes from the Revelation.
People with strong visual imaginations need to restrain them if they
want to hear God’s word in this book. It is more important to
understand the meaning which is conveyed rather than wonder how
a two edged sword comes out of a mouth or how one beast has room
for seven heads.
 



Jesus and His churches
Revelation chs 2 and 3

The centre of God’s purposes
Jesus Christ is seated in Glory and we who love him cannot see him.
Yet He sees us; His eye is on his churches and he cares deeply about
us. It is not an accident that John mentions the Golden Lampstands
first. Their prominence is the mark of Christ’s interest in them. He
walks among the lampstands and in Revelation chs. 2 and 3 we see
his concern and his commands for each assembly of His people.
Churches matter. It is important to understand that Christ’s priority
is to save people and then prepare them for Himself through
membership of churches which are planted in real places, just as
these seven are..  That is why he speaks to the seven churches before
outlining his purposes for the wider world.  One of the key messages
of the whole book Revelation is that the whole of history exists to
serve God’s purposes and that these purposes centre on real
communities of people – the churches of Christ.
It must have seemed strange to the small groups of believers that
God should care so passionately about the state of their
congregations. They were often small and sometimes despised. Did
they feel like large golden lampstands?
According to some interpreters the seven churches are meant to
represent seven ages of Christendom, the word church being
stretched to cover all professing Christians on earth over a particular
length of time. There is absolutely nothing in this passage to justify
such a reading. Furthermore, the evidence for this speculation is very
slight and it requires selectively trimming the facts of church history
to fit the theory.
The word we translate as “church” is ἐκκλησία (ecclesia), which had
no defined religious or philosophical meaning until it was adopted by
early Christians following Jesus’ lead. The word means “assembly” or
congregation. The Greek translation of the Old Testament used the
word to describe the assembly on Mount Sinai and the periodic



assemblies of the men of Israel at the tent of meeting (and later,
temple). In the New Testament this word describes any sort of
gathering (see Acts 19:32,38,40 where it is used for both a riotous
assembly and a legal one) and in a Christian context it can mean
either a specific Christian assembly or the great congregation of both
living and dead which will be finally gathered in the future (as in
Jesus’ promise to “build my church” which will triumph over death).
People talk loosely about the “church” in other contexts (e.g. when
theorising about the relationship between “church” and “state”) but
when we read the Bible we should remember that this would have
been strange thinking to the Apostles’ generation. In the same way
the later bureaucratic, territorial or ethnically defined institutions
which call themselves “churches” are very different emergent
phenomena (Church of England, Roman Catholic Church, Greek
Orthodox Church etc.). For John an ἐκκλησία is simply a
congregation.
Jesus’ eye is on these little congregations. Some modern people are
disturbed by any suggestion that God might have a chosen people.  It
offends the spirit of democracy that there might be a specially
favoured group in society, beloved of God and set apart for his
service.  It is nevertheless a central part of the Biblical message.  God
chose Abraham, and that election continued through the patriarchs
to Israel and thence to Jesus, the King of the Jews, and from Him on
to all, Jew or Gentile, who serve Him as Lord.  Outside of Christ
there is no election to salvation.
Are we surprised that God should rule the world in favour of the
churches? It is no stranger than that he should “love Jacob and hate
Esau”. The Kingdom of God is based on His generosity, not on our
ideas of merit. This is one reason why the Christian experience of
God’s love is personal and particular.
These seven churches are so different from each other in spite of
being near neighbours. The messenger could take a circular walk
through part of Asia Minor and deliver each copy of the letter in a
couple of weeks, and a strong walker might manage one church a
day. Although geographically near each other they are far apart in
their varied conditions.



So why the seven?
Seven was a special number to both Jews and Greeks.  We have
already seen that the structure of the seven days of creation in the
Jewish scriptures will be reflected in the shape of the main body of
the Revelation from chapters six to twenty.  In Greek thought the
number seven was considered unique.  Aristotle wrote:
“Since seven neither generates any of the numbers in the decad nor
is generated by any of them, they called it Athena. For two
generates four, and three generates nine and six, and four
generates eight, and five generates ten, while four and six and eight
and nine and ten are generated, but seven neither generates any of
them nor is generated from any. Just this is the character of Athena,
who is motherless and always virgin.”
There is also a connection of the number seven with the four phases
of the moon and the 28 day lunar cycle. The seven day week seems to
be embedded in humanity just as we are in this earthly corner of
creation. Furthermore, in the ancient world there were only seven
known planets (wanderers) who did not keep their places in the fixed
firmament of the night sky. These seven wanderers were Sun, Moon,
Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. And there are seven
colours in a rainbow. For these three reasons many cultures have
connected the number seven with the heavens.
I won’t go into all the sevens which the ancients were fond of
counting, e.g. Wonders of the World, Seas, Metals etc. since many of
them seem fanciful.
Seven is a number which in the Revelation that implies completeness
or wholeness. In this case it seems Jesus is speaking to the whole
church through these seven particular examples. Any single
congregation may need particular emphasis on one of these letters
(which of the seven do you think is closest to your own church’s
condition?) yet between them we see revealed the whole of Christ’s
concern for His people, the whole of His revelation to the churches
and all His promises for the churches.
A repeated phrase is



He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches.
We must hear what he says to ALL the churches and not just what we
think we need to hear.  
For this reason I will not be dealing with these seven churches
separately.  If together they represent the whole spectrum of church
conditions then it may be helpful to draw together a picture of how
churches succeed and fail.  Out of that picture and listening to
Christ’s assessments we will gain a fuller understanding of how to
serve him together in churches today.
There are some important things to learn and act on in the seven
letters to the churches:

1. The churches are the Holy Spirit’s main theatre
of operation.

The image of seven lampstands is a subtle variation on the seven-
branched lampstand (the Menorah) which stood before God’s
presence in the Jewish temple.  The Holy Spirit has already been
described as seven spirits before the Father’s throne (Rev 1:4) so the
Holy Spirit is the fiery flame which burns in the seven lampstands.
In other words, each church is meant to be a place where the Holy
Spirit is present and active.  Indeed, the purpose of the churches is
that they are places where the work of God is to be revealed.
It is therefore crucial that the churches light up the world by
proclaiming the true “testimony of Jesus” and living as evidence of
the work of God, the Spirit, in the earth.

2. Each congregation is a complete church.
Jesus does not write to seven local branches of the church.  He is
dealing with seven churches (1:20).  The tendency towards
centralised denominations (each one called a “church”) is different to
God’s view.  The emphasis in the Bible is on each assembly governing
itself and answering to Christ for its actions.  This is often called “the
autonomy of the local church” but this is not a happy expression.  No
church stands entirely on its own.  It is better to call it “the direct



rule of Christ over the local church” or “the direct responsibility of
each church to Christ”.  Sadly, it is possible for a congregation to
close its ears and even its doors to Him! (3:20)

3. We share responsibility for the church.
Don’t be too individualistic in your faith. See how Christ holds each
of us responsible for the condition of our congregation. “He who has
an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches”. The
government, purity, doctrine, and above all LOVE of the church is
the responsibility of us all. We cannot leave things to the elders or
the deacons alone.

4. There are three things Jesus cares about with
a clear order of priority:

a: LOVE TO GOD. The Ephesian church is doing everything right.
These hard-working, persevering Christians were witnessing to the
truth, avoiding sins and countering error. What more could God ask
of them? But Jesus threatens to close the church down (2:5). What
could be wrong? They have lost their first love and are in danger of
becoming worthless as a result.
Christian performance without this love is worth precisely nothing (1
Cor. 13:1-3). This love toward God (which includes and produces love
to our neighbour) is the only thing that counts (Galatians 5:6). When
this love is absent the salt has become tasteless to God and is fit to be
thrown away (Mark 9:50). Not only Ephesus but Sardis and Laodicea
also have fallen in this terrible way – three out of seven! Pray that we
should not fail in the one thing that matters most. How is your love
to God?
b: RIGHT LIVING. We forget that Jesus is capable of pure hatred!
What he hates the most is evil-doing in the church (2:6, 2:22-23). We
don’t know what the Nicolaitan sins were, but sexual immorality and
religious compromise (eating idol sacrifices) are singled out as two
particularly hateful things. Notice that these are sins of action which
privately and publicly deny the gospel.
God cares how we behave. Christ died to set us free from sin, so we
must not wallow in it now. How careless we can be about what we do.



These Christians felt O.K. about what they did, or perhaps they had a
few pangs of guilt, and all the time Christ was hating their deeds.
Could He be hating anything in your life? In your church?
c. TRUE DOCTRINE. Truth and holiness go together just as heresy
and sinfulness lead to each other (2:14, 2:20, compare 2:6 with 2:15).
It is not just bigots and theology nuts who care about what is taught
in the church. Jesus cares and so should we. The light of the gospel
will be dimmed if we do not constantly proclaim and teach it.
We have to take care to study and understand the whole of God’s
Word and act against any who officially or unofficially teach
contradictory dogma. A lazy and casual attitude to truth
characterised Pergamum, Thyatira and, possibly, Laodicea. It is a sad
feature of many of us today.
Zeal for truth should not be confused with narrow-mindedness.
There are literalists, such as “Young Earth Creationists” and various
Millenarians, who often claim that they are being faithful to truth
when they are really only bigots for their own schemes of
interpretation. They are strangely Post-modern in disregarding any
truth which contradicts their own truth. A regrettable consequence
has been that Christians have been put off the study of Theology and,
particularly, John’s Revelation by such zealotry.
Later in this chapter we will look at Christ’s warnings and promises
and see what these chapters reveal about him.  There are themes and
patterns in the seven letters which will crop up again and again. Let
us avoid the huge mistake of hurrying past these letters into the
heart of the book, when many of the main lessons are taught plainly
right here in the beginning.  These same lessons are taught
figuratively in latter chapters.  Why not read one letter per day in a
week? “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches.”

The many-sided Christ
Christ begins each letter with a different description of Himself
because each church needs reminding of Him in a fresh and
particular way:



The Ephesians need again to see Him as both the sustainer and the
purpose of the church. The church exists by His grace and for His
worship. It is not enough to do reasonably well and be generally
right.
Smyrna had a temple to Roma (the “Goddess” of Rome) and another
to the supposedly divine Emperor Tiberius. Hence the reference to
“Satan’s Throne”. But the blasphemous power of Rome is no source
of life – it can only kill. The Smyrnans need to see Jesus as the
Resurrection and the Life, the eternal Lord, as they endure
persecution and weakness with patience.
The Pergamese need to see Him as the speaker of real Truth which
cuts, divides and lays bare our sins and illusions. This vision will save
them from a guilty tolerance which overlooks evil through a
misguided charity.
The Thyatirans also need to see Him as the Holy Judge whose
burning eyes detect sin, and whose mighty feet will trample the
wicked so that they dare not condone evil teaching and practice.
In Sardis they need to know that Christ alone holds the Holy Spirit as
His possession. They think of themselves as a lively Spirit-filled
church but His assessment is that they are near to death. Reputation
and self-image mean nothing. He is the one man who is rich in Spirit.
Real life is in his hand.
In Philadelphia they need the heart-warming sight of Jesus as the
steward of God’s Kingdom, powerful and willing to help them in
their weakness. He holds open the door of heaven and he assures
them that they are the true children of Jerusalem.
The Laodiceans, wishy-washy in faith and smugly comfortable in the
good things of creation, need to see Jesus as the only reliable source
of truth for life and as rightful ruler over them and all their property.
They seem to be dying of moderation.

Christ’s will for the church
The churches which looked from outside to be the most blessed by
God were Ephesus, Sardis and Laodicea! How we need to learn
Christ’s way of seeing things. How we need to learn Christ better.



All these congregations thought they knew Christ but in fact they had
so much more to learn about Him.  He cares passionately about the
state of the churches and looks for COMPLETE faith and obedience.
 Most churches major on just one or two areas, e.g. social activity,
loving relationships, evangelism, clear teaching etc. but fail to be
ruled by ALL of Christ’s words.  In particular, He expects the church
as a whole (not just the Elders, notice!) to exercise discipline if either
teachers of error or evil practices have entered the church.

The wealth of Christ’s promises
Jesus speaks to churches but rewards individuals. At the end we will
stand alone before God. For those who overcome it will be a day of
special blessing tailored to our need. The varied promises are sources
of hope designed to help us resist particular temptations.
To the Ephesians the promise is Eternal Life. If we overcome the
temptation within us to merely conform and to substitute church
activity for walking with God then we shall certainly enter into the
Life to come. Even though the church may fold around us the lovers
of Christ have a RIGHT to eat of the tree of life which is waiting in
God’s garden.
To Smyrnans—about to suffer to the point of death—Jesus promises
that that will be the end of their shame and suffering.  Not only will
they not suffer the second death but it will not be able to hurt them at
all.  Instead they will wear the crown of life and receive glory in
exchange for shame. Even in this life we will suffer no more than God
allows—the “ten days” of 2:10.
To Pergamum—where new teaching is penetrating and offering
“enlightenment” along with illicit food—Christ offers real
enlightenment and real spiritual food. The white stone with a secret
name seems to be a token of assurance signifying a special, secret
relationship with the Lord.  Part of that relationship is the right to
feed now on Christ, the bread of heaven.
To the faithful at Thyatira, being shouted down by bold heretics,
Jesus gives the faith-building confidence that they will rule with
Him.  The morning star—ruler of the dawn sky and herald of the day
—will be given them.  Even when the church’s leadership has fallen



Christ expects the faithful to just hold on without sinning (2:25).
 The day will come when the truly righteous will rule.
It is hard to avoid complacency when all men speak well of us (we
naturally assume that God has the same high opinion!) but self-
righteousness is a soiled robe and every work it inspires is
inadequate to please God (3:2). To the few believers at Sardis who
are not satisfied with the praise of men He promises the white robe
of righteousness, the praise of God and the applause of the angels.
To the faithful little church at Philadelphia it is all promises: Christ
will make their Jewish opponents admit that they were right after all,
he will save them from the next wave of tribulation, He will take their
weakness and turn them into a mighty pillar, He will claim them and
give them the name of God and the freedom and keys of Jerusalem
the Golden.
To any at Laodicea who will throw off half-hearted religion and
slavery to pleasure, Jesus offers fellowship in the Spirit now and a
share in His rule in the future. Christ offers His example as the
faithful witness who overcame the world by speaking the truth and
suffering for it, and He promises the same glorious consequences
(3:21).
When we add these promises together we see the wealth of salvation
which Jesus has won for us. But we should be careful about claiming
them. They are not for every church member, they are for those who
overcome and successfully resist the temptations around them. Are
you overcoming? Do you believe these promises?
It would be a mistake to see these offers as a simple payment for our
obedience. The benefits outweigh the demands by an infinite degree.
The promises are declared to everyone to be believed. Those who mix
them with faith will live by them and so will overcome sin. The
promises are also absolute—you either receive them or you don’t—
because God will finally judge whether we are living by faith or not.

A note about victory or overcoming
Jesus offers hope and blessing to those who overcome (Τῷ
νικῶντι). This word, based on the name of “Nike” (goddess of



Victory) means to conquer or be victorious, and usually had a
military connotation. It is also the optimistic name of a modern
brand of sportswear. The same word is later used for the victory of
Christ on the cross in ch.5 and the victories of the white horseman in
ch.6.
Our challenge as churches is to be victorious—conquerors—over both
our own sinfulness and the trials and troubles which we will face.
This would be a familiar idea to people in classical times. A virtuous
and moderate heroism in the face of life’s turmoil was praised and
prized. It was indeed seen as a sort of triumph to live and die well.
But these chapters add extra elements and raise the ideal. We
triumph for Christ and with Him.
A large part of the Revelation is designed to steel us for the fight and
equip us to be “more than conquerors” (which is the title of
Hendriksen’s excellent commentary on the Revelation). The
Apocalypse is for the servants of Christ, and designed to show us
what Christian success in this life might look like.
  



The Eternal Worship Of God
Revelation ch.4

Jesus is going to show John the future (4:1) but first he takes him to
the centre of the universe to witness the eternal worship of God. The
whole point of history is the worship and honour of the Eternal One
(v.8).

Heaven is a Temple
In the New Testament congregations of the faithful are described as
God's temple. Once or twice the individual disciple is described as a
temple of the Holy Spirit. In a third use of the idea Jesus describes
himself as a bodily temple which will be torn down and then rebuilt
on the third day.
But, primarily, the Old Testament temple was not an image of the
church or anything else on earth. It was a picture of heaven (see
Hebrews 8:5, 9:24). There is a Most Holy Place somewhere in (or
beyond?) this universe where the Triune God is approached by
worshippers and enjoyed forever.
The very first thing John sees is the Throne, and this is the seat of
power from which God rules all things. The location of everything
else in this scene is defined by its position relative to the throne.
Every action comes from the throne or is addressed toward it
because the one seated on the throne is God Himself.
The Cherubim which stood round the “mercy seat” on the Ark of the
Covenant were mere carvings. Here are the real Cherubim (the four
living creatures—see Exodus 25:17-22 and Ezekiel ch.10)—the
guardians of God's holiness and leaders of his praise. Those creatures
who are closest to God praise him most.
In the Old Testament Tabernacle/Temple the corresponding object
to the Throne was the “Mercy Seat” or “Atonement Cover”—
kapporeth in Hebrew. This was a massive gold top or cover on the
ark of the covenant kept in the “Holy of Holies”—the innermost and
most sacred room.



In a surprising exception to the second commandment, two winged
angelic statues (the Cherubim) stood guard over it with their wings
stretched above the space of the Mercy Seat. When Solomon’s temple
was built, a second pair of carved statues of winged cherubim
dominated one side of the Most Holy Place.(1 Kings 6:23ff).
In the Old Covenant the “atonement cover” of the Ark of the
Covenant was the place where God heard and answered prayer.
Prayer was made facing Jerusalem, and was addressed to the one
who promised to meet his people at the mercy seat hidden within the
Holy of Holies. The High Priest was allowed into the presence of the
Most High carrying the sacrificial blood once a year on the Day of
Atonement (Yom Kippur). Even though the biblical story tells us
that, ever since Eden, mankind has been barred from deep fellowship
with God, there was this one annual exception on the Day of
Atonement, and the approach of the High Priest within the cherubim
is best understood as a sign of the future achievement of Christ
making atonement at His cross. But that revelation waits for chapter
five.
Here are the elders of the church (12 patriarchs plus 12 apostles?)
who represent God's people in praising him.
Here burns the real eternal flame of the Holy Spirit (v5) which was
symbolised in the temple by the menorah and here is the real Sea of
cleansing (v6).
Originally, in the tabernacle of Moses there was just a basin to be
used for washing the priests so that they could be clean and would
not die when entering the Lord's presence (Exodus 30:17-21). This
was massively scaled up in Solomon's temple to become a “sea”—i.e.
a very large basin of bronze or copper about 15 feet across resting on
statues of twelve oxen.
Anywhere else in Israel a statue featuring twelve bronze oxen might
have seemed idolatrous—remember the dreadful “golden calf”
incident in the Exodus account—yet in the temple the rules against
representations of animals are laid aside for the greater purpose of
representing God’s dwelling in symbolic form.



This “sea” in heaven probably represents the cleansing which is
necessary (and, thanks be to God, possible) by the Spirit's power to
make us holy – able to enter God's presence. These things could only
be symbolised in the Tabernacle on Earth.
It is widely assumed that the Apocalypse was written down near the
end of the first century AD. If so then the complete destruction of the
Jerusalem temple by Titus’ troops would be a recent and still
shocking memory. God did nothing to prevent this apparent atrocity.
For disciples of Jesus the blow was lessened by two important facts.
Firstly, Jesus had prophesied that day of destruction (Luke 19:44 et
al). Secondly, the new experience of access to God through Christ
had moved the temple ritual to a lower significance for Jews who
became disciples.
Chapters 4 and 5 show us that the reality of the true “Holy Place”
continues and is complete.

The mystery at the Centre
There are brief descriptions of the four living creatures but we have
no real description of the Holy One (see vs 2 & 3). He is just
compared to various gem stones. Precious stones glint and gleam.
They are solid and yet we can see into them and they seem to contain
their own light and life.
How can John possibly draw a picture in words of the One who is at
the Centre? We can only say what God is “like”. Nothing defines
Him. He defines everything. There is an infinity in God. He is Love,
Holiness, Wisdom, Justice and Power in their truest and ultimate
form. Even the Cherubim, probably the greatest of all His creatures,
spend eternity in wondering awe—amazed at His presence and
singing His praise.
We gain an echo of his greatness by seeing the majesty of this
worship scene and then appreciating that He outshines it so fully
that the one thought of everyone there is to give Him every honour.

The great songs of heaven
There are three great themes in heaven's praises. The first is God's
glory in Himself (v.8). He is Holy, Almighty, Eternal and Active. As



we get to know Him we find more reasons for praise. It is wonderful
for us creatures to discover that our creator is not just a bigger
version of ourselves and that he is unique in His goodness.
The second theme is God's glory revealed in creation (v11). The
wonders of the universe reveal the greater wonder of the Mind and
Word which made them and sustains them. If even the Cherubim
praise God for creation then so should we! It seems that they see the
universe as more wonderful than we do. The will and power of God
lie behind all real existence. As our science and arts disclose more of
the complexity and beauty of nature so we should praise Him the
more.
The third theme, the great achievements of Jesus Christ, will be
looked at later in the next chapter.

The Liveliness of Heaven
Many people have an idea of heaven as static perfection. In fact it is
intensely ACTIVE perfection! Thunder and lightning roar and streak
from the throne, the lamp of the spirit flares and blazes, and the
worship of God is full of movement and shouting. How strange that
some people think of worship as quiet and static. Here is a scene
crackling with energy.
Pagan worship is also lively, of course, but there is a deathly silence
at its centre. The worshippers make the noise but false gods are
silent (1 Kings 18:26-29).
In Heaven God makes the most noise and the worshippers respond.
In his churches on earth God speaks powerfully through His word
and we respond with lively praise, prayer and obedience. Or rather,
that is how it should be.
I wonder whether the desire for worship to become an aesthetic
experience is a healthy one? Is not the heart of worship a free
response to God uncluttered by self-consciousness? That free
response might not be everyone’s ideas of good taste.
True worship is not self–expression in Rev. 4. The elders throw their
crowns at the foot of the throne over and over again to symbolise that



what matters to them is the expression and recognition of God’s
glory.
“Changed from glory into glory
till in heaven we take our place,
there to cast our crowns before you,
lost in wonder, love and praise!”
Congregational worship has become a contentious issue in many of
Christ’s churches. Denominations and churches like to define
themselves by styles of meeting, singing and praying as much as by
theology. Yet there is some doubt whether the early church believed
it was meeting for worship at all. The New Testament idea seems to
be that the worship of God occurs primarily and continuously in
heaven and when we are converted to faith in Christ we are in
essence raised up to share in that heavenly worship (Eph 2:4-7, Heb
12:22-24).
The temporary picture of that worship—the continuous day and
night temple service in Jerusalem—has been set aside in favour of
worship in Spirit and Truth. This does not just occur in a
congregational, cultic setting but is a matter of life. The continual
songs of praise no longer ring out from the singers of Jerusalem but
from the hearts of the redeemed (Eph 5:19-20—see the “always” i.e.
continual nature of christian thanksgiving and praise).
While it is right and proper for Christian meetings to have a cultic
element of sung and spoken worship, it is unfortunate that “worship”
as a word has shrunk to such a limited use. The main places of
worship in the New Testament are the throne of God and the
Christian’s daily life (Rom 12:1ff).
If Hebrews 12:22ff is to be believed, every soul converted to Christ
has come to the heavenly Mount Zion to join the praise of Revelation
5! It seems that the difference between our experience and John’s is
that he has been able to see what is really going on. The door which
stands open in heaven is open to all who come to Christ; remember
Jesus’ promise to the church in Philadelphia (3:12) that they will



always have an open door before them. They are so weak but they
address the throne of Grace through an open door.
At the beginning of this scene (4:1) John has been told he will see the
future. Instead he witnesses an exciting scene of worship. The reason
for this apparent detour is explained at the end of the chapter (4:11).
The worship of God is the point and purpose of history. All creation
is His and it exists for his purposes. The reason that this world has a
future is the good purposes of God.
Those good purposes are revealed in the next chapter.…
 



The Triumph Of The Lion-Lamb
Revelation ch.5

God's plan thwarted?
The scroll in 5:1 is crucial to the Revelation.  It seems that the future
is stalled while heaven waits for someone who can open the seals and
make the words come to pass.
This was how Jews felt in the 1st. century A.D.; many wonderful
prophecies awaited fulfilment.  The words of God were sealed up
waiting for someone to come and make them happen (see Isaiah
8:16-18, Daniel 8:26, 12:4 & 9). There were also many mysteries
about how God might keep all the promises made by the prophets –
it is not too fanciful to say that the Jews could read the few words on
the outside of the scroll but most of its contents were hidden (vs.1).
No one can bring in God's promised kingdom. No executive or
executor is good enough. No man or woman is worthy and no angel
is suitable.  Well might John weep! His people had put their hope in
God's Word only to find that there is no one able to bring that Word
to fulfilment.
No one, that is, among the creatures made by God. But there is
Another. The secret arrow, the Servant of the Lord (Isaiah 49:2).
 Hidden in the Godhead is a deep and wonderful secret. The Trinity.
God is one being subsisting in three persons. The Son is worthy. And
when the eternal takes on flesh, Jesus is worthy. His worth is
established in two ways. Firstly, He is God, wise and competent
enough to rule. Secondly, He has become flesh and by His bodily
actions He has changed everything and made a New World possible.

The Lion like a Lamb
There is a dramatic contrast between v5 and v6. John turns in relief
to view the wonderful Lion of Judah and sees… a slaughtered Lamb!
 Or rather one who is alive yet bearing the marks of slaughter.
Christ's victorious reign as the Lion of God is based on the great
achievement of His death as the sacrificial Lamb.  The elder says he



has ALREADY TRIUMPHED even before he opens the scroll,
because it was at the cross that Jesus won the right to save the world
and rule the heavens.
He is the Lion OF JUDAH.  He rules for His people and He is one of
us.  As the Root of David he inherits all the rights and promises of
the Messianic King. Now the Kingdom of Judah has been greatly
expanded (Acts 15:16-18) and includes people from every ethnic
group (v9).

Overcoming is triumphing is conquering
The verb used for triumphing in v5 is νικάω (nikao) which is the
usual word for gaining a victory. This word carries great weight in
the book of the Revelation. It is repeatedly used in chapters 2 and 3
to challenge the members of the churches to “overcome”.
The victory won by Christ through incarnation, death and
resurrection has a counterpart in every disciple’s smaller victories in
the arena of everyday life. The whole letter of 1 John in our bibles is
an exploration of how this victory is to work out in Christian living.
The same victory will be applied when the “White Rider” rides out
conquering lives for Christ in chapter 6, and at the end of the book
we will be reminded that every promised blessing is to be inherited
by those who overcome (Rev. 21:7).

Bought out of slavery
People have been purchased for God! What an odd idea. Why would
the Creator need to purchase anything since everything is His by
right? This purchasing is about more than gaining ownership. It is
about building a Kingdom of willing servants who themselves are
made fit to rule with Christ and serve as priests.
This is the language of redemption. Occasionally, a master would gift
freedom to a favoured slave, but the way a slave might hope to
become free was by redemption. (Escaping was likely to invite cruel
retribution). It was possible for the slave with help from a friend or
family member to raise the cash to pay the slave’s owner an agreed
price and so to let him go free.



