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WHAT MUST SOON TAKE PLACE
(Revelation 1:1-8)


We are beginning the study of the most unusual, perhaps the most perplexing book in the Bible, the last book in the New Testament, the Revelation of St. John.  The reason for this perplexity is the unusual style in which it is written, truly unlike anything else in the Bible (some of the writings of the prophets like Ezekiel and Zechariah come closest).  And the vivid imagery is sometimes curious, sometimes shocking, and always interesting.  


But the real question is not in the details like “who are the 144,000” or “what is the horn of the beast that seemed to die, but was alive” or “who are the two witnesses of chapter 11”, or “what does the number of the beast--666--signify.”  The real question is in the broad purpose of the writing.  God sent a message through his servant John.  To whom is this message intended, and what does the message signify?  The answer to this larger question will largely determine the details of the book.  How should we interpret this book?  

I.  A “LITERAL” INTERPRETATION?  


Should we take the book of Revelation “literally”?  And the answer is, “of course!” depending upon your understanding of the term “literally”.  We are people of the book.  We believe that this book, the Bible, is the very Word of God written, inspired, inerrant, infallible; and authoritative.  We take the words of the Bible seriously, because we believe that though they are the words of men, they are also the words of God, the very message God intended to deliver to us.  And so we take the Bible literally.


But the Protestant Reformers were quick to define the term “literally”.  Notice the close connection between the word “literal” and the word “literature.”  The Reformers argued that the Bible was to be understood in its “sensus literalis”, that is, in the same way we would read any other work of literature.  And the Bible contains different kinds of literature.  There is history, intended to be read as history, there is prophecy which has its own sense and pattern.  There is poetry, which depends largely on imagery, on metaphors and similes, on descriptive terms, that are to be understood in that sense.  


For example, in 1 Samuel 17, we read of an encounter between a young man and a seasoned warrior who was nearly ten feet tall:  


45  David said to the Philistine, "You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied.  46  This day the LORD will hand you over to me, and I'll strike you down and cut off your head. Today I will give the carcasses of the Philistine army to the birds of the air and the beasts of the earth, and the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel.  47  All those gathered here will know that it is not by sword or spear that the LORD saves; for the battle is the Lord's, and he will give all of you into our hands."


48  As the Philistine moved closer to attack him, David ran quickly toward the battle line to meet him.  49  Reaching into his bag and taking out a stone, he slung it and struck the Philistine on the forehead. The stone sank into his forehead, and he fell facedown on the ground.  50  So David triumphed over the Philistine with a sling and a stone; without a sword in his hand he struck down the Philistine and killed him. (1 Samuel 17:45-50) 

Now the book of 1 Samuel is a type of literature known as prose, or narrative, or history.  It purports to offer facts, arranged in an orderly manner.  And we take this literature “literally” by saying that on a certain day in a certain year, a young Israelite from the tribe of Judah killed a nine-and-a-half foot tall Philistine soldier with a slingshot.  


But page over to the book called, Song of Songs, to chapter four, and listen to this man’s description of the woman he loves.  


1  How beautiful you are, my darling! Oh, how beautiful! Your eyes behind your veil are doves. Your hair is like a flock of goats descending from Mount Gilead.  2  Your teeth are like a flock of sheep just shorn, coming up from the washing. Each has its twin; not one of them is alone.  3  Your lips are like a scarlet ribbon; your mouth is lovely. Your temples behind your veil are like the halves of a pomegranate.  (Song of Songs 4:1-3)

Now if we read this as straightforward prose, as narrative or history, we would picture something monstrous and ghastly.  This woman has an enormous head composed of various types of birds, fruit and livestock.  But Song of Songs is not prose, it is poetry.  And if you read it this way, it makes sense:  this woman is quite a looker.  


The book of Revelation needs to be read “literally” that is, for the type of literature that it is.  The book is filled with images and symbols, which need to be understood as such.  


I haven’t read any of the newer books that try to cast the message of Revelation in a modern day perspective (like the “Left Behind”) series.  But I have read several from years past.  And what strikes me about these types of books is that they try to “have their cake and eat it too”.  For some of the images in Revelation, the books I read insisted on a wooden kind of literalness that denied imagery or symbolism.  So the locusts that came up out of the abyss with the power to inflict torture on the people in chapter nine were either literal stinging locusts of some monstrous. mutated variety, or weapons of war like helicopters which resembled locusts.  But in these books, the beasts of chapter 13, which John describes as horribly ugly having multiple heads and horns were invariably normal looking though demonic human beings wearing business suits.  


John’s writing in the Revelation is a class of literature by itself.  The closest it is to any recognized form is “apocalyptic” literature which was popular for the 300 years between BC 200 to AD 100.  Apocalyptic literature varied somewhat, but usually it was purportedly a revelation by an angel or by God to some great figure from history, Abraham, Moses, Ezra).  It was filled with bizarre symbolism.  It was written in troubling times, and was a message to encourage the struggling faithful.  God would have the last word.  He would deliver them and destroy evil, usually through the coming of his Messiah.  This writing was usually pessimistic about the present world, and looked ultimately to God for salvation.  This message was then supposedly sealed up by the writer in ages past, and only recently discovered, just in time for the present crisis.  


Often the apocalyptic writing offered a rehearsal of the events leading up to the present.  These events were supposedly foretold to the ancient person as a prophecy, and viola, they all came true.  This was supposed to give validity to the rest of the message.  


While the Revelation incorporates some of this style (the first word in the Greek is actually “apokalupsis”), there are significant differences.  The writer here is not some ancient, but a contemporary.  It speaks of events which are not in the past but which are all “yet to come”.  Unlike apocalyptic literature, there is also great attention on moral considerations.  The Revelation does not share the pessimism of the apocalyptic, and while in the apocalyptic, the writer looks forward to the coming of God’s Messiah, in the Revelation the Messiah has already come.  Still, because of the similarity to the apocalyptic, we should assume that the imagery and symbols in Revelation are just that, images and symbols, not to be taken in a woodenly literal sense.  