Jesus has purchased us by the blood of the cross (v9). We are bought
out of slavery to be God's own possession.
This is a reference to Exodus 19:5-6:
Now if you will indeed obey My voice and keep My covenant, you
will be My treasured possession out of all the nations—for the whole
earth is Mine. And unto Me you shall be a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation.’
The rescue of Israel was the redemption of a nation of slaves, and
that redemption was symbolic, using the blood of ordinary sheep and
a great deal of violence. Our Redemption is real and eternal because
the blood of God's Son has purchased us; the violence fell on Him.
We were bond-slaves to sin and death, but Jesus paid the Law's
demand for our blood by substituting His Own. The full weight of
condemnation has been transferred to Him. This price of shame,
pain and blood has made us the property of God who has raised us
up to the honour of the priesthood and citizenship in His Eternal
Kingdom.
Serving God turns out to not be slavery at all. It is freedom. God has
paid our unpayable debt so that we are no longer debtors. Although
the Apostle Paul uses the language of debt to talk about our
obligations to God in Romans 8:12 he immediately makes it clear in
8:14-17 that he is talking about the obligation on a free son or
daughter rather than the duty of a slave.
There is a close relationship between slavery and debt. Many people
were sold into slavery because they had acquired unpayable debts.
Even if someone has the means to keep up payments debt is closely
related to slavery. The rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is
slave to the lender (Proverbs 22:7).
It is important for saints to realise that they are neither debtors nor
slaves but the free children of God through the victory of Christ.
Christians are certainly meant to be obedient servants of God, but
our service is the willing worship offered by the redeemed disciples
of Jesus.

The New Song of Praise



The hymn of praise now widens to include legions of angels (v11) and
ALL creation (v13). This is an anticipation of chs 21 and 22 when the
boundary between heaven and earth is abolished.  Jesus has
reconciled ALL THINGS to God by His cross (Col. 1:20).
The singing of NEW SONGS is an important theme in the Bible.
People sing a new song when God gives them a fresh deliverance. See
Exodus 15, Judges 5, Psalms 40:3, 98:1, 126:1–2.  This song is not
just expressing gratitude since the angels and all creation join in
praising Jesus Christ for His wonderful saving work.  The Gospel of
Christ is a beautiful thing, inspiring worship even in those creatures
who are not saved by it.
Nevertheless, we must take the lead.  WE are the ones who have been
freed from our sins.  WE were bought at such a dread and wonderful
cost.  WE shall inherit the Kingdom and Priesthood.  So the song of
praise is begun by the elders and taken up in chapter 7 by the
immense congregation of saints.
As new Levites in the Temple of Heaven we sing the new song of
praise and offer incense (v8). Our prayers reach God's throne and are
a pleasant odour to Him. The cross has made our prayers (often
weak and miserable to our ears!) into fragrant worship offered in
bowls of gold before the throne. How noble our praise and prayers
have become by the process of being raised to heaven.
The massive change of emphasis between Chapter 4 and 5 is a
consequence of the victorious return of the Word of God (now named
Jesus) from his time of humiliation. His success is complete.
Heaven has a new theme song, and the very character of worship has
been re-centred. The indescribable and all-wise Father has been
joined by the incarnate, conquering Son. He was always there in the
throne, but now He has been revealed at the end of the ages. Strictly
speaking, God has not changed, but the revelation and perception of
Him certainly has.

The Coronation of Jesus
This moment of coronation has already happened.  Jesus has taken
all authority in heaven and on earth (Matthew 28:18).



It was a glorious moment which had been anticipated many times in
Scripture.  Psalm 110 is all about this exaltation of the Son of God to
rule, and is quoted many times in the New Testament with respect to
Jesus.
The coming of the Son of Man to receive his authority is also
prophesied in Daniel 7:9-14.  There are so many remarkable parallels
between that passage and Rev.5 that John’s hearers must have been
able to spot them at the first hearing.
The Daniel passage seems to connect the coronation of the Christ
with the Final Judgement.  We are going to learn that, although
judgement has begun already, there is a lot of history to come before
then.
Nevertheless, Jesus is Lord NOW. The message of the book of
Revelation is sometimes said to be that “God wins”. It is more
interesting than that. God has already triumphed through the cross
and resurrection of Christ. Jesus has been declared as King of kings
and Lord of lords. The rest of history follows on from this moment of
Coronation.
For that history to unfold, the Lord of History must take ownership
of the scroll by receiving it from the Father’s hand. Then he must
break the seals, unfurl the document and commence speaking the
words which were previously hidden within and on the back of the
scroll. The imagery of the scroll is so simple that its meaning might
be overlooked.
Firstly, the mess and confusion of this world and its billions of lives
does have a story behind it. The scroll is written in a sequence and
will be read in sequence. History after Jesus takes His throne has a
beginning (the seals), a middle (the trumpets) and an end (the
bowls). When everything revealed by the seventh seal is completed
and the seventh trumpet has sounded and the seventh bowl has been
poured out, THEN God’s purposes for this creation will be complete.
Then things become even more interesting and much more
wonderful.



Christ's Reign Begins
Revelation ch.6

As we begin the great middle section of the Revelation, let's
remember where we are. Christ has just been revealed as the Lion of
Judah who has triumphed on the cross and has been received in
glory. Chapter five described His ascension to the Father's right hand
which happened over 1900 years ago. That was when Christ received
all authority, took the scroll, and began to reign from the Throne.
As He breaks the seals we see the BEGINNING of His rule. There is
no hint of a break between chapter five and chapter six—the two flow
together beautifully. The image of a scroll being opened is a picture
of a start, a new beginning, which follows seamlessly from that scroll
being placed into Jesus’ hand.
Many interpreters in the 19th. century tradition of
“dispensationalism” have placed all the events from chapter 6
onwards at the end of the church age – this means that everything
from here on is still in the future, waiting to happen. One can only
ask what they think the “ruler of the kings of the earth” has been
doing since He sat down at the right hand of His Father! Jesus is
Lord now. That is the testimony of the Apostles throughout the New
Testament. He is not waiting to commence his reign; rather, he is
ruling now. And the whole purpose of his reign is to implement the
will of the Father contained in that document.
That raises awkward questions about God’s government of a world
which often seems out of His control. One question is raised in
chapter 6 by the souls of the martyrs who ask “how long?” before
justice is done. Suffering people often ask that question (among
others), and one purpose of the whole book of Revelation is to give a
partial answer to some of our perplexing questions. The scroll in
Jesus’ hand contains the fulfilment of God’s promises, so one answer
is simply “when God’s purposes are complete”.  The short answer to
the question is “soon”.
The events of the sixth seal (vs.12-17) sound like the end of the world
but, as we shall see, this is figurative language, rather than literal.



 John is using established prophetic imagery to describe the horrors
of the end of biblical Judaism.  The upheavals around 70AD were
predicted in the Old Testament and by Christ and the apostles in
similar terms.  The abandonment of Jerusalem and the temple by
God was one of the great signs that the “last days” had begun. This is
the “End” prophesied by Jesus more than once. Not the end of
Creation but the end of period of Moses and the end of the nation
created by His Law. The new and greater prophet like Moses has
changed everything – see Peter’s speech in Acts 3:21-23 where he
says God’s people are now those who listen to Christ.

1. The Four Horsemen
As Christ opens the first four seals, the four living creatures (the
cherubim around the throne) call forth four horses and riders who
are released to ride out and to roam the earth. They are not
mentioned again but neither are they called back or ordered to stop
riding, so we are meant to assume that these four are still wandering
the earth today, visiting different places at different times.
If the horsemen are still travelling among us today, who are they?

a. The white horse rider
Some writers assume that this rider is some evil creature but there is
nothing in the text to suggest this, particularly since white clothes are
a sign of holiness in the Revelation.
Some writers say he must be evil because he conquers. But not all
conquerors are bad. The word translated “conquering” is the same
word used for Christ's triumph of 5:5 and our overcoming in chs. 3 &
4. The victories of the white rider are the same sort of victories which
Christ and His people win.
What holy forces did Christ unleash at His ascension? The answer is
clear from Acts 1:1-8. They are the Holy Spirit and the gospel of
salvation. The gospel does not conquer through might but by the
Spirit, with the arrows of conviction.
It makes sense to believe that the first act of the ascended Christ is to
set in train the purpose of His death. He died to liberate men and
women from bondage to sin and death—to “purchase men for God



from every tribe and language and people and nation”. He does this
by the power of the Holy Spirit in the gospel, regenerating people
and bringing them to God.
Is it not inconceivable that the first act of Christ's government would
be anything other than to unleash the power of the Spirit and use His
new authority in salvation? Every conversion to Christ is a conquest.
It is a victory of the power of Love, and often involves an element of
crisis and struggle. Jesus even calls it violent (Matthew 11:12). The
old man must be defeated so that the new man may be revealed in
our lives.
The white rider wears a crown, the mark of royal authority, such as
the twenty four elders wear. It is a sign that the gospel is published
with all the authority of the King of Kings. Through the Holy Spirit,
Jesus Himself is calling the world in the message of the cross and
judgement. To believe and obey the gospel is to accept Christ. To
turn from the gospel is to reject Him.
We could even say that the White Rider IS Christ riding through the
world by means of the Spirit. He did say “I will be with you always”
(Matthew 28:20) and said—whilst speaking of the Spirit—“I will
come to you” (John 14:18).
I believe this is the noble king envisioned in Psalm 45. In verses 3-6
of that Psalm he rides forth on behalf of truth, humility and
righteousness – his arrows piercing the hearts of his enemies – and
this is after being anointed by God and set above his companions
(the great theme of Revelation ch. 5).
We should be thankful that God has sent the White Rider into the
world. If you, dear reader, are a Christian today it is because one of
the White Rider's arrows of truth has hit your heart and you have
been captured by the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ. Your soul has
been conquered by the power of His love.
An interesting fact of church history and individual experience is that
Christian development does not progress along smooth lines. Every
so often it seems that the Holy Spirit “visits” a person or community
in a special way above and beyond His normal way. When He visits a
person they are saved, when He visits a community there is revival.



 The picture of a White Rider coming and going through the world
seems very appropriate.

b. The red horse rider
The gospel of peace does not bring peace among men! (Matthew
10:34). This horse represents strife in the community. We may find it
hard to understand why the good word from God should be so badly
received by people but we must admit that this is usually the case.
The large sword is not the short stabbing sword of the Roman
Legionary, but μάχαιρα μεγάλη (machaira megalē), the big
beheading sword used by executioners. In the Greek translation of
the Old Testament it is the name for the blade used to sacrifice
animals to God. The word “slay” means to slaughter or butcher
someone (used of Christ being slain in 5:9).
The Red Rider is not so much war but rather persecution and social
violence. We are being warned that life is not easy in the last days.
Oppressors will act unjustly and innocent blood will be shed. A
reading of the Acts of the Apostles will show how quickly gospel
blessing was followed by persecution, and we should not be surprised
if the same should happen to us.
Christians in particular need to understand that faithful witnessing
can bring this on themselves. The innate enmity against God which
normally lies hidden in most people may be exposed in such
circumstances.
Not only Christians suffer. Men slay one another. If men will not live
at peace with God He will not allow them peace among themselves.
There is a shallow notion among us that a society with a high
proportion of Christians in it will be happy and fair. There is no
evidence for this. During the Cold War both the USA and the former
USSR had millions of believers within their boundaries, yet they
teetered on the brink of annihilating themselves and many other
nations. The growth of the Christian faith in China, South America
and Africa has not led to greater harmony and tolerance. Societies
with a large Christian presence are not free from violence!



The generation which read this had lived through civil war in the
Roman Empire and would have groaned under the weight of
rampaging armies and ambitious governors. Ruthlessness and chaos
were things they had suffered. War, instability and oppression tend
to come together and groups which stand out, such as Christians,
Jews and other religious minorities, often suffer most.

c. The black horse rider
Economic hardship and injustice come with the third rider. Again,
the Empire was racked with famine and food shortages in the early
days of the church, so John's hearers would have first–hand
knowledge of the suffering caused by the black rider.
Our generation has seen the same curse repeated time and again on a
global scale. Hardship and famine have been coming and going
through the world ever since this book was written.
This is not total famine. Note the prices. And notice that the rider has
a pair of scales in one hand. These are not the large scales used to
weigh bulk goods – they are the small one-handed scales used for
weighing gold and silver coinage. In a market economy with
international trade the well–off do not starve; it is only the poor who
go hungry and die. The church, which is normally poor, will often
feel the brunt of such conditions.
A working man who chose to eat wheat could just about keep himself
going. If he chose barley his family might just survive. But nothing
would be spare. No money for clothes, warmth, or a home. On the
other hand, the luxury foods, oil and wine, are freely available at a
price such that the wealthy can maintain their lifestyle. It is easy for
the wealthy to pick up bargains in times of crisis.
Famines in Roman times were like modern famines in this regard.
The rich have more than they need, and the poor starve and scrape to
live.
Let's remember that the church of those days was often poor (Rev.
2:9) as faithful Christians generally are (Luke 6:20). Widespread
poverty, like injustice, tends to hit the churches hard.

d. The pale horse rider



This is the livid colour of sickness and death. The Greek word for
“pale” means a greenish or yellowish colour, either of which sounds
unnatural and unhealthy. Just the sort of ugly mount we would
expect Death to sit upon.
Although Christ holds the keys of Death and Hades, they still have
the run of the earth for now. Disasters, natural and man-made, are
not spread evenly through the world. Sometimes the pale rider
spares us, sometimes his visits are dreadful.
We are being warned that the wonderful period of the Messiah
promised in the Old Testament is not arriving just yet. For now we
are subject to illness and death and still wait, sighing, for the
redemption of our bodies (Romans 8:23).
Death and Hades have power to kill by four methods which Ezekiel
mentions (Ezek. 14:21) as being judgements from God. The
judgements of God—war, famine, plague, wild beasts continue with
greater severity after the first coming of Christ. This idea of various
disasters as warnings of God's wrath will be developed further when
we read chapters eight and nine.
Whereas the previous two riders fall with particular harshness on the
church, it appears that Death is very even-handed in his dealings. He
just takes one in four of all of us.
Hades follows on behind, sweeping up souls and gathering them
together for the day of judgement. Hades was the Greek god of the
dead and it is odd to find him mentioned in a Christian book. But his
name was also used for the place of the dead (Sheol in Old Testament
terms). The sweeping up and storing of souls is a way to remind us
that death is not the end. Materialists imagine that our personalities
disappear at death. This is not so. Every person that lived and died is
waiting for the day when Hades will give up his dead and we will all
receive our eternal reward of blessing or condemnation.
When we consider the meaning of the four horsemen a few thoughts
spring to mind.
Firstly, we should remember that life in this age will often be a
struggle—we will see it called “the great tribulation” in the next
chapter.



Secondly, the gospel will have success as the white rider rides forth
to conquer.
Thirdly, even our sufferings are under the sovereignty of Christ. The
riders ride out under the authority of His angels. The suffering
churches of John's day and every subsequent age can draw comfort
from that fact.
“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will
fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they
comfort me.” (Psalm 23:4)

2. The Martyrs' Impatient Cry and their Great
Reward

If Jesus' reign does not yet bring in the blessings promised in the
bible then there is one obvious question—“How long, Lord?”
The fifth seal is very different from the previous four. It consists of
Christ giving the full benefit of salvation to the pre-Christian faithful
of Israel.
It is announced in a different way. When each of the first four seals
was opened we heard one of the four great living creatures give a
mighty shout of command. When the fifth is opened we hear a cry of
frustration from the waiting souls hidden under the altar of sacrifice.
The response is very different too. Instead of a new force being
unleashed on the earth, we see a gift being given and a promise being
made in heaven.
God responds to the pained cry of saints who had faithfully
witnessed and had lost their lives waiting for Christ. Although it is
just possible that these might be Christians who have just died under
the impact of the second, third and fourth horseman that seems very
unlikely. The impression of chapter six is of a fast-moving sequence
and these seem to be souls who died some time ago and are weary of
waiting.
They also lack what every faithful Christian enjoys—a spotless white
robe (see Rev. 3:4-5 and 18) which stands for a life of goodness
cleansed by Christ's blood.



Two fascinating verses in Matthews Gospel (27:52,53) tell us that
many of the saints buried around Jerusalem were resurrected at the
moment of Christ's death. This seems to be a sign that their salvation
was sealed by His sufferings just like our own.
Hebrews 11:40 tells us that it is only “with us” that the faithful of the
previous age are “made perfect”. The idea of being “made perfect” in
Hebrews means being fully cleansed by a sacrifice of blood (see
Hebrews 10:1-3).
These must therefore be those Jews who died in hope waiting for
Christ to come. These are the faithful believers who had died for their
testimony (not of Jesus as in 1:2 and 20:4, but of what they knew of
God and His will from the prophets).
They had waited for His glory and Kingdom to come. Now instead of
the final judgement Christ seems to be prolonging the agony. Their
cry of “How long?” has often been echoed by the persecuted church.
Christ presents them with white robes of righteousness (even Old
Testament saints are saved through the cross) and tells them that
there are more martyrs to come in the age of the church.
The main reason for the last days being extended is that God is
gathering more people to the throne.
There is a hint that John the Baptist found Jesus a bit slow in
bringing in the Kingdom and sent to make enquiries (Luke 7:19).
Good, honest believers can find God's patient methods far too slow.
We are so keen to see His work completed and we rarely understand
fully the reasons for His delay. Just as Christ dealt graciously with an
impatient John, so He was gracious with the faithful souls under the
altar. He tells them that the church must suffer more before she sees
God's victory.
The “little longer” has taken 1900 years so far and saints are still
being martyred. God definitely takes the long view. But the prayer of
the souls under the altar is partially answered by the sixth and
seventh seals. It is time for judgement to start.

3. The Time of the End



The sixth seal brings in a time of unprecedented disaster. This is the
“End of the Age” described in Matthew 24:1-35 which is not to be
confused with the day of Christ's return (Matthew 24:36-50). Great
confusion has been caused the church by mixing up the two sets of
prophecies.
Whilst it is true to say that the events surrounding the end of the
Jewish stage of the church are signs and portents of the Last
Judgement and that similar language is used for both, we ought to
remember that they are two distinct things.
It is hard for us to imagine the shock and horror which the events of
66-70AD had on those who lived through them. It was a terrible
visitation of God's wrath on both the Jewish nation (which still
remembers it with grief) and the whole Eastern empire.
For 35-40 years the Temple Age and the Church Age overlapped but
then, as Jesus prophesied, “this generation will not pass away until
all these things have happened”. See how Matthew 24:29 and
Revelation 6:12-14 both use the language of the prophets in the same
way.
We are far away in time and culture from the early Christians but we
should try to see these things through their eyes. The slaughter of
one and a half million Jews and the destruction and desecration of
the Temple was full of terrible meaning to them. It was a dreadful
judgement from the hand of God on people of their generation who
had refused the offer of grace in the Gospel.
This is the first judgement, not the final one. The seals are still being
broken. The contents of the scroll are still to come.
Let's look at the language of this judgement more closely. The lights
of the sky are darkened or destroyed. The very sources of light (God's
Word, the Jewish nation, the temple ritual) were obliterated or
hidden. The moving of stars, mountains and islands says all the old
landmarks are being taken away and the earthquake and winds
signify the breaking and sweeping away of the old order. The sky is
rolled up and the pre-Christian world and spiritual order is gone
forever. Contrary to some notions, there will never be a revived
Judaism blessed by God.



Although Jerusalem was the centre of the storm, the whole empire
was convulsed at that time. The repetition of every kind of man in
verse 15 suggests universal panic and consternation. Verse 17 is a
clear echo of Malachi 3:1-5 and chapter 4.
The people are represented as hiding from the “wrath of the Lamb”.
What a strange idea! What could be less frightening than a lamb?
John is telling us that this disaster really is Jesus “coming with the
clouds”. He who was so meek and gentle in His humiliation has
become a terror to His enemies. The disasters of those days were
particularly His, because He had warned of them so clearly (Luke
23:28-31).

4. The End of the Beginning or the Beginning of
the End?

The fifth and sixth seals are about the overlap between the old age
and the last age, and the relationship between them.  In the next
chapter we will see how God's purposes for the two ages are fulfilled.
The sixth seal is the end of the beginning. The scroll is opened with
the breaking of the seventh seal, which includes the rest of the book.
But the events of the sixth seal are also the beginning of the end.
Judgement on the nations has begun. The seeds of destruction have
been sown.
There is an ambiguity in the Greek words for “the earth” in verses 13
and 15. It could mean “the land” (of Israel). There is a corresponding
ambiguity in the equivalent Hebrew word. Biblical prophecies of the
destruction of the earth or inheriting the earth may have a local
meaning (destroying or inheriting the land) or a universal meaning.
This ambiguity is probably deliberate on God's part. What happens
to Israel can and will happen to the world.
Six seals have been opened. We are waiting eagerly for the seventh to
be broken so that we can see God's plan unfold. But before that
happens we have a pair of visions to teach us about God's purposes
both in the previous days of the Jewish State and in these last days of
the church.



These are the first of a number of visions which interrupt the flow of
Revelation. They are designed as commentaries and explanations of
events on the earth. The basic pattern is relatively simple:
Six seals are broken and the seventh contains what is to follow;
Six trumpets are sounded and the seventh announces what is to
follow;
Six bowls are poured out and the seventh completes the time of
man's rebellion.
Superimposed on this pattern are the explanatory visions which
unveil the hidden dimension of this turmoil and show the great
purposes of God.  Without these insights we would know WHAT the
broad scope of the future holds but we would not know WHY it was
happening.
With the benefit of these insights we will also see how we should live
and what God requires of us. They are great encouragements to
persevere and to realise that how we live now in this world has a
relevance and meaning which is eternal.



What Is Going On?
Revelation ch7

The previous visions of suffering and chaos are enough to disturb
anyone's faith in the goodness of God. They have placed under our
noses the perplexing realities of life in a world where God seems
either missing or angry.
What makes things worse is that we know that His purpose is to save
the world but so many people seem to have rejected Him. Even the
offer of eternal life through Christ seems to leave them unmoved.
Has God failed? Is there nothing but judgement left?
One form of this problem which pressed hard on John's generation
was the question of God's purpose for the Jews.
On one hand, they had been chosen as His special nation. Their
history was the revelation of God. Furthermore, the Messiah had
been born to them. Jesus lived and died a Jew and the Twelve
Apostles were all Jewish—a deliberate re-founding of the Jewish
nation with new patriarchs.
On the other hand, it is a fact of history that many Jews rejected
Christ when He was preached among them. Consequently, the
judgement which He prophesied fell upon them in the space of one
generation. As far as we can tell, even after the fulfilment of that
prophecy, only a minority embraced Him by faith and the rabbis
soon developed a new anti-christian species of Judaism in response
to the witness of Christians.
Furthermore, the Holy Spirit had forced the church to accept into its
fold Gentile believers without their becoming Jewish (see Acts chs.
10 & 11). Paul, along with the other New Testament writers, had
conclusively taught that Jewish custom and practice were actually
irrelevances to the life of the church (e.g. Galatians 6:15).
There is also a strand of teaching in the Gospels, based on some Old
Testament sayings, in which Christ speaks of the rejection of the
Jewish nation (e.g. Luke 13:28-30,34-35). This does not mean to say
that individual Jews are beyond salvation—far from it—but rather
that the nation as God's people is redundant now that the gospel is



published freely to the whole world. One only enters the Kingdom
through the narrow gate, Christ Himself (Luke 13:23-27).
In such circumstances there was an obvious question which needed
both to be asked and answered:

Did God Fail With The Jews?
This question had to be asked in the first century. Why did so many
Jews reject Christ? Why did the Judgement of God have to fall with
such ferocity on that generation which rejected the gospel? The
question of Romans 9, “Did God fail with the Jews?” is even more
pressing after the horrors of the sixth seal.

1. The first fruits out of Israel
In Rev. 7:1-8, we learn that God did not fail. In fact he held up the
storm of judgement until his purpose was complete. The winds of the
four quarters (a symbol of judgement—Jeremiah 49:36, Ezekiel 7:2)
are restrained until 144,000 Jews are sealed.
God was slow to fulfil the warnings of Christ. It was a full forty years
before the storm broke. Just as God waited a generation for faith to
be formed in the Israelites while they wandered in the desert
(Deuteronomy 8:2) so he held back the flood of destruction in the
1st. century AD.
The period of Israel was not a failure. A complete number of Jews
was, in fact, saved and those people are now revealed as having a
special standing in heaven.
They are a “perfect number” (12 x 12) by (10 x 10 x 10) and they
represent all the chosen Israelites, saved through faith. The list of the
twelve tribes reinforces the completeness of God's work in Israel.
This elect number of Israelites are the first fruits of God's crop (Rev.
14:4) before the great harvest of the world in the present age of the
Gospel.
All the Old Testament prophets knew that the Gentiles would one day share
in the blessings of Israel. But their prophecies are couched in Jewish terms
—such as the promise in Zechariah 8:20-22 of many nations going on
pilgrimage to Jerusalem. It is only in the New Testament revelation that it is



revealed that Jews and Gentiles are united by Christ alone to become heirs
of God's promises (Ephesians 3:4-6).
Similarly, in Acts 15:13-21, James takes the promise found in Amos
9:11-15 that the Kingdom of Israel would be expanded and restored
and interprets it in terms of welcoming Gentiles into the church
WITHOUT MAKING THEM JEWS.
Hence in Revelation 2:9 and 3:9 John even denies synagogue
members the right to be called Jews, since the true Jew is the person
who believes in Christ—the Lion of Judah. The synagogue has
become a centre of opposition to Christ and so is called the
synagogue of Satan, the opposer.
The continuance of an anti-christian body of Jews need not be a
stumbling block to us any more than the fact that many people of
other racial or religious groups fail to embrace salvation.
It is a disappointing aftermath to the great work of God in Israel that so
many people should have failed to believe the Messiah and should have
clung instead to man-made tradition and misinterpretations of the Law. John
and the ageing Jewish elders of the church must have felt the
disappointment most keenly. But Christ assures them and us that he has not
failed. The elect number has been gathered in. Israel has been saved in that
remnant just as the world will be saved through a portion of every peoples
coming to Christ rather than every single individual being redeemed.

2. The main harvest out of all the world
Vs.9-17 introduce us to a much greater scene. There are three
important differences between the two scenes in this chapter.
The first difference is to with numbers. The first group is a smallish
number—144,000 (v.4)—which could almost fit into a large football
ground whereas the second group is a vast crowd of countless
millions (v.9). This tells us that the work of God had only just begun
in the Israelite stage of the church. It is now, in the international
period of the church, that the vast number of souls will be saved.
Centuries before, God had promised Abraham that his descendants
would be too many to count (Genesis 16:10). The fulfilment of that
promise is found in the uncountable multitude of men and women



saved through faith in Christ and who are each “children of
Abraham” (Romans 4:16).
The second great difference is in the origins of the two groups. All the
first group are Israelites (4-8) whereas the multitude is taken from
EVERY ethnic group (v.9).
Now that the temple is abandoned, Judaism has become redundant
as a way of coming to God. In fact, it is Christ who has made the old
order obsolete. He is the true Sacrifice who makes animal sacrifice
irrelevant. He is the true Temple who makes earthly temples
pointless. He is the true Priest who makes religious priest-craft a
nonsense. In the last days nationality and culture have become side
issues. What matters is faith in Christ which works through love.
(Galatians 5:6)
The people of God are not to be identified by a religious culture, not
even the biblical culture of Judaism. This is why so much of
Christendom is hypocritical and anti-christian. Christianity is not a
culture or religious lifestyle which nations can adopt; it is a universal
faith which speaks to every culture and every nation without being
identified with any of them. This is why it is wrong to speak about
“Christian civilisation”. We won't see the City of God until Christ
returns. Every congregation will inevitably generate its own culture
and it is likely that it will resemble that of other nearby churches yet
every congregation much also be aware that its own way of living and
worshipping together as Saints is not the rule for all believers. Our
faith is universal and can be expressed in a wide variety of styles,
liturgies and traditions.
It is important that we realise that these people are “out of” every
nation. These people are individually saved. No man may number
them but God has not only numbered them; He knows them by name
(Rev. 3:5) and even the hairs of their heads are numbered.
Ultimately, Christianity is not a mass movement—it is the sovereign
Christ giving life to men and women and bringing them to His Father
out of nation, tribe, people and language. Each one has been given a
“white robe” of righteousness by Christ (Rev. 3:4,5).



What an encouragement it must have been to the first hearers of this
book to realise that they were but the vanguard of such a huge
number of redeemed people! And what an encouragement it is to
become an “overcomer” when one imagines oneself as a member of
that future congregation.
Another important thing to remember is that there will be many
Jews in this crowd. They are from EVERY people on earth—including
Israel. God may have abandoned Israel as a vehicle of salvation but
He has not abandoned the Jews. The way of faith is open to them as
much as to the Gentiles. Indeed the gospel is still “to the Jew first”
(Romans 1:16) and there is reason to hope that many will return to
the God of their fathers through faith in Christ.
The sight of this great crowd shows us that even though we will have
tribulation in this life there is a glorious purpose being worked out in
history. God is gathering His church.
We are constantly tempted to grow weary in well-doing. Our faith
freezes and our passion for holiness wanes. Sometimes we substitute
a churchy conformity for the life of loving faith. The sight of this
multitude enjoying God and each other is a wonderful stimulus to us
to imitate them.
May we too “wash our robes and make them white in the blood of the
Lamb”. What a wonderful description of the christian life this is!  It is
active—WE wash our robes—but it is Christ's blood which makes our
lives count for anything.
The present purpose of history is the in-gathering of this vast crowd
of saints, saved by faith in the blood of Christ (v.14). See the
wonderful privilege which will be enjoyed by ALL these disciples.
They STAND in God's presence (contrast v.9 and v.11) and are even
closer to the throne than the Cherubim and Elders. This vast throng
are the Children of God for whom even the mightiest angels and
greatest elders are only assistants and ministers.
The third great difference between the two groups of people in
chapter seven is the period of time from which they came. The
144,000 Israelites were sealed and gathered before the time of



trouble began. The four angels who harm the earth were held back
until the full number of faithful Israelites was marked out.
By contrast, the great multitude belong to the period which follows—
during which the angels which harm the earth have free rein.
The great tribulation began with the generation after the cross. It is
probably nit-picking to argue whether it began with the death of
Stephen (33AD?) or with the fall of Jerusalem (70AD) or at some
point between. The point is that the church age is described as “the
great tribulation”. This prepares us for the central section of the book
which describes in symbolic form the troubles which the church will
have to go through on earth.
Some christians find it hard to believe that now is the time of the
Tribulation. They are often those who are fortunate enough to live in
the prosperous Western democracies insulated from the immense
pain borne by most of the world. Remember that this book is
addressed to christians throughout THE WHOLE WORLD. It was
written first to suffering churches and today is undoubtedly a
strength to those most in need of its encouragement.
I fear that many armchair students of prophecy concoct their
elaborate interpretations as strangers to the struggles and
tribulations of their brethren today. They have little or no “skin in
the game” and they believe it is God’s job to “rapture” them out of
tribulation before it begins. Vs. 16 and 17 are promises addressed to
those who share in the sorrows of the church.

3. The result of the harvest
In 5:9-10 Christ was acclaimed as worthy because He had purchased
this multitude by His blood and “made them to be a Kingdom and
priests to serve our God and they shall reign on earth”.
Here in chapter seven we see the church exercising its priestly
service of praising God in the temple of Heaven (v15). The theme of
their praise is thanks-giving and adoration for the great salvation
which God in Christ has won for them (v10-12).
As we have seen, they have the highest status of all God's creatures
standing close before the Throne of the Almighty. They will share



Christ's rule (2:26,27).
Some christian believers wonder anxiously whether they will have
the spiritual stamina to enjoy an eternal “time of worship” like this,
but we should not imagine that the resurrection life will be an eternal
repetition of just this scene. The life to come is represented
differently in chapters twenty one and twenty two, for instance,
where it is seen as dwelling in a glorious city and in Revelation 19:9 it
is promised as a glorious marriage feast.
As one who has endured, rather than enjoyed, some protracted
“worship services” I am convinced that to be one of that number will
be sheer delight. Boredom belongs to this world not the next.
The great focus of this mighty hymn of praise is Christ and His
salvation.
The first element is the cross. Jesus is referred to repeatedly as the
Lamb, the sacrifice of the cross, and it is because He is the Lamb that
we shall all sing so lustily. He has suffered for us and, no matter what
we endure in the Tribulation, we shall know that it is His sufferings
and not our own which have redeemed us. If there was no blood
there would be no white robes.
The multitude sing in v.10 that salvation BELONGS to God and the
Lamb; it is given, maintained and completed by God's. No wonder
they sing since God's own gift of salvation has been given to each
one.
The second element in their salvation is the blessed state in which
they find themselves (v16,17).
Negatively, there is the joy which comes from the complete absence
of suffering and from the wonderful healing of the emotions and
memory which must be implied in God personally wiping away our
tears. Some of us are so deeply scarred and we have known such grief
that it seems to have become a basic part of us. It will not be so for
ever. A time is coming for every child of God when sorrow will be no
more.
Positively, there is the joy of the presence of Christ as our shepherd
(v17). Here that great Psalm of hope, number twenty three, is finally



and completely fulfilled. Jesus Himself will provide the “living
waters” of the Holy Spirit for which we thirst now. In the present
time Jesus is absent from us and all we have are tokens and promises
of His presence but, in the future, He will be a leader present among
us. In the same way, all we have now are the “first-fruits”, the
beginnings of the Holy Spirit's ministry but in the resurrection the
living waters will fully satisfy us.
In such a condition, free from sin and in the presence of Christ's
glory, praise will be as normal to us as it is to the angels.
 



The Scroll Unfolds
Revelation 8 & 9

Half an hour of complete silence! There is a pregnant pause after the
seventh seal is opened (8:1). Previously, Heaven has been revealed as
noisy with lots of shouting, thunders, music and movement. But now
the silence of heaven marks the boundary between the beginning of
the church age and its central period.
The beginning was marked by the publishing of the gospel (including
the production of the New Testament), the destruction of biblical
Judaism and the disasters and turmoil of the mid-first century
Roman Empire.
Now we come to the great middle period of the church age. We will
be taught about it by a number of explanatory visions in chapters
eleven to twenty but it is firstly presented in chapters eight and nine
as the age of the Trumpets. Each new factor in these chapters is
announced by a trumpet blast from heaven, blown by an angel.
We have a particular interest in these chapters because this is the
period in which we live and there is a great deal of teaching for us on
how to live and honour God during this time.
When John was writing this (probably in the 80’s or 90’s AD) the
churches were just embarking on this period. They needed to know
how to cope and what to expect. As John wrote in 1:1, this is “what
must soon take place” for them (and us) because “the time is near”
(1:3).

THE STRANGE RESULT OF PRAYER
The scene in 8:1-5 is still in the throne room at the centre of the
heavenly temple. From this vantage point we can see both the
heavenly and earthly significance of events. The seventh seal is
broken (8:1) and all creation waits for the scroll to unroll and for
God’s words to have an effect.
A half hour of silence extends the sense of suspense until seven
angels are given seven trumpets—but they must not blow them yet.



First incense must be offered in God’s presence and mixed with that
incense are the prayers of all the saints.
The Holy Spirit is telling us that the prayers of God’s people have a
primary role in His government of the world. And this does not just
mean the prayers of a few notable prayer warriors because we are
told that the incense is mixed with the prayers of ALL the saints.
In the New Testament the title of “saint” is given to every believer. A
saint, literally a “holy one”, is someone who has been made holy by
faith in Christ and the renewal of the Holy Spirit. Although every
christian is still working towards the standard of moral perfection
(and none of us who are still alive has yet obtained total holiness)
this does not disqualify us from the wonderful title of saint.
Our holiness is the gift of God; it is the righteousness which he
bestows on us for Jesus’ sake and the result of his full and free
forgiveness.  Hence, in the Revelation, white robes—which signify
sainthood—are given by Christ rather than earned.  Everyone who
repents and obeys the gospel is a saint.
Every prayer of every christian matters to God; his government will
take account of all our prayers, especially in this great matter of
leading the world towards the final Day of Christ.
All the answers to our prayers which we receive now have an
unfinished and interim quality since our world is subject to death,
decay and loss of every kind. Every prayer for goodness, relief from
grief or trial, for any change for the better is double edged since any
such improvement is only for a while. The permanent answer to our
prayers will arrive when we behold at last “the new heaven and the
new earth wherein righteousness dwells”.
A result of the deep work of God in a soul is that a new set of motives
lives and grows within us—the hungering and thirsting for
righteousness which Christ spoke of on the mount (Matthew 5:3-12).
We have an ache for God and the goodness of His government which
will not be satisfied until we have seen His glory revealed on the
earth. Every fervent prayer of a Christian heart contains the
unspoken plea “thy Kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is
in heaven”.



The prayers of all the saints are offered with incense before the face
of God. There are many references in the Revelation to saints ruling
with Christ. Some of these are obvious references to the eternal reign
to come but others seem to refer to some way in which we rule now
(e.g. 1:6,9, 20:4). Disciples of Christ are sometimes surprised when
sceptics or practitioners of other religions ask for their prayers.
There seems to be an intuition in many people that prayers made in
Jesus Name are in some way effective so it is entirely reasonable to
ask for that prayer.
Here we see how we share in the rule of Christ through our prayers.
The identity of the trumpet angels is also a clue. Who are “the seven
angels who stand before God”? The only group of seven that we have
met so far are the seven angels of the churches (1:20). Powerless
christians can be comforted by the knowledge that they are very
special to God by realising that their angels are in God’s very
presence (see Matthew 18:10 for a similar idea). What is more, it is
the angels of the churches who are commissioned to despatch God’s
answer to the churches’ prayers down to earth.
Our prayers do not rise up to God unaided. It is clearly the “much
incense” of v.3 which makes the prayers of christians a pleasing
odour. There is only one thing which makes our prayers acceptable
and pleasing to God—the work of Jesus Christ. His death has
reconciled us and made us and our prayers so acceptable to God that
we can pray in Jesus’ name in complete confidence KNOWING that
our prayers, weak and sin-riddled, have become a pleasant offering
to the Father.
There is grace to spare in Christ, MUCH incense, to aid our praying.
God responds to our prayers in governing the world. Our prayers
return to the earth (8:5). But what a surprising result! Did the
christian church pray for such destruction and carnage? No. We
prayed for God’s Kingdom to come. But the coming of the Kingdom
is with judgement on sin as well as grace for those who repent.
The presence of a praying community does not guarantee peace to a
nation or to the world as a whole. Christians, being peacemakers,
pray for peace and sometimes God grants us a lull in the storm of



human strife but our deep aspiration for a just, holy and healthy
peace will be fulfilled only with the return of the Prince of Peace.
The Spirit has given us the Revelation to tell us that hard and terrible
things have to happen if God’s rule is to be seen in the earth. Hasn’t
this been true throughout the age of the church? Do we understand
what it means to be “the salt of the earth”? I am surprised how many
Bible teachers have interpreted this expression to mean that we are
the preservative of our societies! Does history tell us that the salt of
christian witness usually preserves societies or nations? (See Mark
9:49) Did praying christians preserve Jerusalem  Rome or
Constantinople?

THE AGE OF TRUMPETS
Trumpets are loud and their sound carries well in the open. Before
the days of electronic communications they were used to announce
important events, gather troops for war and warn of approaching
danger. When we see angels being given trumpets to blow there must
be some special significance.
We saw that the image of seals being broken on a scroll full of writing
was a picture of the beginning of Christ’s rule in heaven. Now we
have the image of seven angelic trumpeters. After each of the first six
trumpet blast comes a vision of disaster falling on the earth. As we
shall see later, each one of these disasters is a portent of the series of
total disasters which will come at the end of the age. The implication
is that each of the judgements of the Trumpet Age is a warning of
further wrath to come.
If this is the case then every disaster and tragedy which befalls us in
this age is a sign from God and warning of the full impact of wrath to
come in the future (see how Jesus taught this in Luke 13:1-5), these
are our “signs of the times” (Luke 12:54-59).
In Romans 1:18 it is written “The wrath of God is being revealed from
heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of men” but it is
not immediately clear HOW that wrath is revealed. A partial
explanation is the fact that he allows men to go from bad to worse
(the progress in evil is plotted in Romans 1:21-32) but how is that a
revelation “from heaven”? There are two sorts of indication that



God’s displeasure is upon us: the first is that he “gives us up” by
abandoning us to our sin; but the second more obvious sort of
warning signs are his judgements falling on the earth.
Trumpets had a special significance in the Bible because of the Feast
of Trumpets established in the liturgy of Moses. It is often called
Rosh Hashanah or the Jewish New Year and was established in the
Law of Moses in Leviticus 23:24 and Numbers 20:1-6. It seems to
have been a rather solemn affair ten days before the Day of
Atonement and the trumpet call was taken to be a call to prepare,
repent and confess sin. Our reaction to the times we are living in
should be repentance and confession rather than complaint or
stoicism.
The trumpet judgements are uneven and partial in their effects (a
“third” of everything is blighted). In this age some of us have
relatively comfortable lives while others suffer dreadfully. Like Jesus,
we should be careful to say that different circumstances are not signs
of God’s particular blame or approval and we should love our
neighbours by relieving their suffering. But let us not forget Who is
Lord of history and that these are revelations from heaven of God’s
wrath against ALL unrighteousness. If we are spared the worst
disasters we should be relieved and grateful but not feel justified in
any way. The randomness of these judgements is being emphasised
here.
The “natural” disasters of ch. 8 are bad enough but the “man made”
disasters of ch.9 which God allows are even worse. Consider the
horrors of the 20th. Century. What were those great disasters of our
century? The two world wars with their appalling carnage? The six
million people lost to the gas chambers of Germany, perhaps, or the
twenty million lost under communist butchery in the U.S.S.R, and let
us not ignore the slow haemorrhaging of “conventional warfare”
under the nuclear umbrella such as the appalling agony of south-east
Asia over half a century and the continuing horrors in various parts
of Africa.
More recently, the 21  century has continued with atrocities often
funded and aided by the “peaceful” countries of Europe and the USA
as much as the wicked “regimes” we are supposed to be countering.

st



No hurricane, flood or earthquake has wreaked such appalling havoc
as the incessant warfare, political zeal and personal greed of men.
God has let us loose to express an inhumanity of which only man is
capable. This is no accident. God and nature are against us because
of our sinful rebellion, but, so that we may know that the problem is
within us, Christ allows us to express our sin in such horrific ways.
Religious Liberals from different traditions assume that God does
not intend such things, that He Himself is afflicted by massive
tragedies and is somehow powerless to prevent them. In fact, chapter
nine clearly teaches us that Christ rules over even the worst actions
of men. Perhaps we are meant to realise that, but for His restraining
grace this would be even worse.
9:20-21 records an astonishing fact. Even the worst judgements of
God do not lead men to repent. What more could God do to shake us
out of complacency? The human heart is naturally so hardened that
even the most terrible disaster does not inspire repentance. The
trumpet blasts go unheeded.
But not all is darkness and gloom. Out of this great tribulation, the
unnumbered multitude of chapter seven is gradually being
assembled. How powerful the Gospel is! It succeeds where the
trumpet warnings fail and brings dead sinners to eternal life.

NATURAL DISASTERS
The first four trumpets show us nature and heaven at war with
mankind. These are a series of “ecological” disasters but they are
presented in such a way that we are meant to realise that God’s wrath
and the work of His angels are behind each one.
It is as though God is unravelling the perfect fabric of nature woven
in the six days of creation. There are many contact points between
the early chapters of Genesis and the book of Revelation. For
instance, the idea of six days of creation and a seventh which
includes all that follows is almost certainly the source for the
structure we find in Revelation.
But the messages are opposite. On one hand, in Genesis, we get a
symbolic account of the perfect care taken by God to ensure an



abundant, safe and balanced environment for man. Just as man
subject to God began in a joyful, peaceable relation to his Creator, so
man’s relationship with the environment was one of peace and
balance. On the other hand, in the Revelation, the picture is one of
increasing disharmony as the consequences of man’s sin and the
curse of God upon the ground (Genesis 3:17-20) are fully worked out.
Firstly, the earth, the natural habitat of man is scorched and the
vegetation partly burnt up. In contrast to the vibrant fertility of Eden
we see today vast tracts of desert land on the globe incapable of
supporting more than a handful of wandering nomads. Even modern
attempts to improve matters have created new ecological disasters
like the Aswan dam and the rising salt concentrations in the irrigated
soil of southern California. Ecologists are surely right to demand
more careful husbandry of the soil but we have no right to expect a
new green paradise to arise in this age. The earth is not just polluted
by our ignorance but also by our sin (Isaiah 24:4-6).
Secondly, the sea, the highway of commerce and a seemingly endless
supply of food is struck. Men have always known that the sea could
overturn their cockleshell boats. Just as man seems to have
conquered the sea with his mighty steel ships in the modern age we
are beginning to wake up to the disastrous implications on the seas
caused by climatic and pollution pressures. Even in the past
communities have starved because of the collapse of local fisheries.
The image of a dying ocean in Revelation 8:8-9 no longer seems
extreme.
The apparition of something like a burning mountain seems to be a
reference to one of the coals from the censer (v5). The implication is
that there is a massive difference of scale between earth and heaven.
What is just a small chunk of glowing charcoal in heaven is a flaming
mountain in relation to the miniature size of earth. Men and women
see this world as the centre of the universe too often. We think of
heaven, if we think of it all, as a shadowy, unreal existence on the
outer limits of possible existence. But John, like every prophet who
saw the Lord, sees the true proportion of things and how fragile the
world is in relation to the might of God.



Thirdly, the fresh waters are struck and cursed in a similar way. The
“living waters”—whose running movement could normally be taken
as a sign that they are safe to drink—have become a source of death.
This might be interpreted spiritually as a reference to religious or
other deceptive sources of “spiritual life”. My own view is that we
should see it as part of this whole section showing that creation is no
longer a safe and congenial home for man in his sin. In how many
countries today is the water totally safe to drink?
Fourthly, the sun, moon and stars are afflicted. This must I think be
understood figuratively since there is no astronomical evidence of
major changes in the physical heavens over the last few thousand
years. If a third of the sun’s light really were withheld then the earth
would soon become a planet of ice incapable of supporting much life
at all.
I believe the meaning must be that all those natural sources of light
and goodness in human life and society which should have an
uplifting and wholesome effect have also been corrupted.
The “light of nature”, as some philosophers have described human
reason, has been darkened and confused. The arts have too often
been corrupted and abused and the aesthetic sense set at odds with
moral sense. Family life has often been twisted and disrupted. The
result is that those parts of human nature and culture which ought to
guide and lighten our path have often been false guides and causes of
sin.
The darkening of the stars may be a reference to the angels which
have fallen from innocence and become demons. As a result contact
with the spiritual world often becomes delusive and destructive as in
all magic and nature religion.
In other words nature outside ourselves, human nature within us
and the spiritual environment have all been perturbed and have
turned against our welfare.
None of this was new in the first century but what John is telling us
is that the age of the gospel will see a new intensity in these plagues
as the hardness of the human heart is revealed.



To someone familiar with the Exodus story there are obvious
similarities with the plagues that fell on Egypt. Both Revelation and
Exodus are stories of redemption and judgement but the account in
Revelation is the fulfilment which the Exodus merely prefigured.

RELIGION AND WAR—THE HUMAN
PLAGUES—ch.9

We have seen that the age of Trumpets is the time when disasters
warn of the greater disaster to come and that we live in those times.
As well as ecological and natural calamities (the first four trumpets)
there are worse plagues to be suffered.
In 8:13 an eagle cries out that the worst is now to be revealed. The
word for an “eagle” is used by the New Testament writers for any
carnivorous bird, particularly a vulture. There is no doubt that this
lone flesh-eater, flying in mid-heaven and crying out to reinforce the
severity of the last three trumpets, is meant to be an ominous portent
for “the inhabitants of the earth” (see Matthew 24:28).
The last three trumpets announce demonic religion, then inhuman
warfare, and, finally, the outpouring of God’s bowls of wrath.

DEMONIC RELIGION  9:1-11
The star falling from heaven in v1 is Satan and he is called Apollyon,
the destroyer, in v11.
The darkness caused by the fourth trumpet is now deepened by
smoke being released from the Abyss so that sun and sky are
completely obscured (v2). The Abyss is the prison where demons are
trapped waiting for judgement (Luke 8:31).
They are permitted to affect the earth and its inhabitants only as far
as God allows. Both the key to open the pit and the power of the
locusts are “given” and the period of their activity is limited to “five
months”. This time limit, which corresponds to an adult locust’s life
span, probably has the same significance as the “ten days” of 2:10,
i.e. it is a promise that God will enforce a limit to the suffering – will
not last for ever. It is tempting to over-apply this vision but it
probably speaks of more than one species of darkness.



The blackness of this smoke from hell is not an absence of physical
light but rather a deep spiritual, moral and mental darkness within
which the demons of the abyss can work and entrap people in false
faiths and ideologies.
Periods of moral pollution and spiritual ignorance, such as that
which we have entered in the West, create the conditions for
demonic activity to thrive. We often think of the main work of
demons being weird spiritual phenomena or as possessing or
haunting souls but this is a misunderstanding.
Satan’s main work is the production of lies (John 8:44). If he can get
people believing lies he can keep them away from the truth that sets
us free. False teaching about God is the “doctrine of demons” (1
Timothy 4:1-5). False faith murders the soul but doesn’t kill the body
(9:5-6) and torments its followers with deceitful hopes and promises
which curdle in the heart and lead to despair. The inhuman acts of
religious and political fanatics come out of this deep despair and,
however lovely their ideals may seem, the result is dehumanising.
There are many allusions to the plague of locusts in Joel 2:1-11 in
these verses. Locusts strip the countryside bare and leave desolation
in their wake. These spiritual locusts don’t touch the greenery, they
impoverish and lay waste the souls of men.
Satan is the organiser of alternative faiths which keep people away
from Christ. He is the angel of the Abyss (9:11). The huge amount of
religious darkness and confusion which we see around us is the
smoke from the Abyss (9:2) and in this darkness operate thousands
of different sects, cults, prophets and teachers.
Not every faith is “religious”. Any atheist theory, humanist
philosophy or political creed which offers an anti-christian version of
“truth” is just as much part of the darkness and born in hell. The fruit
will be just as bitter. Communist, nationalist, Islamic and so-called
“christian” fanatics have different faiths but share a common loss of
humanity. They all have their own demons.
But one group is saved from the darkness and lies (v.4). If we are
marked by God we are free. 1 Peter 1:3-6 explains the nature of this
protection. God does not save believers from suffering but he does



shield us THROUGH FAITH BY GOD’S POWER until the day our
salvation arrives. Unlike false hopes christianity, being conformed to
truth and reality, does not cramp the soul and kill the spirit.

INHUMAN WARFARE  9:13-19
The voice from the altar in v.13 reminds us again that these
judgements are the action of God in response to our prayers offered
on the altar.
Destructive war was restrained by four angels in 7:1-3 and in ch.9 we
see it unleashed. The huge number and horrible appearance of this
cavalry show the vast effort and single-minded purpose which
mankind devotes to war-making. The names and shapes have
changed with the centuries but this vision has been fulfilled again
and again. Think of the the armies of Atilla, Genghis Khan,
Mohammed, the Vikings, the crusaders, Napoleon, Hitler and the
enormous effort we spend today on machines and methods of war.
Nearly all technological progress has been driven by the
warmongers.
Two hundred million may sound an unbelievably large number but
there are probably as many men at arms in today’s world. The horses
sound like machines of war rather than natural creatures but it is
fatuous to try to identify them with any particular piece of modern
machinery; they represent all the fiendish ingenuity man brings to
his warmaking.
Conquering armies in bible days such as Assyrians, Medes, Partians
etc. generally came from the east across the Euphrates (v14). In the
days of the Roman Empire citizens in Asia Minor and Palestine
looked eastward nervously at the wild horsemen beyond the frontier.
The image of an unstoppable horde of cavalry would be a familiar
nightmare to John’s readers.
There is a connection between these two plagues. Before the mass of
mankind can be mobilised to these orgies of mass destruction they
must first be hardened by evil doctrines. So Germany’s Lutheran
heritage had to be perverted by two centuries of Rationalism,
Idealism and Liberalism before it was ready to perpetrate the horrors
of the third Reich.



Islam and corrupt Catholicism prepared the way for the blasphemy
of crusades and Jihads in the name of God. The atheism of Voltaire
and Rousseau leads through the sea of revolutionary blood to the
massacre of millions under Napoleon. Today, the worship of
“Democracy”, that many-faced God, excuses both U.S. violence on
every continent and was the excuse for communist butchery.
There is nothing too vile for believers in a “just cause”. These horses
and riders are unnatural, horrible. They have no good purpose, only
to terrorise, injure and kill. “War is Hell” someone said. He was truer
than he guessed. Only the final wrath of God is worse than what we
do to each other when we go to war.
Although this passage pictures one battle in which a third of
humanity dies it is better to see it as representing the dreadful
progress in warfare which has continued up to the age of the
hydrogen bomb and the international terrorist. The sixth trumpet
has sounded many times in the centuries since Christ.

THE MADNESS OF UNBELIEF  9:20-21
Anyone who looks at the world ought to realise that God is not
pleased with us and is warning us to repent. How else can we explain
a world which is full of both His good gifts and horrific experience? It
is like living in heaven and hell at the same time.
But v.20 reveals that we are so foolish and corrupt that these
trumpet blasts are ignored by men and women. We go on doing the
things which are sure to bring God’s wrath down on our heads.
Unbelief and disobedience may be normal but they are not
reasonable.
It is impossible to leave these chapters without reminding ourselves
how negative the bible is about other faiths. Non-christian religion is
idolatry and worshipping demons (v.20). Modern churchmen are
quite right to seek ways of building bridges and talking to adherents
of all religions but we also need sooner or later to speak God’s
judgement on all religion and faith which is not based on Christ. That
includes those forms of institutional Christianity which have a
history of repression.



Humanity is portrayed as addicted to its sins of idolatry, murder,
magic, sexual immorality and theft. Like some alcoholics or drug
abusers nothing seems to change their habits.
If this seems a bleak assessment, history has proved this prediction
true over and over again. Unless God’s grace breaks into our lives we
prefer darkness to light.
However, something is missing from chapters eight and nine. These
chapters are only summarising the warning judgements. While these
are going on the Holy Spirit, also, is quietly at work in the world. We
should remember that the great multitude dressed in white will
emerge from this same time of tribulation.
The warning to the “inhabitants of the earth” in 8:13 is parallel to the
call to the “inhabitants of the land” in Joel 2:1 (see AV, RSV etc.—
parallels like this tend to be lost in freer translations and
paraphrases). Just as Joel’s trumpet call is a call to repentance (Joel
2:15-17) so are these trumpets and we know that the number of
people who will heed the call is enough to fill heaven.
Where are we, who live in the 21st. century, in relation to these
chapters? John was obviously preparing his readers for the “long
haul” so that they would realise that they were at the beginning of an
extended period. We have come into this great drama at a much later
time in its development.
My own conviction is that these trumpets are blowing very loudly in
our ears today. No man may know the day of Christ’s coming but the
increasing intensity of these six types of warning suggests that the
end may be nearer than we think. My prayer is that every reader of
these pages will be ready.



God’s Word At Work
Revelation 10

The power of God’s word
We are waiting for the last trumpet to sound and for the “third woe”
to fall. After this the time of tribulation will be over. But we have
more to learn about the trumpet phase of history first. As well as
being the period of warning judgements it is also the time when
God’s Word is proclaimed throughout the earth and when the
churches must witness.
The sequence of seals (ch.6), trumpets (chs. 8 & 9) and bowls (chs.15
& 16) is interrupted by a number of visions which explain God’s
purposes and teach us how to live until the great day of Christ comes.
Prophecy is not designed to satisfy our curiosity or remove
uncertainty by telling the future. God has spoken to us through
prophets in order to teach us wisdom for living and to prepare our
faith for whatever we must face.
The first vision begins with the sight of a Mighty Angel

The Mighty Angel
Who is this angel? In many ways he has the trappings of God’s own
glory (v. 1-3). The main impression is of vast size. Imagine a man so
tall that the clouds provide his clothing and a rainbow his crown and
whose greatness enables him to straddle land and sea. His voice has
great power and authority. The legs like fiery pillars and the
reference to the cloud remind us of the signs of God’s presence given
to Israel in the wilderness years of the Exodus.
This messenger is not God but has His authority and when he speaks
the seven thunders respond. We should probably understand the
thunders as God’s own voice—see 4:5, 8:5 and Psalm 29:3-9. So God
and his Messenger are in a conversation which is very loud but which
we are not allowed to hear.
The “little scroll” which is open in the messenger’s hand suggests
that he is holding God’s word but not the whole word (that is the
larger scroll which Jesus has opened and from which the future is



unrolled). The most obvious candidate for the little Scroll is the
Scriptures, God’s books given to humanity. As the giant angel speaks
from the open book God Himself responds with the seven thunders
but John is banned from telling us what the thunders say.
The idea of the prophet knowing more than he is allowed to tell is an
interesting one; it shows us that there is much of the future which is
meant to be hidden from us. Revelation is not so much a history of
the future as an indication of the broad direction in which we are all
moving and an insight into the spiritual forces at work.
There is one lesson we can learn from the thunders—that is that God
will act in a special way in response to the proclaiming of His own
word. The thunders are an answer to the voice of the angel of the
scroll.
The scroll is little because it doesn’t contain all of God’s plan (only
Christ reads that scroll—5:1-5) but it does reveal all we need to know.
The bible is not a comprehensive guide to all truth but it is an
adequate source for the person seeking God’s will. When the
scripture is spoken out God will respond with the voice of thunder
and achieve His hidden purposes to save and judge the world. Does
not this imply that we, who have God’s Word, must teach it to the
world if we want to see Him act?
This angel straddles Earth and Sea and is obviously addressing the
whole world when he speaks. This reminds us that the word of God
is published to every person alive on the earth and to every nation
and ethnic group. There is no one to whom the bible does not speak
with divine command—and this is particularly true of the gospel of
Christ which is the central message of the scriptures.
The stature and power of the angel enhance our view of scripture.
Christians often fail to appreciate the grandeur of God’s Word. Even
though it seems small and incomplete it is God’s chosen means to
save and change people and it is by the standard of that word that
the world will be judged. In our days some churches have lost
confidence in the bible and so many preachers and teachers have lost
sight of the glory of this word, to both their own loss and that of
those who hear them.



God is at work in two ways in our world. In Christ reigning in
providence He is both blessing and warning mankind. In the Holy
Spirit through the word of God He is commanding repentance and
bringing rebirth into eternal life.

The Little Scroll
This represents the scriptures, the work of the prophets which God
inspired. And all these scriptures have a central message and theme
which is called the “mystery of God” (v.7). This is a promise
developed in the whole bible that God will save men and women and
judge the world IN HISTORY. Even though we have had to wait a
long time the day is coming when the mystery will be accomplished.
The Christian faith does not belong to a realm separate from this
world of facts, science and history. It cannot be reduced to mere
Idealism or Spirituality or an other-worldly philosophy. The
Christian hope is real and historical. We look back to a real creation
by the will of God (even though we may argue over the message of
Genesis One), we look back to a real fall from innocence in early
history, we look back with gratitude to the sufferings and
resurrection of Christ for us in real, historical time and we look
forward to the day when He will return, raise the dead and restore all
things.
This glorious hope is “the mystery of God … announced to His
servants the prophets.”  A crucial element in the “mystery” is the way
salvation is to be announced to the whole world (not just the Jews)
(Eph 3:6).  Hence the Angel bestrides the earth and speaks to all
people.
The angel makes a solemn oath by Almighty God that there will be no
more delay once the seventh trumpet sounds. We are to understand
that the last part of this age will come swiftly as the bowls of wrath
are poured out in quick succession. God knows that His people find
patient endurance a strain and He reassures us that our hopes will be
realised swiftly once the end comes. The oath refers to the eternity of
God -He who lives for ever and ever- and to his creatorship, and
therefore His power over, all things. This God cannot fail to keep His



promise. Any oath in this Name by one of His angels will not be
empty.
The bible must be thoroughly consumed by John before he can speak
with authority as God’s prophet. This happened in his life. The
Revelation is full of quotations, allusions and ideas from the WHOLE
of the bible. John could only become the final prophet of the bible by
thoroughly feeding on the scripture.
Many books on the Apocalypse are disappointing because they do
not take vs 9-11 seriously enough. They seek meanings for the
symbols in pagan literature, their authors’ own imagination, naive
literalism or by parallels with uninspired “apocalyptic” (i.e.
Revelation-like) fables. John is telling us here that the prophecy of
the Revelation is the creative fruit of scriptural meditation led by the
Holy Spirit.
We learn that John was not just a passive observer and recorder of
interesting visions—he was a live participant in the prophetic act.
The symbolism of this book will be in keeping with biblical imagery
found in the earlier scriptures but it will be more than just rewriting
the prophets. It is fresh prophecy in its own right.
If we, too, want to have a word from God to tell the world, we must
do the same as John. We will not be prophets of the stature of John
the Revelator but we do have a Word to speak to the world on God’s
behalf. Mere hunches, feelings and intuitions will not do. We must
hear and understand His Words if we want to speak true words for
Him.
There is a double consequence to becoming a bible person. The
experience of tasting God’s word is sweet and lovely but a part of us
reacts against that same word—and obedience will involve a bitter
struggle with evil (v10). The bitterness which John feels is also due to
the fact that he must speak of God’s terrible wrath against his fellow
men. The prophets are men in the cross-fire between the curse of
God and rejection by men.

The Scope Of God’s Word



We are always in danger of assuming that bible reading is a private
affair. In fact, the bible is God speaking to the WHOLE WORLD. So
John has to prophesy to the world (v11). Have we privatised God too
much? The scripture speaks to the whole of life, to the affairs of
parliaments and nations, as well as to my own heart. We are muffling
the sound of the Spirit’s voice if we are not speaking out His words.
The bible is not a textbook on every subject but it indirectly touches
on areas like science, politics, history etc. with authority to return
them to God’s rule. And it is not bound to any one culture or
tradition so no nation may avoid its claim for obedience.

Revelation 11:1-14
The vision of chapter ten concerning the Angel and Scroll is about
God’s Word. The first fourteen verses of chapter eleven are about
those who speak that Word.
Firstly, though, John must do some measuring. This is similar to
passages in Ezekiel (particularly chs 40-42—see 42:20) and
Zechariah (2:1). The measuring of an idealised temple, with this Old
Testament background, contains the idea of judging and marking out
from God’s point of view the holy from the unholy. Measuring
the altar and counting the worshippers emphasises the importance
which God attaches to true spiritual worship. God seeks those who
worship in Spirit and truth.
The Inner Court of the Temple was for priests alone. But the claim of
the Revelation is that the servants of Christ are all priests! Therefore
they are the worshippers around the altar who are counted by God.
The casting off of the outer court tells us that not all apparent
worship is acceptable to God. The church will always have a
compromised worldly fringe of adherents who, though some of them
may take leading and central roles, are really only the outer court,
superficially devoted. It is quite possible to be outwardly religious
but inwardly dominated by the motives and thinking of whichever
form of paganism is currently dominant.
Did John have any particular sort of worshipper in mind? The
imagery and biblical precedents suggest that he was thinking of those



Jews who had refused to accept Jesus as the Christ. Only those who
worship through faith in Him are accepted by His Father. This is
almost certainly the primary application.
It must surely have a wider application than just the religion of the
Jews however. So much human religion is nearly christian and yet
does not get to the heart of faith. The outer court includes many
adherents to churches, sects and a host of religious practitioners.
There are so many people who do not enter by Christ, the doorway to
God, but who instead dawdle in the outer court of mere religion.
Religions have a number of useful social functions and people need
rituals and cultural experiences to help them find a place in human
society. This is not the same as coming to God through Christ.
From among the inner court of believers there are just two witnesses.
The representation of them as olive trees and lamp-stands harks
back to Zechariah ch4 where they pictured Zerubbabel, the King, and
Joshua, the High Priest, who together were signs and symbols of
Christ (Zechariah 3:8). So presumably this new pair of witnesses
have a similar function. In the new situation of the church it is
faithful witnesses who stand for Christ in the world. Like Him, they
suffer resistance and eventually die but they are resurrected by God.

The Period Of Witness
The time of witnessing is 42 months (v 3) and every day of that
period the witnesses speak (v 4). The time of their speaking ends
when the seventh angel’s trumpet sounds and the world is finally
judged (see vs 13-19).
 Where does the period of 3 1/2 years come from? Does not the
church always witness to Christ and His word? There are two
possible ways to understand this time. One is to take the timescale
literally and push this vision into the future and consequently
remove any relevance for ourselves or the original 1  century hearers
of the Revelation. The better way is to search the scriptures for a
symbolic meaning of this period of time..
There is no doubt that we find this time first prophesied in the book
of Daniel—in Daniel 9:25-27 (the NIV footnote gives the best reading
of v27). The Messiah’s ministry is portrayed as lasting seven years.

st



Halfway through he confirms the covenant and puts an end to
sacrifice (on the cross). The first half of Christ’s ministry did indeed
span about three and a half years.
The second half of His ministry is portrayed as also lasting 3 1/2
years until the final outpouring of God’s wrath. The same period is
mentioned in passing in Daniel 12:7 & 11.
In Revelation we are warned that this second part of Christ’s work
will in fact take a long time. The period between the cross and
judgement is actually being “stretched” to fulfil God’s saving
purposes. The second half of Christ’s ministry (3 1/2 years = 42
months = 1,260 days) is the time of tribulation which stretches from
Christ’s ascension to the Day of Judgement.
The “beast that comes up from the Abyss” is first mentioned here and
we shall meet him again in chapter thirteen as the beast who rises
from the earth. The reference to the Abyss takes our minds back to
the fifth and sixth trumpets of chapter nine. It is the same opposition
and the same struggle in all three places. For the moment, all we
need to know is that hell organises human opposition to the gospel
during the time of the churches’ witness.

The Place Of Witness
The “great city” in Revelation is the whole of human society. The
witnesses are speaking to the whole world (vs 9 & 10). This picture of
humanity as a great city organised against God is an Old Testament
theme (see, eg, Isaiah 24-26). The “Tale of Two Cities”—Zion and
Babylon—reaches its climax and conclusion in the Revelation.
The city is described as (1) Egypt—the place of spiritual bondage and
opposing religions, (2) Sodom—the place of violence and sexual
crime, (3) Jerusalem—the place of corrupt and disobedient religion.
When these names are added together they sum up human rebellion
in its various forms. The great cities have always had these elements
within them (along with some of the grandeur and glamour of the
archetypal sities). A few pages later this magnificent yet guilty city
will bear the name of Babylon.



The witnesses wear sackcloth—a mark of grief, penitence and
warning as they speak God’s will to a world which often does not
want to hear. It is a sober contrast to the opulent decadence
suggested by the names of the city. To wear sackcloth in Sodom is to
stand out indeed!

The Identity of the Witnesses
The witnesses are obviously like Moses and Elijah and some people
think these two great prophets will return. My own view is that the
two witnesses represent the FAITHFUL churches who preach the
testimony of Christ to the world.
Jesus said his people were to be like lamps giving light to the world
(Matt.5:14-16).  In the Revelation, the lampstands in chapters 1 to 3
represent churches.  We should assume the same imagery applies in
chapter 11. And we should remember that only two of the seven
churches in chs 2 & 3 were faithful and uncompromised in their
testimony. Even though they seemed weak Jesus promised that He
would keep them.
If this understanding is correct we need to rethink what ‘Christian
witnessing’ really is.  It is a corporate rather than individualistic
activity.  This is why the ethics and doctrine of congregations matter
and Jesus spends so much time on them in chs 2 & 3.  It is the
quality of His witnessing, which He has trusted to his churches which
is at stake.  This also explains why the church at Ephesus (which
seemed to be doing everything right) is threatened with extinction.  A
church which has fallen out of love with Christ cannot witness
effectively, however much ‘good’ it is doing.
I have never heard a talk or read a book on witnessing (from an
evangelical viewpoint) which takes the congregation as the main
focus of witness.  Yet, from experience, I know that faithful and
joyful participation in a local church can have a profound effect on
neighbours and friends.
Some commentators think that the two witnesses stand for the
scriptures themselves (as either the Old and New Testaments or the
Law and Prophets—Moses and Elijah). This seems a little forced but
there is some truth in the idea. These witnesses, like those great



prophets of old, are totally identified by their connection with God’s
word.
The best way to view the two witnesses is that they represent the
faithful christians who through the centuries have prophesied of the
Kingdom of God by telling the gospel and obeying it (v3 seems to be
an echo of Acts 1:8) and embodying it in real churches. Whilst they
have been “sheep for the slaughter” individually their voice has been
heard through the world and, as a group, they are indestructible.

The Power Of Witness
These witnesses are indestructible for most of the time. Although
there are only two of them (the minimum possible number of
witnesses in the law of Moses) they are adequate to the task and they
are defended supernaturally (vs 5 & 6). When they are eventually
slain they are raised to life and then receive the same divine approval
as Christ by being raised and lifted to heaven.
The plagues of vs 6 are probably connected with the plagues of the
six trumpets. The witness of the churches (like their prayers)
accelerates the process of judgement.
Towards the end of their period a time of defeat followed by a time of
triumph is prophesied. It may be that we are being told that a great
revival after a time of apparent death awaits the church (there may
be a similar hint of this in Romans 11:11-15). This does not mean
every believer will die but that the churches as witnessing bodies may
be shattered and despised.
It may be better, however, to see a general principle being taught
here—telling us that faithful witness in times of apparent failure will
be rewarded by God and blessed by conversions. The church has
often seemed to die, only to be resurrected by a fresh breath from
God.
Church history shows that the progress of the Faith cannot be
measured or described in terms of graphs with neatly rising curves.
The model of deaths followed by resurrections seems more fitting. It
is no accident that times of spiritual blessing are called “revivals”.



The revival of the churches causes an earthquake and part of the
great city collapses. The prosperity of Zion means the great city of the
earth is crippled and has to give up many of her citizens. Although
the survivors give glory to God this does not mean that they are all
converted to God. The immediate mention of the third woe suggests
that this repentance might be shallow in many of them.
Nevertheless, faithful witness will not be in vain. God will honour
and vindicate those who speak and live by the truth and use their
testimony to gather people to Himself.



Looking Forward To The
Judgement

Revelation 11:14-19
The last three trumpets announce the three great woes (causes of
grief) which are to fall on the earth.
The first woe (fifth trumpet) is the flood of lying spirits from hell
which spread confusion and darkness through the earth; we have
seen this fulfilled many times through the years.
The second woe (sixth trumpet) is the hideous violence of war which
comes out of the hardened hearts of men. Again, we have seen
something of this throughout the centuries but particularly in our
own time now that war has become so mechanised and hideously
“efficient”.
But the last and greatest disaster—the third woe, the seventh
trumpet—comes from heaven; it is God's terrible answer to the sinful
state of the earth. It is the final and total outpouring of the wrath of
God.
The Day of Wrath is greeted with praise from heaven because it is the
day when the kingdoms of the world become the kingdom of God.
The announcement in v15 takes us back to the promise of 10:7. Taken
together they tell us that there is to be no further time for rebellion
when the events of the seventh trumpet are completed. These
promises are important land-marks. Among other things, they tell us
that the popular idea of a “millennium” with a further revolt of sinful
humanity is not possible after those days. As we shall see in chapter
twenty of Revelation, there is a better way to understand the
millennial teaching which does not contradict these promises.
The three “woes” are painful and grievous but there is a little comfort
in the promise that they are the last and final judgements to fall on
the earth. Some writers find two (or even three) judgement days in
other parts of Revelation but here, as in the rest of the bible, there is
ONE time for all judgement, reward and penalty (v 18). Readers are



only led into inventing such complicated systems if they insist on a
strictly literalistic reading of the scripture.
The most famous of such schemes is labelled “dispensationalism”
because it claims to find no less than seven dispensations or changes
in God's covenant through history. Like a ramshackle mansion it has
grown new extensions every time part of the system threatened to
fall down and whenever fulfilments of prophecy promised as
“imminent” have failed to materialise.
Dispensationalism was invented by a number of brilliant but
wayward minds in the first half of the 19th century and has been
getting more complicated (or, from the other point of view, more
refined) ever since.
There is no time here to answer the claims of this system, or the
adaptations of it in the schemes of Seventh Day Adventists,
Jehovah's Witnesses, “Plain Truth” magazine and numerous smaller
sects.
A major criticism of all such schemes is that they tie up the
Revelation as the province of “students of prophecy” rather than
opening it up to the humble christian. What is worse, perhaps, is that
they throw the whole book into the distant future, rather than
receiving it as a book for today.
Dispensationalism has taken great hold in the comfortable centres of
economic surplus—nineteenth century Europe and twentieth century
America. This is not an accident. Pampered, self-satisfied christians
find it difficult to see this age as the “great Tribulation”. The sting of
the Revelation's attack on “easy believism” is drawn by turning it into
a textbook for empty speculations about the future.
This school of theology has thrown up an army of enthusiastic
doomsters who have trivialised the christian hope, so that some of us
are even embarrassed to talk about Christ's return, which is still the
real centre of all our hopes.
Christ will return to reign (v 15 & 17) and His rule contains the
fulfilment of every promise and prophecy. That will be the day when
all things will be restored. If sin were to go unpunished for a moment
or a promised reward were withheld, then His reign would be



imperfect and inadequate. The day Christ takes His Great Power and
begins to reign on earth is, therefore, the day of judgement.
In the Revelation the Kingdom of God is mainly a matter of hope and
promise (v12). Many christians bandy with words like “the Kingdom”
and speak of being in the Kingdom now or even “bringing in” the
Kingdom. Is this right?
While Jesus was on earth the Kingdom was revealed (since He is the
King) and, now he has returned to glory, the Kingdom is near when
his Gospel is preached and believed but the Kingdom will not come
until the King returns.
Just as Christ only dwells in us as “the hope of glory” (Col.1:27) and
through faith (Eph.3:17) so we are members of the coming Kingdom
in hope and faith. Christians are often tempted to bring Christ down
from heaven and the Kingdom into the here and now. But our Gospel
and our hope looks to a future day when Christ really will return and
reign forever in power.
This does not mean that we should banish all talk of the Kingdom of
Heaven now. It just means that we should recognise that we
experience it now only as a matter of faith and hope, unseen but real
(Luke 17:20/21). The Kingdom was first announced by sign miracles
revealed through Jesus and His Apostles but that period is over.
(This is not to deny the possibility of God doing miraculous things
now but we need to understand that the age of “signs” is over. The
continuing evidence of the hidden Kingdom of God is the faith and
life of christians in the Spirit (Romans 14:17,18). Each congregation
is a partial manifestation of the Kingdom. The Kingdom will come
visibly when Christ makes Himself visible.
In these verses His return is not described but anticipated. God has
more to teach us about the spiritual realities in this age before
dealing in detail with the Bowls of Wrath and the glories to follow.
These few verses are inserted here to remind us where we are going.
The focus is on the elders of the church in heaven rejoicing in the fact
that the delay will end in the days of the seventh trumpet and that
the justice of God will be revealed.



There is a fascinating development in v17. Compare what is said
about the Almighty there with His description in 1:8. Instead of
being the one who “is to come” He has now taken power and has
begun to reign through the final sequence of judgements.
We are reminded in the next verse (v18) that the quarrel between
heaven and earth was started by mankind but will be ended by God.
This is a reference to Psalm Two—a part of the Old Testament which
was very important to the early church and is quoted in the Acts of
the Apostles (e.g. 4:25, 13:33) as a clear prophecy of Jesus and the
irrational opposition to Him.
There is one note here which is strange to our ears. How can the
church take delight in a day of such destruction and suffering? (see v
16-18). This is something of a mystery but Rev. 9:20-21 gives at least
some idea. God in his patience holds back the angels of destruction
but the time of grace is abused as mankind devotes itself to sin. The
trumpet period was a time of generous forbearance while the
witnesses told the gospel to the world but the world has treated them
in the same way it treated the Lord (11:7-10).
We cannot understand heaven's joy in the day of wrath if we haven't
understood the depth of evil which is in the world. Just as our hearts
cry out for justice in the face of an awful crime and we are glad when
justice is done, so heaven applauds the justice of God on that Day.
Jesus spoke a parable on this matter of the way God patiently dealt
with Israel but eventually destroyed her in judgement (Luke 20:9-
18). That parable has now taken on universal significance as so many
in the world refuse to accept Christ as king. The coming of wrath on
the world will be just as right and proper as the coming of wrath on
Judea in the first century of Our Lord.
There is also the matter of reward for those who did “reverence the
name” of God and often suffered hardship as a result. These are the
“meek who inherit the earth” and they cannot enter into their
inheritance until the earth has been judged and purged. It may seem
like low self-interest for the church to rejoice in receiving her
inheritance but it is surely more. She served and waited in hope. The



fulfilment of that hope, based on God's righteous promise, is a good
and holy thing which every morally conscious creature will welcome.
Yet this is even more than a matter of justice. We can not be
indifferent to God. If we hate the sin of the world we love God, if we
are friendly to sin we hate Him (James 4:4). Loving God means we
want to see Him rule. We see Him as WORTHY (4:11,5:9) and take
His side in His great argument with the world.
The description of the world as Egypt in 11:8 and the mention of
plagues also remind us of the Exodus account. For faithful christians
the return of Christ will be our “exodus” when we leave a world
which has persecuted some of us, mocked others and rejected our
Lord. For suffering christians particularly it will be a day of great joy.
Even if some we love suffer His wrath we will say “Amen. Come, Lord
Jesus.” (Rev.22:20, Luke 14:26—that Day will reveal ultimate loves
and loyalties.)
These are hard things. We should not forget that but for grace none
of us could hope for any good from God's hand. We should cling on
to to Jesus, the sacrificial Lamb, who suffered in the place of His
people and we should urge everyone to lay hold on Him while they
have time.
V18 speaks of God destroying those who destroy the earth. God cares
about his creation and we have violated the trust placed in us to care,
tend and subdue the earth in a way which is responsible to the
creator.
This remarkable prediction that man will have a destructive effect on
his own home seems to be coming to fulfilment now. In an indirect
sense it was always true. God cursed the earth in response to sin
(Genesis 3:17-19). The irony of the modern world is that He allows
man to bring the trumpet and bowl judgements on himself.
Technological Man is a blinded Samson whose new-found mastery of
the earth is pulling down disaster on his own head.
Surprising numbers of professing Christians are sceptical of
anthropogenic climate change and are in favour of a fossil fuel
economy. What they do not consider is what may follow from the
gamble we are taking with the earth. The possibility of human



induced heating triggering a “runaway” effect is is beginning to look
like a probability and rather than arguing over the odds we should
ask whether such an appalling consequence from such a gamble is
worth risking.
Many years ago a wise man named Jacques Ellul wrote a book
(among many which are worth reading) called The Technological
Bluff where he described the illusion that every problem we create
has a technical solution and the insane behaviour which follows from
that illusion. As well as climate problems there are many other
unintended consequences of our recklessness such as the problems
of waste disposal of plastics, fertilisers etc.. We are yet to see what
may follow from the reckless uses of Genetic Modification or human
augmentation. We seem to be inventing new ways to gamble with our
environment every year.
The sudden appearance of the ark of the covenant in the heavenly
temple coincides with the hymn of praise over the judgement of the
world. The fate of the ark, which seems to have gone missing from
the temple some time after the reign of King Josiah, was a subject of
lively speculation and legend amongst Jews up to the time of Christ.
The ark was probably taken as plunder during the troubles in the last
years of the Kingdom of Judah. By Jeremiah's time it was missing
and sorely missed. Its loss seemed a sign of God's disfavour in the
same way as it had been in the days of Eli (1 Samuel 4:17-22).
In Jeremiah 3:14-18 there is a promise that God will restore the
blessings of His presence in a better way so that the ark will not be
missed or thought of. This glimpse of the ark in heaven is a
suggestion that all the covenant promises will be fulfilled in the days
of the last trumpet. In other words, it is a visual restatement of the
promises of 10:7 and 11:18.
These promised blessings will not be introduced smoothly. The
lightning, rumblings, thundering, earthquake and mighty hailstorm
of v19 anticipate the coming of God's wrath (16:17-21).
Before that is laid before us we have a crucially important series of
visions on the nature of our spiritual warfare.



War in Heaven and Churches
under Stress
Revelation ch.12

Sign One: the woman and her children
The main part of the time between Christ's ascension and return is
the subject of all the visions from ch.10 to 14 and, more than all the
others, the vision of chapter twelve and thirteen reveals the spiritual
realities behind the struggle of the church on earth.
The woman in heaven was a great and wondrous sign. She was in the
pains of childbirth and she gave birth to a very special son. We can
recognise the woman by realising that her son is the Lord Jesus
Christ.
He is the male child who will rule nations with an iron sceptre. We
have already learnt that this description—which comes from the
prediction of the Messiah in Psalm 2:9—is applied to Jesus Christ in
the Revelation (2:27, 19:15). He has now been snatched up to the
throne of God as we saw in chapter five.
It seems that the main purpose of the woman is to give birth to
Christ since she is removed out of harm's way after He has completed
His work on earth and returned to heaven. For the time of the
churches' struggle (the 1,260 days) she will remain hidden in the
“desert”. But the implication is that she will come back at at the end
of the age.
Who then is the woman? She is not just Mary, the wife of Joseph, she
is the whole of faithful Israel. Christ was the main point and purpose
of the Jewish nation and, in spite of Satan's efforts to destroy them,
Jesus was born and succeeded in His ministry. He was snatched
from under the Devil's nose and is now alive and exalted with God in
heaven (v5).

Israel has a wonderful aspect in this vision because that was how
God, in His electing grace, looked upon His people; clothed with the
sun, the moon beneath her and the twelve stars making her crown.
The twelve stars may stand for the patriarchs of Israel (Genesis



37:9). From any point of view these are symbols of vitality, power
and rule.
The idea of the Hebrew nation being in labour occurs a number of
times in the Old Testament (e.g. Micah 5:1-5). Another important
theme is the line of promises that God would use a particular son of
Israel to save them and be a light to all nations. The line of
inheritance came down through the route traced (with some
variation) in Matthew's and Luke's Gospels and the promises were
fully met in the Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of David.
The beautiful woman has been removed from the earth and Satan
cannot reach her. This is expressed in two ways in vs 6 and 14-16.
Faithful Israel as a nation has disappeared but she will make a
reappearance with Christ at the end of the age when He returns
(these are the 144,000 Jews, the firstfruit harvest, of chs. 7 and 14).
The physical children of Israel continue of course (with additions
through conversion and intermarriage) as an ethnic group but they
have lost their original purpose and identity. Without the Messiah
they are just another people group.
The reference to the desert harks back to the time when God rescued
Israel from the land of Egypt. In a similar way, the faithful of Israel
are safely gathered in heaven and they shall enter the promised land
when Christ leads them to the renewed earth. The dramatic rescue
from the dragon in verses thirteen to sixteen is rather like the flight
from Egypt through the Red Sea.
But Israel has more children (v17). Every believing saint is a child of
mother Israel, such that all who believe and obey Jesus are offspring
and heirs of the chosen race (Ephesians 2:19, Romans 11:17). This
means that all the hatred of the devil which used to be focussed on
Israel and Christ is now directed towards christians, the new people
of God.

Sign Two: the dragon
Satan is an ugly fact in the bible but we know very little about his
origin. He is presumed to be a fallen angel. He certainly has caused
the downfall of many other angels (vs 4 & 9). With regard to the evil



one God operates on a “need to know” basis, telling us what we need
to understand rather than feeding an unhelpful curiosity.
The dragon is specifically identified for us in verse 9. He is the
“ancient serpent”. This is an obvious reference to the snake in the
garden of Eden who tempted Adam and Eve to disbelieve God and so
to disobey.
The snake seems to have grown and has become a dragon; his
enormous size is especially mentioned in v.2. Whereas, in the garden
he was small and lowly he has become a mighty force in the world as
a result of our sin. And so, John says in 1 John 5:19 that the whole
world is in his power. The dragon's power is the result of being able
to lead the whole world astray (12:9). He can even dislodge the stars,
though no more than a third fall to earth (12:4 & 8:12).
His other name is Satan, which means “opposer”. We need to know
that he is an implacable opponent of God, hating people who love
Christ. He is not alone in this but has a host of evil angels to serve
and assist him.
He seems menacing and even terrifying in this vision but we must
understand that he has already suffered a defeat which was so
crushing that his present activity on earth is no more than his
hopeless last stand. He has been decisively defeated (vs 7-12). The
cross was the place where Satan was crushed (see John 12:31-33) and
that defeat was sealed when the apostles courageously declared the
gospel of the cross (see v11).
Satan can not attack God directly so his insane hatred takes an
indirect line by tempting and subverting mankind, the image of God
and the crown of creation. In particular, those who insist on loving
and believing in the God of Israel are a target for the wiles of the evil
one.
We see three targets of his hatred. Primarily, Christ Himself is the
focus of his malignity (v4). But the Son of God could not be held by
Satan and, after suffering for us, the Lord ascended to His Father's
throne to begin His reign (v5). Secondly, Israel, the people of God are
the focus of the Devil's spleen but, as in the days of Moses, they are
removed out of their enemy's reach and the 144,000 saints of Israel



have a special place with God out of harm's way (12:6,14). Thirdly, he
turns on the churches of Christ (v17) and in chapter thirteen we will
see how he prosecutes his war on christian believers.
There are two things about christians which Satan hates (v17)—
obedience to God and telling the gospel. It is the person who wants to
be godly and tell others about Christ who will suffer most of his
attentions (2 Tim 1:8,3:12). If he can keep us mediocre in our living
and muffled in our witness he has what he wants from us.
The churches fight their spiritual warfare on two fronts. The first is
in the matter of practical holiness as the Life of Christ is formed in us
and the second is in the area of doctrine, faithfully teaching and
telling the world the Word of God. Note that it is not mainly a matter
of exorcisms or trying to revive the age of miracles. It is the less
spectacular work of growth in holiness and faithful witness that
destroys the domain of Satan and brings him down with a bump.

Satan thrown down
After showing us the greatness of Israel, John then shows us that
Satan is even more powerful and that she must flee before this huge,
mighty dragon. Is heaven then at the mercy of this hideous creature?
No. In just a few verses Michael, one of God's lieutenants, bundles
him and his horde out of heaven. This evil creature of immense
strength is completely defeated, hurled down, and heaven is cleansed
rather easily.
We should not miss the significance of this encounter. God need not
deal with Satan personally in a power struggle—an angel will do for
that.
There is no good reason for identifying Michael as Christ. He is
simply one of a number of senior angels (Daniel 10:13) and probably
the guardian angel of Israel (Daniel 10:21). In fact, it dishonours the
Divine Son of God to suggest that there could be any real power
struggle between Him and one of His creatures. Christ could unmake
Satan with a word.
The Lord dealt directly in a struggle with Satan in the days of His
humiliation. In His shameful death He encountered the Devil and



defeated him by righteously dying for those under the Evil One.
When he rose gloriously from death His victory and Satan's
destruction were both sealed. Jesus ascended to glory and now His
enemies are being subdued according to a timescale which He and
His Father are dictating.
The war of the powers in heaven is a one-sided affair. The real
victory, the moral conquest and judgement worked by Christ in His
sufferings, has already been won (5:5).
Satan's hold in heaven was based on the fact that he had the world
enslaved in sin. He could accuse people, particularly believers, in the
courts of heaven “day and night”(v.10) on the basis of their
unrighteousness. Once Christ had made a perfect atonement for the
sins of His people the foothold was gone. God's grace was shown to
be founded on the bedrock of divine justice since Christ had suffered
a complete and full penalty to forgive and restore men and women to
complete righteousness.
I believe we are meant to draw tremendous encouragement from this
expulsion of Satan. It means that God will not hear accusations
against his people now that Christ has atoned for their sins. There is
no condemnation for those who are in Christ—there is not even a
case for the prosecution to argue.
And the great accuser has no valid complaint against God’s
government either. Sometimes human critics of the christian God
suggest that He, in His hard providences (like natural disasters and
random suffering), seems unjust in His government of the world or
(perhaps) He is too patient in the face of wickedness. No such
accusation can stand in the face of Christ’s great achievement. Every
accusation is silenced in sight of the Cross.
We should understand Satan’s fall symbolically. Since he is a spirit
he is still part of the spiritual realm. But there is a status from which
he has been excluded; he is banished from the court of heaven.
We have at least three falls of Satan recorded in scripture. There was
the fall from perfection caused by pride which occurred at some
point in the past, there is the utter loss of standing in the courts of



heaven as a result of being defeated at the cross as seen here and
there will be the final captivity of eternal punishment still to come.
These are the “last days” for the devil and all who oppose God.
Christians are being told here that we do not need to be disheartened
when evil seems to be rampaging through the earth. Those moments
are the death throes of Satan and his angels.
The surprising thing for an orthodox Christian to read in this chapter
is the essential part played in Satan's fall to earth by ourselves. We
are very used to the idea that Christ alone has conquered on our
behalf. Here, however, the witness of the martyrs holds a key place in
dislodging the devil from his perch in heaven. The victory of the
cross is applied through the lives of the faithful. Their sacrificial
witness and trust in Christ's blood have been decisive in the dragon's
downfall.
The faithful endurance of Christians is the proof of Christ's success in
making His people righteous. True Saints have thrown off their
previous slavery to unrighteousness and have become servants of
righteousness, thus vindicating and confirming the success of the
cross. Every righteous believer, putting sin to death through the
Spirit and speaking of Christ, is another nail in Satan's coffin.
The victory of the first generation disciples described in v11 is a
model for us to follow. They conquered through a living faith and
hope in Christ described as overcoming (v11). Indeed if there is such
a thing as a “Key Verse” for the whole book it is surely this one. The
reference to “overcoming” rings many bells when we remember the
letters to the seven churches in chapters one and two and recall that
this is the kind of overcoming which we are all called to. Christ
Himself is the model for overcoming through trouble (John16:33). It
is a victory of three main elements. We overcome by: the blood of the
Lamb;  the word of our testimony;  not loving our lives so as to
shrink from death.
The blood of Christ is meant to cleanse us from sin so that we might
live blamelessly. The word of testimony is meant to be on our lips so
that the world hears of Christ's glory. The strength of the Spirit is



meant to be in our hearts so that even our natural fear of death
cannot frighten us away from loving God and telling His truth.
Where are you in this great war of the ages? Is Satan warring against
you as you seek to live the life of obedience and witness. Stand firm—
his time is short, Christ has defeated him and so can you.

Revelation 12:17-13:18
How Satan wages war on the church
Since the victory of Christ's death and resurrection the devil has been
crippled. This is probably why modern cases of demon possession
are fairly rare, particularly where the christian churches are working
faithfully, and it is for the same reason that the gospel has been able
to reach all the nations. He has been “exorcised” from heaven (12:7 )
but he still has some power over the “earth and sea” (12:12). In
John's Gospel (12:23-26) we get the same double idea. On the one
hand, Satan is “cast out” by Christ's work on the cross, so that
millions can be delivered from his power, but, on the other hand,
Jesus calls on His disciples to suffer and, if necessary, to die in their
battle against evil.
We will find something similar in chapter twenty when we look at the
“1000 years” during which Satan is bound but not completely
defeated.
The devil has been weakened by being thrown out of heaven such
that he must seek human help in his war against believers. He still
has a power over sinners which enables him to inspire and direct
them in evil and organise them against Christ and His people and
although his wings have been clipped he can also produce some
deceiving miracles.
For the new phase of Satan's resistance created by the spread of the
gospel he calls up a beast out of both sea and earth since these two
areas represent his last “power bases”. These monsters represent
HUMAN forces which he will organise in his battle against Christ's
church.
There are many superstitious myths and ideas about the number
666. Some use occult numbering systems (numerology) to guess or



predict the identity of some particular antichrist. There is no
permission for using these techniques of divination and no need. The
number of the beast is man's number, 666 (13:18) (ἑξακόσιοι
ἑξήκοντα) standing for the fact that evil men will have power until
the seventh seal is completed by the seventh trumpet and the seventh
bowl of wrath.
The Beast’s number is 6 and 6 and 6.  During the times of the six
seals, six trumpets and first six bowls of wrath he will be with us.
 Defeated in one shape, he will spring up in another until all human
tyranny is swept away in the coming of Christ.

The Political Beast
The sea out of which the first beast arises in 13:1 is not a literal body
of water but is the restless mass of humanity which throws up one
“great” man after another to tyrannise and dominate. The image of
the nations as a restless, storm-tossed sea is found in Isaiah 17:12-13,
57:20-21.
Daniel was the first prophet to see beasts rising out of the sea of
nations. Daniel chapter seven throws a great deal of light on this part
of the Revelation. The multi-headed beast seems to be the fulfilment
of Daniel 7:24/5.
From Daniel we can learn a great deal about the nature of the new
beast conjured up by Satan. We immediately realise that this new
creature is a composite: whereas the four beasts seen by Daniel were
separate empires following in succession in the middle east, this new
one seems to amalgamate all their worst features and seems to be
immortal for a time (Revelation 13:3).
In Daniel's vision the Roman Empire became a ravaging beast
waging war on the saints and John was writing the Revelation at the
very time when the fulfilment was obviously apparent in the
persecution suffered by some of the churches (Revelation 1:9, 2:10 &
13).
John's vision expands on that of Daniel. The age of the church is a
time when the beast will take several forms (the seven heads) and
will be divided into a number of kingdoms (the ten horns). In other



words, the political forms may change but the underlying inspiration
and nature of the beast will remain. Each head and horn is just
another face of the ever-changing beast of military aggression and
civil persecution.
This monstrous creature is not hated by all those whom it dominates.
In fact it receives reverence and awe from the peoples of the earth
and its violence becomes a matter of praise and worship (v4).
Militarism, violence and power fascinate people and are constantly
offering false hopes of peace, stability and unity to a confused and
restless humanity.
It is not just the uneducated and uninformed who succumb to such
fascination. The literary intelligentsia of the 1920's and 30's had a
long-running love affair with Stalin's Socialism which must have
been one of the crudest and most vicious manifestations of the beast
yet inspired by Satan. The urbane liberal theologians of Germany
were enthusiasts to a man for the obscene war declared by the Kaiser
in 1914. Tidy academic minds are attracted to the deceptive
simplicity of politico/economic “solutions” applied by force as much
as every other sort of person.
When men worship their political dreams and charismatic leaders
they are unwittingly worshipping the devil (v.4). This is similar to
idol-worshippers who inadvertently worship demons (1 Cor. 10:18-
20). Whenever we put our hopes in a political saviour or let the State
rule our consciences we are worshipping the beast that comes out of
the sea.
Time and again from Roman times onward the church has been
persecuted by rulers for social or political reasons. The blasphemies
and slanders against the Christian faith and christians are verbal
attacks on God (v.5 & 6). The oppressing ruler will usually attribute
to himself the highest of motives even while using the basest of
means to pursue his policies. Most of these men and women pose as
religious but they despise God and use religion as a political tool.
This is truly the height of blasphemy.

The Religious Beast



The second human weapon of Satan is a false prophet. His purpose is
religious. We have seen that the devil is defeated when men and
women live by faith in Christ so we should expect him to invent and
erect alternative, false faiths to confuse christians and keep others
entrapped. He also needs a supply of deceptive ideologies so that
people will accept and even applaud (!) the bestial violence of the
first beast as he hounds the Christian churches and anyone else who
resists his dominion.
Whereas nothing can hide the ugliness of the first beast (except the
almost infinite capacity of people to be self-deluded) the second
beast is able to appear positively attractive. He can even imitate
Christ (looking like a lamb—13:11) but he speaks the devil's words
and his inspiration is earthly (v.11 again).
He can do great signs and wonders which seem to prove that he
speaks for God and deceives many people. The modern man believes
that we christians are credulous and yet our age must be as slack-
jawed in its willingness to believe lies as any that has yet appeared.
Every peddlar of a half-baked philosophy, single-theme psychology,
or hare-brained utopian ideal can make a good living and gain
acolytes in a society which feels too wise to consider the wisdom of
God. The signs which deceive (v.14) don't need to be very impressive
in such a climate.
The current craze for miracles in the church is worrying. They prove
nothing about what we should believe. In the Middle Ages deceptive
miracles attributed to the relics of saints were used to authenticate
theories of merit, of Mary as co-redemptrix and of papal supremacy.
Christians today will similarly be led up the garden path and away
from truth if this enthusiasm for the miraculous persists. The devil
will provide wonders to goggle at while the Living God will not
(Matthew 16:4).
The ability to cause fire to fall from heaven in the full view of men
(v13) is quite startling. It reminds us that even the most amazing
miracle such as that of Elijah on Carmel (1 Kings 18:37-39) should
not turn our heads and hearts from following Christ. The Lord has
simply told us not to listen to new miracle workers (Mark 13:21,23).



The prophecy of fire from heaven may be entirely literal or perhaps
we should see it figuratively of false Pentecosts (see Acts 2:1-4 for the
true original). There are certainly plenty of false and deceptive
spiritualities in the world.
We are also living in an age of technological miracles such that
simple minds believe Science has trumped religion as a way of
understanding life. The miracles of science can seem wonderful and
terrible. Technological man is now so advanced he is able to make
fire fall from heaven (Napalm bombs, air to ground missiles
launched from AI controlled drones). The slavery of modern man to
his techniques and technologies is almost complete. It is not just the
carvers of wood and moulders of clay who worship the work of their
hands.
The second beast has as many shapes and styles as the first one. He
usually wears a human and likeable face—the “wolf in sheep's
clothing” Jesus warned us about. He may wear a dog collar, an
Imam’s outfit or saffron robes or a researcher’s lab coat! Sticklers for
biblical truth who insist on tearing the mask off counterfeit faiths
may be unpopular and considered unchristian in their lack of charity,
but false faith must be exposed if we want to avoid deception (2:2).
The second beast is described as the false prophet in 20:10 and he
rises up out of the earth (13:11). Every ideology which does not have
faith in Christ's work at its centre has an earthly origin and can have
the effect of drawing people away from him.
Religion and politics are closely mixed. False religions may seem
“other- worldly” but they inspire worship of the beast of power (14-
17). Islam seeks totalitarian rule. Hinduism and Buddhism fight for
Sri Lanka. The Popes of Rome were the most powerful princes in
Europe for a time. American fundamentalism supported military
adventures in the Middle East and the Israeli atom bomb. It is
generally true that false religion loves power and will find a way to
prostitute itself to gain influence.
We should also see modern political ideologies as false faiths.
Nationalism, communism and other theories need power to remake
societies in their own images. How many millions have died this



century, sacrificed to the vague new idols of democracy, revolution
and political “progress”? Even the liberal humanism which moulds
so much Western thinking and is apparently as soft as jelly can
suddenly harden into resistance to the Christ of scripture. Liberals
have supported “sanctions” which starve the poor of target countries
and disastrous military adventures in favour of “civilised values”.
The work of the second beast complements the first beast. Both are
concerned to dominate mankind and keep us from faith in Christ.
They do this by displays of power, either political or spiritual, and
work in concert to convince men that they are supreme over us and
remove faith in the sovereign rule of the Lord Jesus.
This does not mean that Christ is ignored by these “Principalities and
Powers”. Statesmen and Popes may often have His name on their lips
but they claim that his authority has been delegated to them in such
a way that His sovereignty is practically denied. We have had a
succession of doctrines such as “the divine right” of kings, the
“apostolic succession” of bishops and even of the pope as the “Vicar
of Christ” which have made such extravagant claims. Every claim to
“sovereignty” by human institutions should be suspect to a disciple of
Christ. Even the “Rule of Law” needs to be examined (“whose law” is
the obvious question).
Modern doctrines tend to have different justifications. The flow of
“history” has often been used to justify communist and fascist
atrocities as though there was an iron necessity which leads
inevitably to such peaks of civilised society. Christians should be
sceptical of movements claimed as “historic”. Progress is a related
idea—such that almost everything is excusable as long as it bears the
label “progressive”.
Unfortunately, the opposing doctrines of conservatism, with their
appeal to tradition and precedent are equally deceptive. The last
generation's “progressive measure” becomes the “foundation stone”
of this generation's society and is no less wrong because of the
change.
Clergymen of all religions can be found who will baptise and give a
religious legitimacy to both progressive and conservative politics.



They breathe life into the image of the beast and also excuse violence
done in its name (13:15). And so, today, the beast out of the earth
causes men to worship the beast out of the sea.
In all these confusing and competing claims for authority the real
“ruler of the kings of the earth” is forgotten.

A Warning And A Promise
Are you surprised that the churches will have to suffer under the
hand of the beast (v 10)?  We are called to endure patiently and stay
faithful under pressure to abandon Christ. Like our Lord, we conquer
by witnessing faithfully and bearing the cross, the sign of execution.
The omnipotent God allows real power and authority to evil men (v
7).
There are some strange ideas about “spiritual warfare” buzzing
around the churches today which bear very little resemblance to
God's teaching here. The new emphasis is on special techniques of
prayer and fasting and gaining of “anointings” of power so that we
can bind and expel evil powers. Sometimes it becomes territorial and
people claim ground for God. This cheap and easy warfare trivialises
the nature of our struggle and soon disappoints most honest
Christians when its lack of moral power and integrity is revealed.
The worst characteristic of such “spiritual warriors” is that they
misunderstand the way of the cross—which is the true path of
victory. It is no accident that they also misunderstand the Revelation
of John so completely since they do not feel a need for its
encouragement and do not feel the pains and perplexities it was
written to relieve. They seem to be strangers to the apostle John's
experience of “the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that
are ours in Jesus” (Revelation 1:9).
There is also a promise as well as a prediction here. It is easy to get
depressed about the state of the world. It sometimes seems the whole
world is worshipping the devil's beasts. But it was all predicted and
the churches will survive while the gospel will go on riding through
the world, saving great numbers of men and women for Christ. And
the wise person will remember that man's time is limited. The
number of the beast is 666 but 777 is coming soon and the kingdoms



of this world will soon become the Kingdom of Our Lord and His
Christ (11:15).
The time of Satan's work—when repression and lies rule—is limited
to this age only and in the world to come this evil trio will be utterly
defeated. This is the wisdom called for in v18. While the “inhabitants
of the earth” are deceived, believers will realise that the present order
is already judged and soon to be swept away.
This is why we must not take the “mark of the beast” on ourselves.
That mark need not be physical even though it is described as being
on the forehead or hand. In Deuteronomy 6:8 it was God's
commands which were to be bound to head and hand as a sign that
the Jews were His willing servants. To have the beast's mark where
God's Law should be would make us his servants and, therefore,
enemies of God.
Christians must be non-conformists without being rebels. Whilst
being subject to earthly powers (1 Peter 2:13) we must not worship
them.  Freedom of conscience needs to be exercised and asserted.
Civil and ecclesiastical authorities have a constant tendency to claim
an absolute loyalty and use economic and physical sanctions to
enforce such claims (vs. 16,17). Whenever such claims are made we
must refuse them.
The “Mark” of loyalty will vary. It may be an oath of allegiance or an
item of clothing, a Party membership card. It might just be an
electronic record on a database which can be referenced by the
authorities to check whether we are “approved” for the privilege of
buying or selling.



Life And Its Consequences
Revelation ch14

In chapter fourteen the focus is still on the main period which lasts
many centuries since the christian age began, with the opening of the
seals, and wik end in the bowls of wrath. This is the last part of the
middle section of the book which began in chapter seven and which
deals with our own period of time.
It is also about the future consequences of our present life and its
purpose is to encourage us to labour for Christ and stay faithful to
Him.
Some people think that life is pointless. It is a popular fantasy
because it enables us to do what we want and indulge our sins
because “nothing really matters” (F. Mercury 1975). Christians who
find life tough are often attracted to this point of view. Our lives have
an influence on our wider society, of course. But there are long term
consequences because our actions (or inaction) now really do have
an everlasting bearing on our futures—which may be beautiful or
dreadful.

1. Encouragement From Israel (vs1-5)
The vision of the Lamb and 144,000 faithful Jews takes us back to
chapter seven. The church out of Israel is already glorious and
rejoicing in heaven. On earth they were often a small remnant—
despised and persecuted, even by their own people. But they kept
themselves pure and stayed true to God's Word and are now
glorified.
This example of exaltation and glory for those who remained true to
God is meant to inspire us to similar faithfulness in the hope of a
similar future. The faithful Jews are the vanguard of a vast army of
believers, saved by God through faith.
The mark on their forehead is crucial. We have just learnt that we are
to avoid the mark of the beast and refuse to worship him. The
positive alternative is to worship God and so receive His mark. It is
important to realise that this is not something we do ourselves, but



rather it is something which God does to mark His own. It is a gift of
grace which we must seek. The public marks of christianity (however
we understand that word) such as baptism, certificates of
membership are not in view here.
In Ezekiel ch.9 we have an account of a similar marking of the
faithful children of Israel. The mark, written by the pen of a
recording angel, is a sign to ensure their preservation through a time
of slaughter ordained by God. In Revelation 3:12 this idea is
developed in a more wonderful way since there it is a mark of
promised blessing and were are assured that, instead of an angel
writing the mark, the Lord Jesus Himself would write the three
names of Himself, His Father and the new Jerusalem on those who
overcome. Revelation 14 reveals that the faithful of Israel who
overcame by faithful witness in their own day have now received this
mark of recognition, along with their white robes, from Christ
Himself.
The Lamb (the Lord Jesus Christ) stands with them on Mount Zion.
The original Zion was one of the hills of the earthly Jerusalem. The
location in this chapter is the eternal Jerusalem, the city of God,
which we will learn much more of in chapters twenty one and two.
The throne of God is the centre of that city which is hidden in heaven
now but the day is coming when it will be established on earth.
Before the throne the 144,000 sing a new song. As we saw in chapter
six, a new song is sung when God's people experience deliverance.
The mark of a redeemed people is that they sing fresh praises to God
in response (v3). We should not imagine that salvation comes
through any other route than by faith in the Christ who shed His
blood. New and Old Testament saints are all purchased by His blood
(v4). We all sing the new song of Zion.
The reference to not defiling themselves with women does not mean
that they are virgins sexually since normal marital relations are holy
and in no way unclean or defiling (Hebrews 13:4). The exaltation of
virginity and the single state which occurred in later church history
was a result of misunderstanding the nature of holiness. It was a
view of life which forgot that marriage is part of the goodness of
God's creation (1 Timothy 4:1-5) and which saw spiritual progress as



becoming increasingly detached from the physicality of human life.
Some christians may choose not to marry to be more effective in
working for the gospel but that is a tactical rather than moral
decision.
This reference to staying pure must refer to some form of sexual sin
and, most probably, their refusal to take foreign [idolatrous] wives.
This was a repeated source of trouble in the time of Israel. Marriage
with Canaanites etc. was forbidden in Deuteronomy 7:3,4 and the
reintroduction of idolatry into Israel was connected with Solomon's
foreign wives (1 Kings 11:1-8). The warnings to the congregations at
Pergamum and Thyatira in Revelation ch. 2  are challenges to stay
pure and not to defile themselves in a similar way.
The teaching on marriage is somewhat different now. “Unbelieving”
spouses are holy now according to 1 Corinthians 7:14. This does not
mean that they are saints but just that God does not expect us to
reject them as Israelites were commanded in the Old Testament. The
dangerous characters in ch. 2 claimed to be saints – their church
membership was in order but their lives were not.
We are meant to contrast the holiness of the 144,000 with the
“maddening adulteries” of wicked Babylon in v8 which stand for the
impurities of false faith and licentious behaviour.
The temptation for us will be to compromise with whatever modern
forms of idolatry are being promoted around us today. Just as the
144,000 stayed faithful and uncompromised, so must we. This vision
shows us that God's gracious rewards for faithful worshippers are
wonderfully assured.
Verse 5 tells us that “no lie was found in their mouths”. This is a
contrast to the insincere Jews who were persecuting the early
churches. Christ calls those Jews liars (2:9, 3:9). Judaism without
Christ is a lie because the whole point and purpose of Israel is the
Messiah. To be religious in any way and yet fail to be devoted to
Jesus is nothing more than self-deception.
To believe Christ, on the other hand, is to be wedded to truth. There
is no line between religious truth and practical or personal truth, so



true believers must be people of integrity since we have come to Him
Who is the Truth.

2. Encouragement From God's Word Now (vs6-
13)

In these verses there are four words from heaven. Three are brought
by angels and the last is spoken by God himself. They are not so
much new words as restatements of New Testament doctrine. They
are reminders that in this age we are to be like Israel in the desert
and “live by every word that comes from the mouth of God”.
The message of the cross (the eternal gospel of v6) is a word of
encouragement which tells us to repent and worship our Creator and
also warns us that judgement is near and has begun on the cross.
The phrase “eternal gospel” tells us that there has only ever been one
message from God and one way to be reconciled to Him. That
message was amplified and filled out through the centuries until, in
Christ, it was fully revealed. Some over-keen dividers of God's word
actually believe that there are different gospels in the Bible and that
this is one of them! The adjective “eternal” is to tell us that there is
only one gospel just as there is only one, eternal, God. The Name of
Jesus was revealed late in the day (Heb 1:2), but God has been
speaking from the start (Heb1:1).
Once again, we are reminded that in these last days the gospel is to
be proclaimed to every nation on earth (v6). This is the period when
the elect are gathered from the four corners of the earth (Mark
13:27).
The angel here seems to follow after the eagle of 8:13 with a last offer
of salvation towards the end of the age—“the hour of his judgement
has come”. We are reminded that there is a movement in history,
reflected in this book, and that is leading to the time of judgement.
We are told to worship the creator of those things affected by the
plagues of chapter eight (14:7). The two beasts may dominate human
society but all creation belongs to the Lord Almighty. So when the
earth is shaken by His wrath we should turn to Him for grace. In
times of great crisis there is no brand new word of God to be found



out and preached. It is the same, old message of the eternal gospel
which needs to be preached and obeyed. This is not a call to “old time
religion” any more than contemporary trendiness. Just let us stay
true to the God of the eternal gospel.
The command to “fear God and give Him glory” is a call to
repentance and faith. We glorify Him by believing His Word, turning
from sin and giving our lives in service to Him. Worship is much
more than religious rites (Romans 12:1-2). This is why theories about
the mark of the beast are useless distractions. What matters is the
worship of our hearts and the direction of our lives. Immature
christians who spend their time avoiding credit cards and tattoos
should be careful about the “weightier matters of the law” as Jesus
called faith, mercy and love.
The second announcement from heaven in V8 introduces the name
of Babylon the Great for the first time. Babylon was one of the great
cities which stood against God in the Old Testament. The name is re-
used in the Revelation to represent the great city of 11:8 which there
was named as Jerusalem, Sodom and Egypt.
This final world-wide urban culture is the last and most wicked form
taken by rebellious human society. Her downfall is announced here
and accomplished afterwards (chs 17 & 18 describe it). Whenever one
of the great cities of old was bound for destruction the Lord first
announced it through His prophets and doom followed. Christ
himself spoke of the end of Jerusalem and the disaster inevitably
occurred forty years later (Mark 13:30). In just the same way, it is the
task of the church to warn the world of the wrath to come.
There is not much new in this announcement. The message of
judgement to come is in the whole of scripture. The new element is
this naming of the city as Babylon with all the associations of
glorious wealth, pagan magic and arrogance which it carries from the
Old Testament.
The third angel brings a terrible description of hell in vs10-11. Few of
us think about hell very much but perhaps we should. Those who are
condemned suffer in the presence of Christ and His angels. The very
Presence in which christians will delight will become a terror to those



who would not worship Him. This is a warning that life does have
eternal consequences. The mark of the beast is on all who who do not
obey God and remain faithful to Jesus—there will be no middle
ground left.
The cup of God's wrath (v10) is a frequently recurring theme in both
Testaments. It is God's anger against all the unrighteousness and
rebellion of men. It means rejection and destruction. It is also the
cup that Christ had to drink from in His agonies (Mark 14:33-36).
The great promise of the Gospel comes from God allowing His Son to
drink this cup in our place. But the promise is to those who accept
his authority by becoming His disciples. If we refuse the offer then
we ourselves must taste the bitterness of that cup.
There is an inevitable connection with the cup of adultery in v8 and
the cup of wrath in v10. This image of the two cups is repeated more
than once in the prophets. If we do not stay true to God, Who is our
real husband, then we must drink another cup of grief. The strange
ceremony of drinking bitter water in Numbers chapter five finds its
fulfilment here. The adulterous and unfaithful will come under the
curse of God.
God's anger is sometimes portrayed as swift destruction and
sometimes as slow lingering death of unlimited duration. Here we
are told that God's wrath ON THE EARTH will be over quickly but it
will be endured for ever in the fire of v10. This torment is
represented as eternal without any ceasing or relief.
It is hard to visualise what everlasting destruction or eternal death
might mean in experience. Both those expressions include paradoxes
– how can perishing be unending? We should not trivialise these
stark warnings by trying to over-explain them. But we can not avoid
the note of dread – even horror – in this verse.
In the face of such a prospect christians who suffer now have every
reason, both positive and negative, to patiently endure the
comparatively light afflictions of today and stay faithful unto death.
The fourth message from heaven is from God Himself (v13). It seems
as though the Father and Spirit are giving a personal message to
believers telling them that those who die in the Lord (Jesus Christ)



are not only saved securely but are also entering into privileges
which are a total contrast to the final state of unbelievers.
There are two great promises to encourage us. Those who die in this
age “in the Lord” (i.e. faithful to Him) are blessed. Firstly, they enter
the Sabbath Rest of God which is denied to the unfaithful (see v11).
Secondly, their deeds will follow them.
Our deeds follow us in three ways:
Firstly, in our characters, which are the fruit of our lives. Christ often
taught that faithful service in our current life prepares us for greater
and more joyful service in the life to come (see, for instance,
Matthew 25:28-30).
Secondly, in the lives of others, who have been saved through our
witness or have been encouraged in faith by our help. Our deeds are
used by God to save and construct His eternal church.
Thirdly, in God's memory, so that He will reward our deeds richly in
mercy. As we saw in chapter two, these rewards are not quid pro quo
payments for services rendered but they are, rather, gracious gifts
given to those who work faithfully.
This verse has been read at countless funerals and has rightly
comforted millions of dying or grieving christians. Those interpreters
who believe chapter fourteen is about some (brief) tribulation but
not for today have missed its entire point. It is right now that we
need the strengthening and hope of this verse.

3. Encouragement And Warning In The Two
Harvests (vs14-20)

The two harvests in vs14-16 and vs17-20 are very different. Christ
Himself is reaper of the first harvest which gathers the whole faithful
church. The 144,000 are the firstfruits and the unnumbered
multitude are the main crop of this happy and glorious harvest. The
safe gathering in of this holy abundance is the final point and climax
of the history of our age.
An angel of judgement reaps the other harvest of the “grapes of
wrath”. The evil and injustice of this world daily gathers the wrath



and condemnation of God which will be poured out on the day of
Christ. The image of masses of mankind being crushed like grapes in
a vast winepress is a hideous reminder that God's anger is real. If the
out-poured blood of Christ does not save us then it will be our own
blood that flows.
The order of the two harvests is significant. The harvest of the church
is the really important one. The harvest of the grapes of wrath must
wait until the earth has been fully harvested. God's patient work
through the centuries has all been designed to this end and purpose
(2 Peter 3:9). This is why Christ came (Mark 10:45).
In this way God will save His world. Not every individual will be
saved; many will perish as this chapter tells us. Yet God will have His
harvest and He works patiently through the witness of the churches,
the prayers of His people, and the Holy Spirit brooding over the
world until His harvest is fully ripe.
Just as in Jesus' parable of the wheat and tares (Matthew 13:24-30,
36-42) both the harvests ripen together. There is a progress and
development in human history. The believing churches are meant to
ripen in understanding, holiness and love while “Babylon” ripens in a
different direction.
There is a close connection between chapters seven and fourteen of
the Revelation. They mark out the start and end of that part of the
book which describes christian living today. In this section we have
been shown the reason and purpose behind the struggle of Christ's
churches on earth. We have learnt why we must be faithful witnesses
and why we often seem to be defeated rather than victorious. We
have been able to see through the powerful governments and
ideologies of our era to see the satanic inspiration behind them. And,
most important of all, we have seen that our labour is not in vain.
Both chapters seven and fourteen tell us that God's purpose will
succeed. He will use our prayers and faithfulness to accomplish His
plan to gather His elect people, the unnumbered multitude, out of
our troubled times, the great tribulation. Chapter fourteen—coming
at the end—contains the extra element of warning. Destruction



awaits the world and, after that, the torment of hell for those who
refused to follow Christ.



God's Complete Wrath Poured Out
Revelation ch.15

Like the vision of the “Woman and Dragon” this is another “great
sign” designed to communicate truths about heaven which would
otherwise be beyond our grasp. Although we must not take it
absolutely literally, we must receive it with full seriousness since this
is the very best imagery the Holy Spirit can find to teach us.

1. The Singing Multitude
The singing throng of vs.2-4 is the same “great multitude” which we
previewed Revelation ch.6. We now see them at the end of the
tribulation age. They stayed true to Christ and His gospel and so
gained victory over the human agents of Satan. Their victory is
sometimes a martyrs crown (12:11) or sometimes a life of faith
completed (16:15). These are those who have “overcome” and have
now entered on their inheritance. They are the fruits of Christ's
harvesting of the earth which was mentioned in the previous chapter.
Although they have been victorious in every respect (the beast, his
image and the number of his name) this is not a triumph of self-
effort. We know this because they are singing songs of deliverance
and praise, the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb.
The two songs are mentioned together, probably to tell us that both
the 144,000 servants of God out of Israel and the multitude out of all
the nations are now together in one choir and sharing one hope and
future together. Hence they sing in v4 that ALL NATIONS will come
and worship before the Lord.
This song praises the “righteous acts” of God. His acts of judging and
cleansing the world are in the foreground of our thoughts in this
passage but we should not narrow this song of praise to just the
business in hand, which is the outpouring of God's wrath. The
glorious salvation of these singers through Christ's work on the cross
is the greatest of all his acts. As God's righteous wrath is poured out
on a world in rebellion His righteous rescue of believers appears even
more wonderful.



2. Judgement Is Ready To Fall
In chapter fifteen the temple in heaven is made ready for the final
acts of judgement.
The great sea in v.2 was anticipated in the bronze sea (a huge
washing basin made of bronze) in Solomon's temple. That sea was
used to clean offerings which were being brought to God and it seems
to represent the cleansing power of the Spirit. Here we see the sea
glowing with the fire of God's wrath. If earth and heaven are to be
joined in the new creation then the earth and mankind must be
baptised in the sea of fire. Both water and fire can be agents of
cleansing and so God's day of wrath will cleanse the earth.
The white robes and golden sashes of the seven angels and the fact
that they are coming out of the temple suggest that they are about to
perform a holy and priestly task. They are presented with holy golden
vessels by one of the four “living creatures” because it is the
particular task of the four cherubim to guard the holiness of God and
keep sin from His presence. Before fellowship between heaven and
earth can be fully restored the earth must be purged of sin.
The power and glory now make an impenetrable smoke screen which
forbids anyone from entering the temple. When the wrath falls men
will find their access to God is closed and no prayer will be heard to
defer or delay the inevitable.
What is being described in ch.16 is what happens ON EARTH in time
so it is hard to tell how long the period of the bowls will last. It is
obviously swift in comparison to the main time of the churches'
witness and could be over very quickly. We should remember,
though, that the seal period lasted forty years and v15 suggests it may
go on long enough for Christians to become disheartened.
The bowls of wrath are a terrible necessity. Sin must be destroyed—
either in the body of Christ on the cross or in mankind in our own
flesh. The renewal of the earth will not be a painless process; the fire
must fall.

3. God's Judgement Is Holy



God will be right to bring destruction to a rebellious planet! There is
nothing in the Christian faith which is harder to accept (or more
important to believe) than that God will punish the sin of the world
and that—apart from Jesus Christ—there is no real hope for men and
women. God's acts of judgement are not met with embarassed
silence in heaven, they are positively praised.
Philosophically minded christians dislike the idea of God acting in
history, particularly in judgement. (Strictly speaking, it is the angels
acting on God's command). Nevertheless, the Lord of History is
always in charge and disasters are as much part of His will as the
still, sunny days of high Summer. The most horrific of all tragedies,
the final woe of God's wrath, is a righteous act worthy of meditation
and praise.
This day, which must surely be the most commonly forecast and
most fully described day in the bible, is coming with a necessary
inevitability. We saw in 14:7 that its announcement is an essential
part of the gospel. Men and women who fail to live and speak in the
light of the day of the Lord are tragically short sighted.
Saints in heaven will praise God's acts of judgement as righteous and
holy. The Gold Bowls are shown to be like the holy pots of the earthly
temple and this image tells us that the agents of wrath are
performing a holy task when they rain destruction on the earth.
We find it difficult to imagine anger which is pure and holy because
our own anger is nearly always the opposite! When we inflict pain
and punishment on others it is usually wrong (except when we act as
agents of justice—and even then we may be unjust or vicious). This is
why we must leave judgement and vengeance to the Lord
What is wrong for man is right for God because His anger is not
partial and His justice is perfect. His creatures have rebelled against
him and have destroyed His creation. His response is dreadful but
right. In all wrong-doing, even the most interpersonal or private sin,
God is the main injured party (Psalm 51:4).

Revelation ch16



We waver between giddy optimism and dark despair when we look
into the future. Disciples need to remember that there are dark days
coming when every earthly hope will come to nothing. The days of
the bowls of wrath. Beyond those days there is hope for mankind and
our planet, but only in Jesus Christ; apart from Him every dream
and achievement will perish.

1. Man's Environment Destroyed
The partial “environmental” upsets of the first four trumpets (see
ch.8) are now matched by four total disasters (16:1-9). The world was
originally God's gift to humanity to be a perfect home. It is no longer
that and, even now, God's wrath is revealed when the created world
itself turns against us and becomes a source of infection, poisoning
and scorching.
When the time of judgement comes our environment will be
shattered. As these disasters fall some people will only be able to see
“natural” forces and human factors at work. But behind everything is
the active rule of God.
It is tempting to see the current wave of ecological disasters as the
beginning of this judgement but we should be restrained when we
speculate. Such problems look more like the warnings of the
trumpets rather than the end of the world but we can certainly see
them as signs that the last Day is drawing nearer.
Land, sea, water and sky are all afflicted and become a curse instead
of a blessing. The earth is not annihilated but it is ruined as a home
for man. The order in which destruction is meted out in this chapter
is the same as that in chapter eight but the difference is in the
severity of the judgements. Under the trumpets mankind was able to
limp on and make something of his world, now the destruction
becomes total.
One particular crime of mankind is singled out at this moment as
being particularly heinous. The inhabitants of the earth “shed the
blood of your prophets and saints”. Why is it that of all the
innumerable crimes of the earth this should have been singled out?
Probably because this is the clearest sign that this world is in
rebellion against God. If mankind were really interested in God then



his messengers would have been received with joy and honour—but
the reverse has always been the true situation. False prophets thrive
and die in their beds whilst true ones are slaughtered.

2. Spiritual Darkness And The Last Battle
The fifth and sixth bowls again are culminations of the fifth and sixth
trumpets (ch.9). False beliefs and evil practices make us enemies of
God so that even when we are afflicted we curse God rather than
repent (16:11). On an international scale they lead to aggression and
war (16:12-14).
The kingdom of the beast is thrown into darkness. When the light of
the gospel is taken away societies become bestial. When ideologies
like idealistic nationalism or militant Islam dominate the inevitable
consequence is corruption and war.
There is a vicious circularity in the processes of spiritual darkening.
In paganism men turned from the light of God in nature and so God
abandoned them to progressively worsening sin and ignorance and
its natural consequences (this process is described in Romans 1:18-
32).
In the christian age a similar but more guilty and irredeemable cycle
will happen to those who refuse to obey the light of the gospel. The
end of this process is in vs10-11 where we find men suffering awful
agonies in spiritual darkness but too hard-hearted to repent.
Armageddon is the last battle. God will use the very powers which
man turned to (the dragon, the beast and the false prophet) to
destroy him. This evil alliance has sometimes been called a
counterfeit trinity but there is no need for drawing clever parallels
which don't really fit. The point in v13 is that all the evil powers
together will be working at full stretch to bring about this war.
The name “Armageddon” has entered our language to describe a
final suicidal war by mankind on itself. The nuclear age has created
the possibility of such a vast orgy of mutual destruction and we can
imagine how the imagery of the Apocalypse might be fulfilled in the
modern world. Such a fulfilment may occur, it may well be that the



final war could be more destructive than the sum of all previous
conflicts.
Whether these speculations are true or false, we should not forget
who will be the Devil's main target in all this chaos. Satan does not
war against himself (Mark 3:23-26). We already know who are the
targets of this attack. Satan and his human agents are preparing for a
final war against faithful christians (see 11:7, 12:17, 13:7). This is the
ultimate fulfilment of the struggle described in Psalm 2:1,2.
It may serve the purpose of Satan to persecute the church in the
context of a world-wide conflagration. When whole nations are
gripped by fear and hatred they can be easily led into believing that
Christians are unpatriotic or a cause of divine displeasure,
particularly since we cannot “take the mark of the beast” by giving
unconditional loyalty to any other than Christ.
Why should the armies of the world be pictured as gathered at
Armageddon (which is a plain in northern Israel where many battles
have been fought)? As usual, a strictly literal understanding is
unhelpful. V15 tells us that the return of Christ will be a surprise but
it wouldn't be much of a surprise if we noticed every fighting man in
the world had been crammed onto a few square miles of Israeli soil!
We ask again, “why Armageddon”? It means “mountain (or, possibly,
city) of Megiddo”. This area in Israel was the sight of a great battle
recorded in Judges chs. 4 & 5 when God himself fought for Israel (see
Judges 4:15, 5:19,20). That battle prefigured the final struggle of the
church when God himself will lay bare his arm and utterly defeat
every power that stands against him and his people.
The particular mentioning of kings in 16:12,14 is an echo of both
Judges 5:19 and Psalm 2:1. World leaders are pawns in this satanic
game. The sixth bowl of God's wrath consists of abandoning the
world to these anti-God powers with which it has flirted for so long.
But the very time which is the final exhibition of how debased man
can become in his godlessness is also the “great day of God
Almighty”.

3. The Intervention Of God



As the last crisis looms, heaven intervenes. The fall of Babylon in this
chapter is both a direct work of God and it is the work of the beast in
17:16. The next verse (17:17) explains how it is BOTH. God rules over
the hearts of even the most evil men and societies. The devil may
have conjured up the beast but the Almighty can can use even him as
an instrument to bring about judgement.
The Earthquake is a symbol of civilisation shattered and every
cultural landmark being destroyed in the last years of Old Earth.
Although these are dreadful things to think about there is hope here.
This is the very last outpouring of wrath on the earth. The angel's cry
“It is done” corresponds to that last great cry of Jesus from the cross
“it is finished” (John 19:30). In each case the wrath and judgement
had been fully borne and was then over. God's anger, unlike his
mercy, has a limit.
The fleeing of islands and mountains suggests that there will be no
boltholes or refuges left for man. The vast hailstones from heaven are
unavoidable. It is difficult to know whether everyone will actually be
killed in this way or whether this is a sign of something else. The
important thing to remember is that it comes FROM HEAVEN and
men recognise it as such and react by cursing God to the very last.
Now that God's wrath has finished we are waiting to see Christ
return as Lord of heaven and earth. The last day of the world is
consistently promised in scripture as the day of his appearing. But
this account of the seventh bowl is greatly extended and amplified so
that we can see the fate of God's enemies. One by one, in the next
four chapters, we see them and their fate clearly marked out.
Babylon, the beast, the false prophet, Satan and, finally, every person
who failed to overcome them, will all be judged, disarmed and
consigned to hell. The last act of wrath is finally completed at the end
of chapter 20.
This lengthening of the seventh bowl should not surprise us. We have
seen the same thing happen with the seventh seal and the seventh
trumpet and in Genesis the seventh day of creation includes all that
follows.



The Wicked City
Revelation ch.17

In the previous chapter we learnt a new name for the wicked city—
Babylon the Great (16:19). She is the “great city” and when she falls
so will all the others. To a first century mind this would obviously be
a reference to Rome, the city which dominated a large part of the
known world. So why doesn't John simply call the city by her name?
Some people think he was playing safe. They suggest that if he
published a document which condemned Rome directly the
authorities might have responded by organising more thorough
persecution of Christians. This theory has some sense in it but
assumes that the Romans were rather thick-headed people who
would not see an allegory if it hit them in the face. Rulers who are
sensitive to criticism often see it where there is none at all so it is
almost certain that IF they did read John’s book they would be able
to see that the “eternal city” of Rome is under fire here. Since it
would have been copied by hand and the churches were a tiny
minority it is more likely that no Roman official would see a copy and
even less likely that he would read it.
There is a far better reason for John to tag the great city as Babylon.
Because he is dealing with something greater than just one city. We
have already seen that the two beasts have many forms and
incarnations; now we will learn that every luxurious, exploiting city
culture is an incarnation of the character of Babylon.
Imperial Rome has passed on but her spirit lives still and haunts
other times and places. In fact European and western politics are
riddled with Roman imagery, titles and ideas. Consider the
widespread image of the Eagle as a symbol of government, titles like
“emperor”, “kaiser”, “czar”, institutions like senates, and tribunals.
The institutional churches have retained the Roman dioceses
(provinces), curia (Bureaucracy) and titles (like “Pontifex
Maximus”). It can make an interesting game tracing Roman origins
and influences on things like architecture, coinage, public imagery
and institutions.



Babylon represents man's godless attempt to build a city apart from
God. After Cain was thrust out from God's presence he began to build
a city (Genesis 4:16,17). The story of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9 is a
summary of man's efforts to build a city to his glory and exclude the
glory of God.
Cities are not evil in themselves. The ultimate destiny of mankind is
a city, Jerusalem, the bride of Christ.
What makes our cities guilty is their godless devotion to the glory of
men and this makes even their religion an insult to God. Are the
mighty edifices of Westminster Abbey, Notre Dame or the Kaaba of
Mecca really to the glory of their God's? Are they not rather to the
glory of the “worshippers” who erected and maintain them? The easy
transition of the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul from Byzantine Cathedral
to a Turkish Mosque (or the change of the Mosque in Cordoba in the
opposite direction) is a powerful clue that the cultures of all our cities
have much in common.
The godlessness of our cities means that instead of being havens of
security they become, time and again, centres of oppression and
exploitation.
In the next chapter we find one of the (very few) direct commands to
us found in this book. The command is simple—“come out of
Babylon” although we shall see that leaving is not as simple as it
sounds. The reason for leaving is equally simple—she is the wicked
city, under God's wrath, which He will destroy.

What Is Babylon?
We have already seen that Babylon is not a place but a society. We
should see her as a culture characterised by certain things which
have recurred several times through the centuries. Dominant and
wealthy city cultures have characteristic sins. In this sense, she has
always been with us but towards the end Babylon will be fully ripe,
full of her characteristic sins and full of guilt before God.
Her characteristics are adultery, luxury, oppression and
attractiveness.

Adultery



When societies are accused of adultery in the bible the primary
meaning is idolatry and sorcery. Going after other “Gods” is spiritual
adultery. Such debased religion is often associated with sexual sin as
well but the primary meaning is a love of false spirituality.
Man's city should be the wife of God. We are made for fellowship
with Him and without that relationship our development is
perverted. Christianity is not in favour of primitivism over
development and it is simply not true that we are nearer to God in a
garden rather than a town. In the early centuries christianity was an
urban phenomenon to such an extent that the word “pagan”
(countryman) came to mean an unbeliever. Man will fulfil his destiny
of filling and subduing the earth by developing an urban culture and
the church cannot avoid getting involved with urban people.
But there is a deep tragedy in all this. Development has become
“sophistication” (i.e. it is corrupt) and although we have “come of
age” in so many ways we have divorced ourselves from God. Babylon
is an adulteress, a whore.
Although the city is faithless she is not without her religious,
spiritual side. In fact Babylon is very “broad-minded” and willing to
pick and mix a religion to suit her. Superstition and alternative
spiritualities often flourish in cities whereas country folk tend to
stick to the tradition of their fathers (whether good or bad). When a
city runs after other gods (as Jerusalem did) or becomes a centre for
superstition and idolatry she reveals her nature as a whore. Britain
today is full of such unfaithfulness to Christ.

Luxury
An idle and sensuous lifestyle seems to characterise Babylon. Or
perhaps it is more correct to say that it characterises her ruling elite.
She is decked with the marks of wealth and privilege (17:4). She
seems gorgeous and lovely—until we look closer and see the golden
cup is filled with filth. How many societies are like this, including our
own!
Capital cities in particular tend to suck in the wealth of a nation.
Imperial cities like Rome become open mouths to consume the



produce of whole continents, accumulate their treasures and attract
their skilled talent.
Technology creates cities. As agriculture becomes more efficient it
divorces men and women from the land to drift to the cities and
develop the service industries which pander to the desires of the
urban elite. Since the industrial revolution that privileged elite has
increased in number. In the ancient world only Rome (and, later,
Constantinople) could afford to support an idle “mob” of
unemployed city dwellers but now there are millions. In a real sense,
the whole world is now urbanised. In some ways, man is the poorer
for this development but we also have mass entertainments and
pleasures which make the “bread and circuses” of Rome seem rather
tame. Modern man is often an urban creature living for whatever
pleasures he can gain.

Oppression
Babylon rides the beast. In ch.13 we saw the beast as military might
and political violence. Throughout history great civilisations have
rested on the massive abuse of power.
The first city was founded by Cain the murderer. Babylon was built
by the warrior, Nimrod (Genesis 10:8-10) and every great city has
grown at the cost of human blood. “Civilisation” is often nothing
other than a more discreet and hypocritical barbarism.
The privileged live in gilded luxury while the poor suffer under the
heel of their agents. Babylon does not dirty her hands by direct
violence, she rides the beast. This means she uses armies, unjust
laws, and political and commercial power to maintain her lifestyle.
 In the 19  century London, Paris, Berlin grew fat on oppression: in
the 20  century many more great cities have grown in prominence.
John is amazed to see that Babylon is guilty of the blood of the
martyrs and needs convincing. Perhaps we too need God to open our
eyes?

Attractiveness
Babylon is beloved by the world (v2). A great song of woe goes up
from the earth when she is finally destroyed (18:9-20). Kings,
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merchants and traders will grieve at her death. The whore has some
beauty and style. She is seen as the peak of human aspiration, the
queen of the world. In the eyes of men and women the great city is so
lovely and desirable. Tides of migrants are attracted to her. Lovers of
culture worship at her shrines. Every art and skill can be refined and
perfected under her patronage. When great cities fall the hopes of
millions are dashed.

Who Is Babylon?
If Babylon is marked by these characteristics then she has obviously
taken many forms in history. The ancient cities of Babylon,
Phoenicia, Egypt, Assyria (and even Samaria and Jerusalem) had
these marks and the Hebrew prophets spoke words of doom upon
them. Chapters seventeen to nineteen ring with echoes of older
prophecy. There is a prophetic tradition of decrying wicked cities
which reaches a climax here as the final godless urban culture is
denounced.
Quite often those Old Testament prophecies have an exaggerated
element which suggests that their authors were aware that the falling
of those ancient places was a sign and symbol of the last and greatest
Day of the Lord when God's wrath would fall on Babylon the Great.
So Babylon has always been with us and always will be until Christ
finally destroys sin. Every christian has had to resist the “love of the
world” which tugs our heartstrings and would make hypocrites of us
all.
But there is a development through the centuries. Babylon becomes
more corrupt and more powerful until she dominates and rules the
world. In the same way the beast becomes more impressive and
powerful (compare his description here with ch.13). In all the
apparent chaos of history there is some development and the fruits of
both God's grace AND the evil of the world are ripening.

Where Is Babylon?
In John's day Babylon lived in Rome (the seven hills in v9 are an
obvious reference to Rome but perhaps there is a hint in the number
seven that Rome is also a universal symbol for all the great cities of



the earth).  On the other hand, vs. 10-11 speak of future
developments. Babylon now is alive and well in Western Europe, the
U.S.A., Moscow, Japan and in every smart suburb of every power
centre of every country. Babylon is alive wherever money is loved
and people and virtues are priced rather than valued. Babylon lives
wherever conscience is dulled by drunkenness (or drugs), pleasure-
seeking or the consolations of phoney faith.
We live in a time when a world-wide materialistic and sensual
culture is growing up. There is a vast international entertainment
industry which hardly existed a century ago and which now panders
to the whims of a vast audience. Mass production produces
inconceivable numbers of electronic gadgets designed to keep us all
more or less permanently amused. The world is becoming not so
much a “global village” as a networked mega-city united by its
entertainments. Cultural differences are being flattened and
trivialised as the consumer culture floods the world but that also
means that people are being liberated from the dead hand of
tradition. How attractive it all seems. There is an ambiguous pattern
which links 1  century Rome, 6  century Byzantium, 12  century
Venice, 16  century Madrid and 19  century London. It is the
combination of international trade and warfare with the
concentration of financial power and exploitation. Today Babylon
lives in Shanghai, the great cities of the USA, Dubai,  Lagos, Sao
Paulo and the urban centres of the modern world.
Babylon is all around us! The reformers identified the corrupt
Roman church as “Babylon the whore”. There was so much truth in
the allegation that it stuck. But the whore has more than one change
of clothes! She is organised worldliness in all its forms.
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Babylon's Fate And The Warning
To Leave

Revelation ch.18
Faithful believers from Abraham onwards have been told to “leave”
the city. Abraham's double exodus from Ur and Haran to live as a
stranger and pilgrim is used in the New Testament as a picture of the
christian in the world (Hebrews 11:8-10,13-16). An even more
powerful argument in Hebrews 13:12-14 is that we leave the city to
share Christ's rejection so that we inherit the city to come. It should
therefore be no surprise that Revelation 18:4 tells us to come out of
the city.  The Beauty of Rome, London and New York is a fallen
beauty.
How then can we leave her? A better summary than I could give is
found in 1 John 2:15-17. Think deeply and broadly about that great
command. We can only leave Babylon by getting the world out of our
hearts! The important change is not a matter of location since a man
could live at the North Pole and yet still be guilty of sharing in the
sins of the worldly city.
Chapter eighteen is one long warning to us to make sure we are not
sharing in the sins of such a society. An angel of glory publishes this
warning to the world (v.1) and God Himself speaks (v.4) urging all
His people to have no part in her.
This description of the fate of Babylon amplifies these warnings. God
is saying “This is what I do to people who sin, so don't share in these
sins.”

Babylon is fallen
Before Judgement is executed it is first announced. Babylon will be
thrown down (v21) because she has already “fallen” (v2). Just as the
“prince of this world” was judged at the cross, so the worldly society
which always tends to reject Christ was also judged then.  The cities
of this world live under a cloud of coming judgement.
As someone who lives in London and loves the energy, architecture
and possibilities of his city I need to avoid being so infatuated with it



that I fail to remember that it is fallen already.  The announcement
recognises that there is much that may be good and attractive but
that the city is deeply corrupted and must be destroyed.  What is
good about urban culture will be cleansed and redeemed in the city
to come.  But Rome will never evolve into Jerusalem.  She has
become the home of foul demons and unclean birds (in
Deuteronomy 14 that list is headed by the eagle – the sign of Rome).
The glorious angel who makes this announcement sounds very much
like the angel of chapter ten who represented the word of God.
Scripture does indeed warn us that human society is fallen and under
judgement. Too often that witness is muffled by christians since it
seems so negative.
We should remember that the Gospel is double edged: it pronounces
forgiveness to those who turn from sin and pronounces
condemnation on those who remain in it. We do not really
understand the Good News if we do not understand the bad news.

A Word To The Christian In Two Minds
We believers are attracted to the worldly life. Christians still have
hearts which can lead us astray or into compromise with the world.
We can be like Lot who feared God but nevertheless dwelt too long in
Sodom and nearly died with that city.
Christian worldliness is more dangerous than it seems. It can involve
us in God's vengeance (v.4,5). So many “christians” seem half asleep
to the dangers of self-indulgence and the normal life of seeking self-
gratification which characterises Western affluent culture. Sexual
mores have slackened amazingly in the last few decades in the
churches of every theological stance and few of us know what Jesus
meant when he spoke of “losing our lives” for the gospel's sake.
Such dozy members of the professing church may be heading for a
nasty shock. Perhaps the doctrine of “eternal security” has made
people feel secure when they should have heard the doctrine of
Revelation 18:4 before claiming security through faith.
If we secretly adopt the loose sexual morals of our culture or live by
exploitation (including legal methods!) or just live for pleasure then



we are dwelling in Babylon and we are unfaithful to Christ, our
husband. Such a christian will one day discover what God means
when He calls Himself a “jealous” God.

Our attitude to civilisation
“Civilisation” is supposed to be a “GOOD THING”.  If someone says
you are civilised it is meant to be a compliment. But christians
should have a critical attitude to the cultural achievements of
mankind. In particular, we should examine our own culture with
great care in the light of scripture.
The condemnation of Babylon is so sweeping, so thorough and so
negative in its judgement that we should be surprised. Some people
have such a hatred of their fellow man that they delight in debunking
and condemning their own culture but no compassionate human
being can fail to be surprised by the severity of God's judgement on
our beloved city.
So much of what we see as civilisation is guilty, condemned and ripe
for judgement. Will nothing be saved of this fruit of the centuries?
We cannot write off culture as all bad as some “Fundamentalists”
seem to do. We will learn in Revelation 21:24 that many of the
splendours of earthly culture WILL be saved for eternity and this
suggests that we should appreciate and value all that is good
wherever it is found (Phillipians 4:8). Yet we need to be aware that
much of the “civilised life” is just like Babylon—lovely on the surface
but corrupt in heart.
We need the filling of the Holy Spirit to make us thoughtful and wise
in our knowledge of God so that we can discriminate and choose
what is healthy and permissible. We also need His power to resist
our own worldliness and then to do what we see is right.

“Seek ye first”
Our love of the world cannot be conquered by our feeble will-power.
If we know ourselves—as christians should—then we will be aware
that new motives of faith, hope and love infilling us by the Spirit are
needed to move us out of Babylon and into the life which is free from
her clutches.



There is also a powerful negative motive laid before us here. When we see
the fate of Babylon in this chapter doesn't it inspire us to leave the normal
and average sins of life in our society and seek the narrow path of the
Kingdom of God and its righteousness? Bunyan’s old allegory of “The
Pilgrim’s Progress” is couched in the fable of a journey from the city which
will be destroyed toward the city that will always endure. It is an old
fashioned story with quaint 17  century details but at its heart it is the
journey we are being challenged to make.

Revelation ch.19—Sin Destroyed on Earth
The word “Hallelujah” occurs just four times in the New Testament
and every occasion is in this chapter. It is Hebrew for “Praise
Jehovah” and comes from the Temple Worship of the Psalms.
We have seen that heaven is the great temple of God which the
earthly temple foreshadowed and reflected. In the same way, all the
elements of the temple worship, with musicians, singers, incense and
sacrifice, each have their counterpart in heaven.
The joyful Hebrew shout comes from a “great multitude” and, once,
from the twenty four elders and the four living creatures. This is the
same unity of praise which we heard in chapter seven. The focus
there was on the worshippers; here they are presented as being “off
stage” so that we can concentrate on the theme and focus of their
praises.
The word of praise is shouted rather than sung. Perhaps we should
imagine this as a shout of victory. The armies of heaven are about to
appear (v14) and before they burst into view we hear the shout of
their battle cry like thunder rolling ahead of them.
Each of the four Hallelujah's carries the message of victory forward.
The first (vs1,2) proclaims that God has judged in favour of His
servants and against their opponents. The second (v3) proclaims
torment and destruction upon the godless world. The third (v5) calls
on us to praise God for this demonstration of His justice and the
fourth (v6-8) proclaims the glorious consequence of this victory, the
gathering and perfecting of the church under the perfect rule of God.

th



Rejoicing in destruction seems very foreign to us as modern
Christians. Our limited palette of virtues does not have room for
exalting over the judgements of God. When God’s judgements fall on
the earth we are generally silent for fear of seeming uncaring. We
believe in justice for the individual and some of us have theories
about social justice but justice for God and justice executed by God is
something we have relegated to a somewhat irrelevant “eternity”.

The Wedding Supper Of Christ And His Church
There are many places in the Old Testament where the theme of
Israel as the bride of God is taught and applied. The idea of God as a
gracious husband selecting a wife who was “beneath” Him and
graciously raising her to a glorious height was wonderful to the
prophets. The Jews often failed to live up to the dignity which God's
choice implied and then the emphasis would be on the unfaithful and
adulterous nature of the chosen people who often acted like a
wayward and ungrateful wife.
God's love has a patient persistence, however, and he will finally have
His bride, washed and purified, as a holy people for His eternal
praise. The promises to Israel have been broadened to include
Gentile servants of God as part of this glorious bride.
Just as the saints are symbolised by a faithful wife, so the worldly
multitude are represented by Babylon, the adulterous prostitute. The
contrast is sharply pointed up in this chapter because the moment of
judgement and separation is about to be described.
Christ will come and complete his relationship with His people. We
taste today the goodness of belonging to Him but there is much more
to come. Now is only the “engagement”, we are His as a matter of
promise and commitment—when Christ appears the marriage begins
with a great celebration, the marriage feast of Jesus (v.9),
We should make ourselves ready for that day (v7) by living righteous
lives. V.8 connects the good we do now with our future happiness.
Our fine linen will be our “righteous acts”. But these acts are “given”
to us. What can this mean?



It means that we are to do good but that our good deeds are not
righteous in themselves. Our lives need to be “washed in the blood of
the Lamb” (see 7:14). We MUST do good deeds [of what else does the
life of faith consist?] but even our best needs to be cleansed and
made acceptable by Christ's death for sins. Are you making yourself
ready by repenting of sin and living by faith in Christ's saving work?
What joy and celebration weddings cause! But what greater joy when
sin is banished from the world and the righteous King reigns
perfectly! All of creation will be made new and glorious and the
crown of it all will be the perfected church of Christ.
In chapter nineteen the wedding is announced as being imminent
but we do not see the wedding feast itself or have a description of it.
This is consistent with John's style of, firstly, introducing an idea and
then later developing it. The description must wait until chapter
twenty one. Before the eternal celebrations begin the enemies of
Christ and His people must be finally defeated and removed from the
earth.

The White Rider
Heaven opens and the first thing we see is a white horse. The parallel
with the white horse of 6:2 is obvious but there are also very
important differences. The progress of the Gospel in chapter six was
only one of a number of powers released to work in the earth, in
chapter nineteen Christ rides out to claim a total victory. The riders
of the red, black and livid green horses will be unseated and
disarmed when this white rider appears.
Instead of being armed with the bow of the gospel and arrows of
conviction, Christ will use the sword of his mouth (v15) which
represents His word of judgement, to cut down all opposition.
Although He is not named, the descriptions make the identification
of the rider as being Jesus absolutely sure. He is the faithful and true
One (19:11 and 1:5, 7:1, 3:14); His are the eyes of fire (19:12 and 1:14,
2:18); the sword of God's Word comes from His mouth (19:15 and
1:16, 2:12); and His is the iron sceptre to rule the nations (19:15 and
2:27). There is only one “King of kings and Lord of lords” (19:16, 1:5).



The moment being described here is the day of Christ's appearing
which is the focus of so much scripture in both the Testaments. This
is also the day which is meant to be eagerly awaited and sought by all
christians. His appearance will mean the end of Anti-Christ in both
his forms of beast and false prophet (compare 2 Thessalonians 2:8
with Revelation 19:19-20).
The picture consists of heaven being opened and Christ sweeping
down to Earth to claim a total and effortless victory. Even though the
forces of earth are marshalled together in verse 19 there seems to be
no contest since the victory of the next two verses is immediately
completed. When “the gloves are off” Christ's limitless power easily
sweeps aside the combined opposition of hell and the world.
The armies of heaven ride out like massed cavalry, only to find that
their Lord has won the war single handed. Indeed, they seem to be
armed only with their white robes of holiness. The battle is indeed
the Lord's alone and the glory of victory belongs to Christ and no
other.
The victories of God are never a matter of the raw exercise of power,
however. Verse 11 introduces Christ as the one who is worthy to rule.
He is the Faithful and True who judges and makes war with the
purest and most exact justice. The foundation of His throne is not
His almighty power as the Son of God but rather the perfect
righteousness of the Holy One of Israel.

The Supper Of The Birds
Two suppers are announced in this chapter but the contrast between
them is complete and startling. The return of Christ is connected
with them both.
His coming will have a completely opposite appearance to those who
do not believe in Him. He will appear as the dreadful agent of
implaccable justice whom we see in verses 11-16.
The anger of God is not like our unrighteous passion—it is rather the
expression of His perfect, penetrating Justice. “With justice He
judges and makes war.”(v11). This makes Him all the more terrible to
men and women who have not come to Him for grace and



forgiveness. Could you stand before Jesus when He comes if He
judged your heart and life by the standard of holy justice alone?
Justice demands the death penalty. Death for both soul and body.
The image of a vast pile of human flesh being gorged on by birds of
prey is disgusting and disturbing (vs.17-18). It is a picture of horror
and degradation which alerts us to the fate of those who wage war on
God by rejecting His rule.  Everyone is included in this grisly scene;
verse 18 tells us that the great and powerful will not be able to avoid
it and that the poor and insignificant will be caught in the same way.
These people are represented as being the armies of the beast and
false prophet. It is because they served these evil human powers
rather than God that they are lumped together to suffer this dreadful
fate.
We have seen already that in the age of the gospel there is no middle
ground, no neutral corner which the agnostic or drop-out can hide
in. If we are servants of God who fear Him then we can have great
confidence of blessing whether we are “small or great” (v5). If we are
not his servants then we are numbered with the opposition who are
condemned “small and great”(v18).
We need to be part of the armies of heaven (v.14) rather than the
armies of earth (v.19).

The Fiery Lake
In 19:20 we have the first mention of the fiery lake of burning
sulphur. True to John's style, we have just a mention now which will
be amplified in the next chapter a little. The reference to sulphur ties
in with 14:10-11 which explains that this is not simply destruction but
an extended (possibly eternal) experience of pain. The idea of
Jehovah's Witnesses of annihilation for God's enemies is
contradicted by the Revelation very clearly. The lake of fire is a place
where condemnation is an everlasting experience for the various
incarnations of the beast and false prophet and (at the least) a long,
lingering and painful destruction for their followers.
The beast and false prophet are thrown into this awful place. The
powerful and religious/intellectual elites who abused and misled



mankind (and therefore did the devil's work) are the first to be
condemned to this eternal torment. It is fitting that those who led in
violence and lies should also be first to taste the consequence but all
who are outside Christ must go this way eventually.

The Point
The work of Christ on earth is focussed on destroying the devil's
work (1 John 3:8) and that great task will be completed at His second
coming when He will remove evil from the earth completely.
Even now Christ is destroying sin and evil in the world and some of
us will see our evil washed away by His death applied to our lives.
Our sin will be forgiven and removed and we shall be wedded
eternally to Him.
Others of us will suffer the destruction of our evil in our own flesh
and minds. Death will be our eternal experience. If we are not
wedded to Christ we are wedded to sin and therefore must suffer
God's punishment.
We have seen the fall of Babylon, the fickle and unfaithful culture of
the great city, and now we have seen the destruction of the two
beasts (the beast out of the sea and the false prophet) who led
mankind in opposition to Christ. In the next chapter we will see the
last enemies destroyed and the wrath of God completed.
The appearing of Christ is the key event which marks the end of the
last days of this world. It is the end of all the “sevens” of the Bible.
The seventh day of creation, the seventh seal of the scroll, the
seventh blast of the trumpets and the seventh bowl of wrath are all
fulfilled and finished in the day of Christ. The old order will then be
finished and the new, redeemed order will begin.



Satan Bound, Released And
Condemned

Revelation 20:1-10
The “1000 years” of Revelation 20 are understood differently by
christians:
The POST-MILLENIAL view is that Christ will appear AFTER (post
= after) a millenial (1000 year) period of peace during which the
gospel has great effect and the christian faith is triumphant world-
wide.
The PRE-MILLENIAL view is that Christ will appear BEFORE (pre =
before) a period when He will reign on Earth from Jerusalem during
a time of peace and blessing (apart from a final rebellion).
The A-MILLENIAL view is that there is no literal millenium (a- =
not) and that Revelation 20 is designed to teach us something about
the defeat of Satan and the present day experience of the church.
I am an amillenialist for two reasons:
Firstly, this period is not easy to find prophesied elsewhere in the
bible. Some people point to Old Testament promises about long life
and prosperity for Israel and therefore call them “unfulfilled” and
think such texts describe a millenial reign of peace and plenty. But
passages of this sort are usually interpreted in the New Testament as
being figurative of the blessings of the church now or in her future
state. See, for example, Acts 15:16-18, Romans 15:12, 2 Corinthians
6:2 and you will see Old Testament “millenial” texts applied to today.
Other promises of universal joy should be taken as promises of the
resurrection life.
Secondly, in the structure of the Revelation, this is the second to last
vision in the section belonging to the seventh bowl of wrath. It fits in
with the other sections dealing with the defeat of God's enemies.
Here we see Satan weakened and bound at the beginning of the
church age, released to inspire Armaggedon and then destroyed with
his henchmen and followers in the lake of fire. Remember that the
seventh bowl of wrath will complete and fulfil ALL God's wrath (15:1,



16:17) so there is no room after that time for any more acts of wrath
such as consigning Satan or his followers to Hell.
People tend to become very entrenched in views about prophecy and
each of the main opinions can muster many arguments in their
favour. Furthermore, each party can muster lists of great christians
who held to their view.
To be autobiographical for a moment; I have personally been
persuaded of each of these three opinions in my own life! I was first
taught dispensational-type premillenialism, but I became
disillusioned with the ever-increasing complexity of speculation
which such an opinion required as more and more texts had to have
their literal meaning squeezed into the scheme. After a while I
concluded that the basic interpretive method was wrong. Taken to its
logical (?) conclusion this scheme robs the ordinary christian of
much of the scripture (particularly the Revelation) and puts it into
the hands of that modern scribe, the student of prophecy.
I then adopted a post-millenial view as another way of coping with
“unfulfilled prophecy”. A particular attraction of this scheme was the
discovery that many great men of God had a belief that a great age of
“gospel prosperity” awaited the world as millions believed and
obeyed Christ. The optimism of such a view is very attractive.
Eventually, close study of the Revelation dissuaded me of this view.
In fact, there seems to be a double progression described in all the
scriptures. Goodness and faith will certainly become more clear-cut
but mainly because there will also be a progression in evil which
culminates in the final and worst incarnations of Babylon and the
Beast.
The a-millenial view now seems to me to harmonise the scriptural
testimonies most effectively. Most importantly, Christ's own direct
teaching in the gospels seems to clearly indicate that there is to be
one return of the Lord accompanied by one general resurrection to
judgement, followed by the restoration of all things and the
beginning of the eternal state of bliss or grief. This uncomplicated
pattern in Christ’s own teaching about the future should, I believe,
shape the way we read figurative literature like the Revelation.



If the whole of the church period is in view then we should ask
ourselves why it should be represented as being a thousand years
long. The first and obvious thought is that John is preparing the
church for a “long haul”. Christ is not going to return for quite a long
time after the Revelation was written. This point needed to be made
in an age when many christians were looking for an early appearing
of Christ and were being unsettled by sects and cults claiming to have
special information on an imminent return (the churches have often
been troubled in this way since!).
The other feature of this thousand years is that it looks like a
symbolic number. It may just be a way of saying that the church will
have to wait a long time. The choice of a number which is 10x10x10
seems to have a sense of completeness about it which is similar to the
cycles of seven which we have already seen clearly marked. When the
thousand years are up and the seventh seal, trumpet and bowl are
fulfilled we can expect something very new and very different to
come; we will truly be at the end of an age.
We will now turn to look at this “thousand years”. The three marks of
this period are:

SATAN IS BOUND
The period begins with an angel from heaven laying hold of the
dragon and overcoming him. The language and description in 20:2 is
very similar to 12:7-9 and is meant to remind us of that great victory
which was won on the Cross. The description of Satan's downfall is
different but we should see it as the same defeat suffered when
Michael overpowered the Evil One.
In chapter twelve the emphasis was on the churches' experience of
persecution and we were taught that behind the actions of men lies
the hostility and organising of the devil himself. But even that work
is a sign that he has already been defeated and is soon to be
destroyed (12:12).
In chapter twenty we are being taught about Satan's eternal fate. The
important thing to realise is that he is already a defeated foe. Christ
conquered him on the cross and that victory has already been seen in
the way Christ “plunders his house” by gathering converts to God



from every nation. The important thing about the “binding of Satan”
is that his captives, the Gentile nations, are now free to serve God. In
a very important sense, the nations are not deceived (20:3). The
reference to Satan being bound is probably a deliberate reference to
Jesus' own teaching found in Mark 3:20-27.
The “1000 years” are a time when the gospel can go out and take
people of every nation and bring them to the Lord. He is no longer
just the “God of Israel” but is the God of millions from every nation.
The two signs of Satan’s bondage are the worldwide spread of the
gospel and the relative rarity of demon possession in our days
compared to the time of Christ. Incidently, reports of people being
demonised do seem to be increasing in Western society just as the
gospel is being forgotten or perverted. Satan is bound when the word
of the cross is proclaimed (see the earlier remarks on 12:11).
Both the binding (v.3) and loosing (v.7) are in terms of Satan's ability
to blind people to God and make them enemies of Christ.

THE REIGN OF MURDERED MARTYRS
Christ is already reigning in heaven but he shares his rule with the
souls of beheaded martyrs. Why should such souls have such honour
and of what could their rule consist?
I believe we are being taught that those who witness unto death have
a powerful and lasting effect on history. They have succeeded where
they seemed to fail. Tertullian (who lived 100-150 years after this
book) said that “the blood of the martyrs became the seed of the
church”. We should think about Revelation 10:11 again and
understand that the binding of Satan occurs as christians witness
faithfully unto death.
The binding of Satan does not make the witness of the church easy—
some will be beheaded—but it does guarantee that the gospel will
succeed. The beheaded saints live and rule in heaven.
Christians in Britain are well-used to slogans which describe Satan as
a defeated enemy but they misunderstand the part required of us in
his downfall. There are those who claim he has been virtually
nullified by the work of Christ on the cross such that all we have to



do is effortlessly live by “faith” without any struggle or pain on our
part. Others delight in a verbal “spiritual warfare” of singing and
shouting (usually in a crowd) where the “claiming” of victory and the
“binding” of Satan are achieved at no greater cost than a noise-
induced headache and a hoarse throat.
Both these views are species of an easy believism which thinks
overcoming is easy. Christians may have to overcome and rule by
losing their heads but not by sacrificing their minds.
The testimony of these overcomers is both positive and negative
(20:4). Positively, they bore witness to Christ and the scriptures.
Negatively, they had refused to compromise with sin.
Why are these people represented as being resurrected early before
the rest of us? Is there a particular benefit in having been beheaded?
John would surely not want us to believe this and, if he did, he would
have signalled such an important advance in christian doctrine
before now!
It is the souls of the beheaded saints which are said to be resurrected
in verse four so we should assume that their bodies will be raised at
the end with all those who died in the Lord. The first resurrection
must therefore be a symbol of their continuing influence and power.
It is a fact that christians often achieve more in death than they did
in life. A witness sealed in blood has changed the course of nations
and has won millions to Christ. In 2:10-11 the Smyrnan christians
were promised that the second death would not touch them if they
suffered the first death for Christ's sake. In 20:6 that promise is
repeated.

THE LAST REBELLION
We read in 2 Thess. 2:3-12 that, before Christ comes,there must be a
rebellion which sounds very much like Rev. 20:7-9. This is the final
form of “anti-Christ”, the human revolt against Christ which is
inspired by Satan. This rebellion has already been described as the
triumph of the beast over the witnesses (Revelation 11:7-10) and as
Armageddon (16:12-16 with 19:6). The church may not be totally
destroyed but there will be a concerted hostility to the Christian
faith.



I sometimes wonder if we are not seeing the beginning of this today.
We live at a time when rebellion against righteousness and
blasphemy against Christ are marks of our intellectual and social
climate. Europe is succumbing to a new paganism and the nations
are to some extent being “re-deceived”. This is not being defeatist, I
hope, but may be a sign of the times.
In any case, our duty to remain faithful has been highlighted so often
in this study of the Revelation that no christian need doubt the need
for patient and uncompromised witness and holiness in every time.
The last rebellion is short-lived but fierce. The picture in 20:9 is of
the church surrounded by hostility like an embattled army camp or
besieged city. At the moment when darkness seems ready to triumph
the fire of God falls.
Once again, the moment of victory is described and completed in one
sentence. There is no struggle at that moment because Satan has no
weaponry that can withstand or even hinder the assault of heaven. It will be
enough for Christ to appear and speak the word of doom which will consign
the Evil One to eternal torment. There never was a power struggle between
Christ and the devil because infinite omnipotence cannot be resisted by any
creature. The conflict was always a purely moral one. The great conquest of
Satan will not occur at the last day; it has already happened in the life and
death of Christ and it continues today in the holy witness of His people.
 The mention of eternal torment in 20:10 should not surprise or shock us.
The depravity and evil of rebellion against God will have been fully
exposed and worked out in the history of the world. Nothing less than this
would have been just.



The Day of Judgement
Revelation 20:11-15

Here at last is the end of the “last days”. Satan and his agents have
been thoroughly defeated, the old world is at an end and the dead are
now raised to be judged and weighed in the scales of God's justice.
After this the old earth is finished and the new world begins in all its
vitality and glory.
The first sight is of a great throne. In chapter four, the first thing
John saw in heaven was a throne, the sign of God's Kingdom, and
everything else which has happened since then has had that throne
in the central place. It is appropriate that this final vision about the
last days should also begin with a sight of the throne. God rules, and
He will rule and judge us all.
When God's throne was seen before it was not described in any way
but now we are told its colour. It is white, the colour of purity and
holiness, because the justice of God is perfectly good, fair and right.
The just rule of God, for which every true christian pines in this life,
will then be manifest and established over every man and woman.
In the Revelation there is but one judgement, one throne and one
judge. But we shall see that there are two very different ways in
which that judgement will work.

All Flesh Gathered Before Christ
EVERYONE will be raised to face Christ. Verse 13 tells us that there
are no exceptions.
The resurrection of the dead poses many questions which the bible
leaves unanswered. People often wonder how a body can be
reconstituted after it has been cremated and has been scattered as
ashes or has rotted and merged with the soil. The most extreme case
of dissolution must be those whose bodies were lost and scattered at
sea but we are told in 20:13 that even the sea will have to give up
these dead to face judgement. God obviously has no problem
resurrecting anyone.



Every citizen of Hades (i.e. all dead souls) will return to face the
Lord. In scripture the souls of the dead are in a waiting state between
death and the resurrection. Such souls appear to be conscious but
incomplete and fairly inactive as they await the resurrection. For
those who die in Christ this is a happy condition of rest which Jesus
described as paradise in Luke 23:43. We have already seen that Old
Testament believers are also blessed as they await the end
(Revelation 14:1-5). For those who wait outside of God's grace the
experience is an unhappy one symbolised by imprisonment in 1 Peter
3:19-20 and 2 Peter 2:4-10.
This state of waiting (whether in hope or in dread) is often called the
“intermediate state” because the spirits of dead men and women are
incomplete without bodies. We await that wonderful condition
described by Paul as a “spiritual body”, immortal and powerful.
Romans 8:21 calls it “our adoption as sons, the redemption of our
bodies.” There is more teaching on this glorious hope  in 1
Corinthians 15:33-58.
There is a surprising amount of reticence in modern Christians—and
particularly in those charged to be teachers of the churches—to
meditate on what the future holds. We often talk vaguely of “heaven
and hell” with very little clarity and conviction. Whilst there are
many mysteries involved in trying to understand both the
intermediate and final states of humanity we ought to meditate on
everything which God has revealed to us because hope is meant to be
a powerful motive for us. We are better equipped to serve Christ now
if we have a lively faith in the promises he has given us for the future.
In the same way, it is our duty to warn our neighbours that we will all
be raised from death to face God and bear the full responsibility for
our present actions. The christian gospel of forgiveness from sin
hardly makes sense without the background of a terrible judgement
to come when we face our Maker.
Some Christians seem to think that we immediately reach our final
destination when we die. This passage, and several others, tell us that
when we die we do not go immediately to our final state—instead we
await the last judgement. Some wait in hope in Paradise others wait
in dread in “prison”.



The Christian hope is not purely personal. We look forward to God's
name being glorified in every creature and to seeing His rule restored
perfectly in a renewed universe. We could not be completely happy
until that day. Not only will we be perfected but so will our
environment.
Before the glories of the future world can be unveiled the last part of
the outpouring of God's wrath must be completed. Rebellious
mankind must be resurrected to stand individually before God's
throne to hear His assessment and sentence upon their lives.
Every person who ever lived INCLUDING YOU will stand alone
before Christ to receive either justice or mercy from His lips and
everyone will know that that judgement is absolutely Holy and right.

Judged by justice
 Everywhere scripture tells us that it will be “with justice” that Christ
will judge. Although the lake of fire awaits those who don't receive
mercy (v.15) we should not imagine that all the lost suffer exactly the
same eternal experience. In the Law of Moses God's penalties were
strictly matched to the seriousness of each crime. Reparations and
retribution were very carefully measured so that Israel would learn
that the Lord was a God of precise justice. We can therefore assume
that whatever punishment may be meted from the white throne will
be utterly just and fair.
Because the penalty must match the actions of men the “books of
deeds” must be opened and examined. God's justice demands that
every person be judged and treated as their deeds deserve. Verse
thirteen assures us each persons judgement will be “according to
what he had done”. The worst and most rebellious sinners will
receive the worst retribution and we must assume that there will be
degrees of suffering in hell.
Throughout this book the connection between our present actions
and our future state has been stressed in a number of ways.
Positively, we saw the encouragement given to “overcomers” in
chapters two and three which is repeated in many ways
subsequently. Negatively, we have seen the warnings and signs of
God's wrath against “the inhabitants of the earth” who give their



loyalty to the Beast and their love to Babylon. This short life we have
on earth determines our future destiny because we shall be judged
according to our deeds. Dreams of reincarnation or any sort of
probation beyond the grave are ruled out by these verses.
Before God's perfect standard no one is innocent. Our characters,
words and actions condemn us all. God's justice is wonderful to
behold and it is the sure moral bedrock on which the universe is laid
but it is a terrible and fearful thing when it falls on sinners like us.
This is why everyone whose name is not in the book of life has to
share the devil's fate in the lake of fire.
Here, as elsewhere in this book, we find humanity divided into two
classes. There is no middle ground, no purgatory for the souls of the
half-hearted, weakly committed or ignorant. All who failed to live by
faith go to the fate prepared for God's enemies.

Judged by mercy
Thank God for the other book! As well as the books of strict record
there is a book of life. This book also records the acts of men—but
these are the ACTS OF FAITH. It records those who confessed Christ
as Lord and Saviour. These are not acts which earn merit but acts
which are signs and consequences of faith. The thief who died with
Christ and said no more than a prayer to Jesus is recorded in this
book. Every believer who ever prayed from the heart to Christ is in
this book. Even those who gave one Christian a cup of cool water in
Jesus' name are here (Matt. 10:42).
This is the book of MERCY. It records persons for whom mercy
triumphs over justice (James 2:12/13). In God's mercy our imperfect
works are actually REWARDED because they are acts of faith in
Christ. Here is a completely different judgement where the dictates
of strict justice are laid aside for the sake of a purer justice.
The idea that God had a “book of life” which listed all those who were
under His mercy occurs elsewhere in the bible. We have already met
this book in Revelation 3:5, where a permanent, unerasable entry is
promised to those who overcome in Sardis. Having one's name in the
book is contrasted with mere “nominalism”, bearing the name of a
christian on earth but not having spiritual life.



Such mercy may sound somewhat unfair and it would indeed be
unjust if Christ had not died on the cross for the sins of men. The
book of life would have no names in it at all if He had not borne the
full penalty for human sin on the Cross. The right to have a book of
life cost God the agonies and death of His Son.
The important message of this passage is that justice and the
dreadful fate of the second death awaits EVERYONE unless their
names are written in the book of life. The second death is not instant
destruction but more of an eternal reduction in the lake of fire. All
those who have rejected Christ are servants of Satan, usually
unwitting, and their own actions will condemn them to suffer his
fate.
The very last of God's acts of wrath is described in 20:15. The earth
has been purged and every enemy of God consigned to their eternal
fate. After that the world and the survivors of mankind will receive
unalloyed blessing from His hand. The times of wrath are over for
ever.

Death Destroyed
 Even “death and Hades” are thrown into the fire. We are told in 1
Corinthians 15:25/6 that Christ must reign until he has defeated all
his enemies and that the very last to be defeated will be death itself.
We might think it odd that death should be seen as God's enemy
since it was He who first condemned us all to suffer death in the
beginning. But, as the early chapters of Genesis suggest, it was never
His will that we should either sin or die.
Furthermore, Christ has taken our side in the argument with death.
When he became a man, sharing our flesh, and he (as judge) offered
to forgive our sins he took upon himself the guilt of our sinfulness
and the punishment which that entailed. He made death His enemy.
He subjected Himself to death, and then He rose to become the
nemesis of death.
By suffering death Jesus was defeating it and emptying it of its
power. His victory will be completed on the day of general



resurrection. After that there will be no more dying (Revelation
21:4).
In the same way Hades will be destroyed. That odd “in-between”
state in which our souls exist apart from their proper homes
(appropriate bodies) will be done away with. The abode of the dead
will have been emptied and everyone will have gone to the
resurrection of either the saved or the condemned.
The first death and Hades were necessary and good only as a
temporary response by God to the abnormal state of mankind while
we were in an unresolved rebellion against Him. When perfect
justice is restored there will be no place for them. They are thrown
into the Lake of Fire to show that they belonged to the state of
rebellion and spiritual anarchy which Satan and sinful man
embraced.



The Holy City – The Church
Complete

Revelation 21:1-22:6
The first verse of chapter twenty one marks the most complete break
in the whole Revelation narrative. It describes a moment in the
future when all of creation will undergo a marvellous and thorough
change.
The great sequence which began with the resurrected Christ taking
his authority and opening the scroll has now been completed. The
seventh seal led on to the trumpets, the seventh trumpet led on to
the bowls of wrath, the seventh bowl led on to the defeat and
sentencing of all God's enemies. The ministry of Christ was
completed when he judged the world in righteousness and there
remains an unnumbered multitude who have come through this
period saved by His blood.
Another sequence of seven ends here and that is the seven days of
this current creation. The open ended seventh day of Genesis 2:2
marks God's rest from creation and that day of rest has not yet ended
(see Hebrews 4:1-11). Unlike the six creative days which all ended
with an “evening and morning” the seventh day of rest has
continued. God has always been active in other respects, of course, as
Jesus reminds us in John 5:17, but it has not been of the order of
those first days.
Now, with the new creation, God arises from His rest and so the cycle
of seven which began in Genesis 1:3 ends in Revelation 20:15 and a
new day begins in 21:1. This is the new eternal day promised in
Zechariah 14:6-11.
We have seen the earth shattered under a series of judgements and
we would expect to see it renewed or replaced. What may be more
surprising is that there will also be a NEW HEAVEN. But remember
that a major theme of Revelation has been that it is events in the
spiritual realm which shape and largely determine the events on
earth. We needed an “unveiling” so that we could see beyond the
visible into the hidden heavenly realities and so learn that the



heavens need renewal as much as the visible creation. It is therefore
appropriate that the new heaven is announced prior to the new
earth.
Furthermore, there have been promises that a time will come when
we shall know God in a new way; He is the One “who is to come”
(Revelation 1:4 etc. ) and in 3:12 we have the exciting and mysterious
promise of dwelling in the New Jerusalem, the City of God. Until
now heaven has been represented in the imagery of the tabernacle or
temple found in the Law of Moses. In the last two chapters of the
Revelation new symbolism is used to describe the new degree of
intimate fellowship which God will enjoy with his people.
The four living creatures (corresponding to the Old Testament
cherubim) which were the guardians of the holiness of God are no
longer required to mount guard. There is no longer any barrier to
fellowship between the Holy One and His creation because every
person and all things will be perfectly holy.
The Christian hope is not merely a renewed earth (of which
Jehovah's Witnesses and Muslims dream) and neither is it a non-
human heavenly existence of “pure spirit”. We hope for a new heaven
and earth where the spiritual and material are perfectly wedded in a
new order of existence. We anticipate a new creation rather than a
renovation of heaven and earth.
Amateur sailors and swimming enthusiasts need not be disappointed
to read that “there will be no more sea”. This is a symbol of the
restless sea of humanity out of which the beast arose (see the
comments on Revelation 13:1 in Chapter 10). There will be no more
of the chaos caused by opposition to God's rule.
The aim and goal of every Christian is in the future. Our hope is not
for this life but for the resurrection and the abundant life to come.
When we turn from our sin to faith in Christ we become citizens of
the New Jerusalem.

Jerusalem—built by God
Jerusalem is not built by men. As this book slowly progressed in the
East End of London the cranes and girders of the new Canary Wharf



office development rose above the rooftops two miles to the south
and now fill the sky. Canary Wharf and every other creation of men
starts in the earth and works its way towards heaven; the City of God
comes down out of Heaven. The direction of this movement is very
important. The Kingdom of Heaven is given by God and cannot be
built by us.
The building is going on now. As people turn to God and develop in
the obedience of faith so they are built up as Christians and each one
is part and parcel of the great work of God which we cannot see in its
wholeness but which will be revealed at the judgement day. The only
thing in this present age which is described as a “new creation” is the
hidden work of the Holy Spirit in people as He creates a new heart
and a new faith in those He saves (see 2 Corinthians 5:16-19 and
Galatians 6:15). The great significance of this present work of God
will only be fully revealed when we see believers of every generation
resurrected and glorified together in the new Jerusalem.
God says “I am making everything new” (v5). This old creation is
tired—polluted by the sin of men and weakened by the curse of God.
When the wrath of God has come in its full severity the first creation
will have been thoroughly disrupted. But a time is coming when the
creative power of God will be unleashed in abundance and every
cause of grief and pain will be banished.
The marvellous thing about v.4 is the personal promise that each
believer will know the individual ministry of the Almighty wiping
away each tear. Every loved one lost to Hell, every ingrained bitter
memory, every scar of this life will be eased and healed by the direct
gift of the Father. There is currently a vogue for “healing of
memories” in the church, some of which skirts very close to magical
practices. We may be rightly sceptical about the value and methods
of such a ministry but the need which it attempts to address is real.
Full healing awaits us in the new creation.

Jerusalem is a bride
Twice Jerusalem is introduced as the bride, the wife of Christ
(21:2,9). Perhaps we should imagine Mendelsohn's Wedding March
playing as the city makes its grand entrance! We have already been



introduced to this bride in Revelation 19:7-8 where we have seen that
the beautiful clothes are the white robes of righteousness. The
engagement, the time of the pledge of faith, is over and the
relationship between God and His people now enters a new stage of
joy and satisfaction.
In this life we are betrothed to Christ, pledged through faith by
baptism. Yet we are apart from our divine husband and know him
only through the go-between work of the Holy Spirit. Just as engaged
couples look forward to a deeper relationship to come, so we look
forward to knowing Jesus better.
It is our business to stay faithful to him and love no other. God must
have no competitors for our adoration and obedience. Like a skilful
bride making her wedding dress we need to make ourselves ready by
doing those good deeds He has already prepared for us. Even as we
serve him we remember that our lives have no merit in themselves
but only as they are “washed by the blood of the Lamb”.

Jerusalem—home of the saints
Only those who overcome will inherit the joys of Jerusalem (21:7,8).
Here is an echo and restatement of the promises and warnings of the
seven letters to the churches. The Revelation is an intensely practical
book which shows us the future so that we may live and act now in a
way which prepares for it. We have a part to play in the great
purposes of God and a hope of sharing in the new work which He will
do.
Christians must be saints. Yes, even you! Right now, we are made
holy by the blood of Christ and our adoption by God. In the
resurrection we shall be fully and actually holy by nature. But those
who stuck to the path of sin and refused Christ will be lost for ever
(vs.8,27).
The saints of both Old and New Testaments will be there—
Jerusalem's gates are open for the tribes of Israel (v.12) and her
foundation stones are the apostles of Jesus's church.
We have seen that the relationship between the synagogues and the
churches was a matter of great concern to the early church. Their



bibles promised a day when Jew and Gentile would be united in the
Kingdom of the Messiah but their experience was one of ever-
deepening hostility on the part of those Jews who would not believe
in Jesus. The letters of Paul make clear the tensions within the
church caused by this breach with many Hebrew christians feeling
the strain and some falling away.
The 144,000 saved Israelites are an important element in Revelation
which shows that God's purposes for Israel did not fail. They will join
with Gentile believers in the new City of God. There is only One God
and Saviour so there will ultimately be only one people of God. We
find it impossible on earth to have social unity without uniformity.
The greatest oppressors of mankind have been those who wanted to
bring us to unity! In the new City whatever is good in the religious
heritage of God's people will be maintained; both the Patriarchs and
Apostles will be honoured and remembered (Revelation 21:12,13).
Even during this vision of the future there are sharp warnings to
avoid sin and to be brave in the face of suffering (v.8,27). There are
also promises that we will have help as we travel as pilgrims towards
our new home (v6 is a promise of refreshment and help from the
Holy Spirit). We must be SAINTS. If we don't make ourselves ready
and keep persevering we cannot share in the promised world.
Those of us who believe in Christ should be meditating often on this
picture of our future. It sums up and gathers together all the
promises of God and all the hopes of His people in a wonderful
whole.
It is impossible to judge how literally we should take this vision. The
transparent gold and the 1,400 mile cubic shape are almost certainly
symbolic but we should fully absorb what these symbols are saying.
We have a wonderful future, better than we can imagine, in a new
creation in unhindered fellowship with God. We are people who live
for that future.

Jerusalem, God's dwelling place
The main message of chapter twenty one is announced in verse
three: God and men living together.



This is an astounding and wonderful promise to think about and is
the fulfilment of a theme which recurs throughout scripture. God's
intention to have His people, among whom He can dwell, is
contradicted by the fact that unhindered fellowship is impossible
between sinners and the Holy One. In the sacrifice of the cross Christ
has mended the breach and the full fruit of His work will be enjoyed
in the new world of the resurrection.
The city is a huge cube (v16). The reason for this strange shape is
because that was the shape of the Most Holy Place in the temple of
Solomon (1 Kings 6:20). That was the place where man (in the
person of the high priest of Israel) briefly came near to God.
In the resurrection man and God will live together in the closest
possible relationship. There will be no temple because fellowship
with God will be completely unhindered (v22). Just as the Sun floods
the Earth with light so the light of the presence of the Trinity will
flood the city (v23).
The old temple was full of beauty and wealth, a glimpse of heaven on
earth. Everywhere there was to be gold and precious stones. These
symbols are taken up, stretched and filled with profound meaning in
these chapters. Just as it was very important that the most beautiful
place in Israel was where God had promised to dwell and be known,
so we are meant to learn that the New Jerusalem, where God will be
fully known, will be the most beautiful thing even the angels have
seen. “How lovely is thy dwelling place, O Lord of Hosts!”.
In Jewish weddings the bridegroom would come to his bride's home,
take her to a wedding feast and then take her to His home. After the
wedding feast of ch.19 comes the homecoming of ch.21..
Often our hopes of heaven are pathetically unambitious. We may just
look forward to meeting deceased loved ones or simply to a measure
of relief and rest but God invites us to let greater hopes and
ambitions fill our hearts. We shall be glorious, holy, and totally in
love with God in a beautiful new universe.

Jerusalem is where God rules



God's blessing is found where He is King. The gospel is Good News
about a KINGDOM (Matthew 3:1, 4:17 etc.). Therefore we cannot go
to heaven where God's Throne is established if we are not His
subjects now.
The blessing of being in God's immediate presence is only for those
who willingly serve the Lord (22:3)—in fact it is the highest of all
titles to be styled a servant of God. The “mark of the beast” was a
shameful label but the mark of God's name will be worn with pride.
This honour can be ours now and will be our greatest privilege in the
world to come.
From God's throne comes the light and life of the city (21:1-5) such
that everyone basks in that constant radiance. Furthermore, the
Spirit of Abundant Life flows in a pure, life-giving torrent from that
same throne, bringing joy to every inhabitant.
We are so anti-authoritarian that we find it difficult to understand
how it can be such a blessing to be under the direct rule of God. We
are right to suspect the motive of earthly rulers when they try to seize
absolute power but God is utterly different from man in this regard.
We can only receive blessing from the throne—i.e. it is in full and
willing submission to His authority that we find the blessing and
peace we desire.
Even in this life, every faithful christian will confess that the service
of God is our most perfect freedom and highest blessing. In the life to
come that joy will be complete. As Isaac Watts once wrote “Blessings
abound wher'ere He reigns”.
The description of the church in these verses is so beautiful that we
may be tempted to see it as an impossible dream or some high ideal
towards which we may strive but which we will never attain. God
wants us to know this will CERTAINLY happen (v.6) and the time is
“soon”—sooner than we think. God's Kingdom will come.

Jerusalem is a city
Heaven is a city. The infancy of man was in a garden, our coming of
age will be in the City of God.



For many people the work of Christ is seen as being merely
restorative—picking up the stitches dropped by Adam and returning
to something like the position he enjoyed before the fall in Genesis
three. This is a serious failure to understand the creative scope and
power of Christ's achievement on the cross.
The history of the world, with the development of technology, culture
and society is not to be totally wiped out but will be redeemed. We
can not go back to the garden because that was never meant to be our
destination but was merely the beginning of mankind's journey of
development.
Sometimes we assume that we are nearer to God when we are in the
country or a lonely place. I wonder if we have really understood that
we are being prepared for redeemed city life!
It is obviously pointless to speculate on what might have been had
Adam not fallen but the command of God in Genesis 1:28 to “fill the
earth and subdue it” was obviously pregnant with possibilities of
creative development. Those possibilities have been perverted and
high-jacked but they are not evil in themselves. Man has inevitably
become an urban creature in the last few centuries and the evils of
urbanisation are everywhere to be seen but the answer which God
will provide is not a return to primitive innocence but a redemption
and transformation. At least a part of the city is being washed by the
blood of Christ and prepared for a glorious future.
The idea of a city is of a holy society in which each person is related
to the whole and within which there can be great diversity. Even now
we find a joy in each other which is a hint of the holy society to come.
The Christian life is a team experience with each member of the
church having some gift of grace to be shared as the church builds
itself up. The goal for a mature christian is not heroic independence
but loving interdependence. This ideal will be complete in Glory.
I write as a member of a relatively poor inner London church and I
look with sadness on the great numbers of christian people who have
turned their backs on this intensely urban experience of life for the
more urbane life of the suburbs (and everywhere in Britain is a
suburb now). It is my personal belief that a real and deep revival of



faith will come out of the heart of the city since such things are
always creative works of God and He is building a CITY.
The suburb is neither the garden of Eden nor the City of God and,
with its shallow compromised religion, resembles closely the
Laodicean church of Revelation 3:14-22. In its healthy times,
Christianity has usually been a faith of the cities. Christians who have
a hope to share in the City which is to come might do well to come in
and learn in the city which is here today.
The city of God is fabulously wealthy. Just as the treasures of Egypt
were showered on the Jews when God saved them (Exodus 12:36) so
all the real treasures of human culture and history will come into the
redeemed church (21:24-26).

Jerusalem includes the blessings of Eden
Nothing good has been lost from Eden. The garden was watered by
the four great rivers of Genesis 2:10-14 but the city is watered with
the water of life (22:1). The tree of life seems to have been a single
tree in the garden but it has become a veritable orchard in the city
22:2. The image may be of a giant tree straddling the river but a
more likely (and beautiful) image is of a profusion of trees lining the
banks of the river of life.
The healing presence of the tree and the year-round provision of its
sustaining fruit is the sign of unlimited blessing so we now
understand what is stated clearly in 22:3—“No longer will there be
any more curse”.
The banishment from Eden was just one of a series of curses spoken
by God. The curse on the ground, the curse on child bearing and the
curse of death have lain heavily on mankind ever since. Trivial and
shallow thinkers attribute the hardships of life and death to mere
chance or, if they are religious, to Satan or human sin. Much of
human suffering and grief is the consequence of the curses spoken by
God and if we are to have a happy future we need to know that the
curse has been lifted.
The theme of the curse is neglected by modern writers and preachers
but it does have a central place in biblical theology. It is therefore



crucial to understand that on the cross the Lord Jesus Christ
“became a curse” to save us from it (Galatians 3:10-15).
Because there will no longer be any curse we shall return to the peace
with God which was lost in the garden.

We can't see Jerusalem yet
 Verse 22:6 tells us that this vision is true and should be trusted even
though it is not yet fulfilled.
Many errors in the christian faith come from the natural human
desire to create in the present those things which God has promised
for the future. In particular the desire of the Roman Catholic and
Greek Orthodox denominations (among many others) to create a
visible “city of God” in the shape of a universal, uniform church on
earth is an attempt to erect a structure which anticipates the New
Jerusalem. Much ecumenism has the same desire.
All such efforts result in shame and repression because they are
attempts to manufacture in this age what God will reveal in the next.
To some extent the existence of the one true church of Christ is a
matter of faith—we believe that one day we will be revealed in our
glory—but not yet (Romans 8:18-21, 1 John 3:2).
This does not mean that we should give up on loving dialogue and
mutual respect. We believe that all believers are one in Christ and
that there is one universal church of all those, alive and dead, who
have been redeemed by his blood. The mistake lies in trying to
actualise and organise it in this stage of history.
The word “church” in the Revelation ALWAYS describes an actual
body of people meeting together and it is NEVER used as a collective
term for all christians in a territory or in the world. We are in the
unscriptural habit of talking about “the church” in this wider and
more general way. Such a habit of speech is harmless in itself but we
must regularly remind ourselves that the word refers either to this
final manifestation of the whole city of God or to an individual
congregation. Hence, Christ writes to the “seven churches in the
province of Asia” (1:4) rather than to the “Asian church” or “Church
of Asia”.



We will not see the church in her unity and beauty now and yet we do
gain a glimpse of what Jesus is building in heaven whenever we meet
servants of God who humbly seek and do His will.



Angels, Prophets and Scripture
Revelation 22:6-21

Scripture is far more than a source book of spiritual information. The
Bible is God Preaching. It is purposeful teaching; truth with an aim
and goal. And the purpose is the salvation of many.
The end of this book is as if a great dramatic play has ended in v.6,
the curtain has closed, the theatre lights have come on and now the
Author steps onto the stage to challenge us, the audience, to respond.
The book we have just read is the work of a man, John, and it is a
masterpiece from a purely human point of view. Great themes have
been deftly handled by a man who was a master of the scriptures and
prophetic images. The Revelation of John is all this and more
besides. It is the word of God.
One mark of Evangelical Christian faith is our confidence in VERBAL
inspiration. We believe every word of the original Greek and Hebrew
in our bibles has come from God's mouth. This faith in the bible is
not new—a strong belief in scripture has been characteristic of
orthodox Christians through the centuries because the biblical
writings themselves claim just this authority.
This glorious book of the Revelation ends with a series of ringing
statements about its inspiration mixed with great promises and
warnings about taking its words seriously as the voice of God.

The spirits of the prophets
When God chose to bring His word to men in a precise way He
inspired the prophets, using angels to bring that word to men
(Hebrews 2:2), and Revelation 22:6 tells us that He has done the
same with John.
Although there is a fair amount of teaching in the bible about angels
and they obviously play a very important role in executing God's will
in the world most christians are very ignorant of their purpose and
some of us are even sceptical about their very existence.
There are many misunderstandings about angels. They certainly are
not the semi-naked flying babies of which painters and sculptors are



fond. In fact they are glorious and frightening creatures which men
mistake for gods! Twice John falls to his knees to worship and has to
be commanded not to do such an idolatrous act! (See 19:10, 22:8.) If
even John was tempted in this way, perhaps it is a good thing that
angels hide their forms from us.
An angel (the word means “messenger”) is able to perfectly
communicate God's Word so that it is precisely His (v.16). Like a
perfectly functioning television or radio, nothing is lost in
transmission.

The unity of the prophets
In verse nine John is told that he is brother to all the prophets and a
fellow-servant with the angels of revelation. This means they are all
in agreement and share one task. The last book of Revelation does
not in any way contradict the earlier prophecies of either Old or New
Testaments. They all have the same infallible source and the same
purpose of communicating the will of the One God.
This means that the Bible really is ONE BOOK. There is one purpose
and message which comes from the prophetic brotherhood even
though their combined ministry spanned hundreds of years. People
who try to set one part of scripture against another or claim that only
part is inspired are therefore setting themselves against God. The
warning against tampering with this last book of the Bible (v18,19)
therefore applies to the whole of scripture. It is HOLY scripture.

The authority of the prophets
The message of God demands a response. The Bible exists to change
us and bring us to Christ. Therefore, it is meant to be published
(v.10) and obeyed.
The blessings of the Revelation are only for those who repent and
believe, so verse 17 is an urgent call from God and from the church to
everyone who reads or hears—“Come and receive the free gift of
God”. The invitation is from God, the Holy Spirit. Not only the Spirit
but also the bride, the perfected church calling from the future,
invites us to join her. Thirdly, let the call be announced also by “him
who hears”; whoever has understood the message of God has a



responsibility to pass on that message of future salvation and the
invitation it contains.
The unity of scripture is a result of its ONE FUNCTION. The purpose
of every prophet is to reveal Christ (19:10, John 5:39-40) and bring
us to His feet (Rev.22:16-17).
Since the words of the prophets contained in the scripture have been
inspired by the Spirit and perfectly mediated by angels they come
with all the authority of God speaking to His creatures. The Kingdom
of Christ and the high status of the bible are indissolubly linked
because He rules his people through his word.
Some people claim to be christians while dishonouring scripture (like
Modernist or disobedient believers) but the real disciple “trembles”
at his word (Isaiah 66:2). Others claim to be “Bible-believers”
without worshipping Christ (as in many cults) but they can not really
be paying attention to the word if they do not honour Jesus as being
fully equal to the One on the throne as the Revelation does.
If we recognise the authority of the prophets we will not worship
them (or their angels!) but we will yield to Jesus Christ as our Lord
and suffering Saviour.

The challenge
Will we respond to this terrible, yet glorious, future which God has
revealed? Will we wash our robes (v.14) by confessing sin and
repenting of the sins of v.15 and placing our trust in the blood of the
Lamb? Will we come to God for the free gift of the water of life (v.17)
—the Holy Spirit who alone can renew our hearts and keep us on the
road of faith?
This challenge calls on everyone to wait faithfully and hopefully for
the day of Christ's appearing. Verse eleven warns us that evil people
will persist in doing wrong. It is God's will that for the time being
sinners will be able to carry on and sometimes seem very successful
in their sin. But it is His will for us that we should continue to do
right, resist temptation and so honour Him. We have seen the
different ends to which these courses of life lead.



There is also a challenge to the churches to preach the gospel. The
Spirit and Bride together make the great invitation of v.17. If we are
to be the bride of Christ we should testify in unison with the Holy
Spirit to the Death, Resurrection and Reign of the Lord Jesus Christ.

The promise
“Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book.”
(v.7)
The promise of blessing is given to all who will respond even if they
deserve the curses of this book. The promise has three elements:

1. Forgiveness
The washed robes stand for God cleaning away the sin of our lives
and making us holy. Simply to be set free from the horrors of God's
vengeance is a wonderful promise in itself. It is far more than just a
psychological release from “guilt feelings” because it is a reprieve and
full pardon issued by the Judge of the world. On the day of wrath we
will be amazed to find we are completely shielded from the fire. Like
the three men who were thrown into the furnace we won't even smell
of smoke!(Daniel 3:27).

2. Eternal Life
We will receive the full inheritance of Eternal Life when we share in
the glorious new existence of the Resurrection. Then we will have the
right to the tree of life (v14)—Eternal and Abundant Life which
stands for all the blessings of perfect communion with God. Whilst
we anticipate the joys of that wonderful new life it is also a gift we
can taste now in part as we drink of the Spirit (v.17) and enjoy
acceptance with God.

3. The New Creation.
The city (v.14) which we are allowed to enter is the new creation. As
well as a living hope for our personal future we have a cosmic hope.
A renewed earth, a renewed ecology, a creation more vibrant and
beautiful than the one we know. The whole Universe will undergo a
wonderful resurrection. Just as we shall be greater and holier than
we can dream (though still human, of course) so our home will



match our new condition. What new wonders of God's handiwork
will we explore then?

The End
All this is for the praise and glory of God. Great in creation, great in
salvation. In that day we who believe will be in the throng of
Revelation 7:9-10 and our great joy will be to shout with all our
power “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne and to
the Lamb.”
May all God's people praise Him.


	Welcome
	Contents
	Introduction (You need to read this)
	Christ at the Centre
	Christ and His Churches
	The Eternal Worship of God
	The Triumph of the Lion/Lamb
	Christ's Reign Begins
	What Is Going On?
	The Scroll Unfolds
	God's Word at Work
	Looking Forward To The Judgement
	War in Heaven and Churches under Stress
	Life And Its Consequences
	God's Complete Wrath Poured Out
	The Wicked City
	Babylon's Fate And The Warning To Leave
	Satan Bound, Released And Condemned
	The Day of Judgement
	The Holy City – The Church Complete
	Angels, Prophets and Scripture