II.  AUTHORSHIP.

The author of the Revelation (who calls himself “John”) is most probably John the apostle, brother of James, one of the three closest disciples of Jesus, the author of the Gospel of John and the three letters of John.  Some dispute this, chiefly because the language and style of Revelation is so very different from John’s other writings.  But the testimony of the early church fathers is that John the Apostle was the author of this book.  

III.  INTERPRETATION OF REVELATION.

And there are four main interpretations of the Revelation.  There are four basic schools of thought as to what John is writing about:  the preterist, the idealist, the historical and the futurist.  


1.  The Preterist view holds that the Revelation was written to its original readers, that it describes events that took place in their time, and that the images and symbols, refer to current events of the day and that its prophecies have already been fulfilled long ago.


According to the preterist view, the struggle in the revelation was between the beast (which is Rome) and the church.  The beast which demanded worship was the Roman Emperor.  Some of the Roman Caesars did consider themselves gods and even demanded worship.  In the year AD 155, Polycarp, an early Christian leader, was burned to death because he refused to sacrifice to Caesar.  Anybody want to guess what the numerical value of the name “Caesar Nero”?  That’s right, “666”.  According to the preterist view, all or most of the events depicted in Revelation have already taken place about 1900 years ago.  


The advantage of the preterist view is that it follows a fundamental rule of biblical interpretation.  The Scriptures were written primarily to their first readers.  They remain the Word of God to us, but only in a secondary sense.  The disadvantage is that it makes the book of Revelation practically useless to the rest of us since it has already been completely fulfilled.  


2.  The Idealist view is that the Revelation does not refer to any historical events, neither in ancient times, nor in any time.  Rather, the Revelation is concerned to set forth ideals or principles of God’s actions throughout human history.  Theological concepts are set in poetic manner, and conclusions should only be broad and general.  


The advantage of the idealist view is that the book is then “relevant” for any time or age.  The disadvantage is that it doesn’t really tell us anything specific.  Few accept the idealist view.  John probably had something more to say that simply “God will win in the end”.  


3.  The Historicist view is interesting.  It holds that the Revelation is really an unfolding of all of history, from the time of Christ, up to the end.  Rather than bound only to the days of the early church or to the days of the end times, the book describes what is going to happen in every age.  


This view was popular during the Reformation period where the beast was equated with the Catholic Church and the Pope.  And with a clever imagination, one could fit historical events into the symbols and images of the Revelation.  This view has the advantage of making Revelation applicable to the whole church age, but it is quite doubtful.  For one thing, it’s hard to understand why God would give us a book that would only describe Western Civilization, and not the advance of the church in other parts of the world.  For another thing, if this is the case, then this book had little to do with the early church situation.  For the first readers, the Revelation must have been a complete and unsolvable puzzle, and not very helpful.  And the final nail in the coffin of the historicist view is that the various schemes that have been suggested do not agree with one another, and are in fact irreconcilable.  


4.  The fourth view is the most prominent one today (also the most recent one).  It is the interpretation of Revelation I was taught, and probably you were taught.  It is the interpretation of the “Left Behind” book series.  And it is the interpretation that I am becoming more and more to doubt.  It is the futurist view, which holds that, except for the first few chapters, the book has entirely to do with the last few years of human history, the so-called “end times”, just before the return of Christ.  This view makes for exciting novels and action-packed movies, including those produced by Christians and non-Christians alike.       


But the main problem is that this view completely ignores the circumstances of the first readers, the often hard-pressed and persecuted early church.  It would have little information applicable to them, and would be of little help to them, beyond a mere “God will win in the end.”  As Bible scholar Leon Morris observes:  “This robs the book of all significance for the early Christians and, indeed, for all subsequent generations right up to the last.”


So if none of these four views is very satisfying, what are we to make of the Revelation?  What purpose does it play?  What help is it to any of us in any generation?  


I think the answer to this is to be found in a combination of the three of these views.  There are some parts of the Revelation (perhaps most of the book) that were clearly intended for the first readers.  They would have read them and understood them and found great help and comfort in them.  There are parts that are clearly not yet fulfilled and are of great interest to those of us living and dying today.  And in the whole book, there is an overwhelming sense of the God who in control of all things, and who will have his way.  


David killed Goliath.  That is a 3000 year old fact of history.  It happened once and was never repeated.  And yet there is much hope and strength in that story.  God can deliver his people against incredible odds, but only those who trust him.  In the first century, God’s people were helpless and nearly hopeless, facing a giant of a beast called “Rome” that would become increasingly menacing and hostile.  Not a few Christians would die in the jaws of this beast.  The Revelation was addressed to them.  But we can read it, too.  And it contains a clear message for us as well.


Let me leave you with one image that I think describes the message of the Revelation.  


Do you remember that old movie, The Wizard of Oz?  After the four return with the broomstick of the witch and stand before the “Great and Terrible Oz”, the dog pulls back a curtain, and there is a man at the controls of a machine.  He, in fact, is Oz, creating the image of this spectacle that so frightens them.  


Now this illustration doesn’t work very well, except for this:  in the Revelation, God draws back the curtain and we are allowed a glimpse of what’s really going on in this world.  We are easily so frightened by the many loud and boisterous calamities, “wars and rumors of wars”, clamoring for our attention, threatening us, demanding that we capitulate and give up our faith.  But behind and beyond all of this is the One seated on the throne, and the Lion who is the Lamb, looking as though he were slain.  And all who can truly see have fixed their gaze on these.  And from this throne issue forth terrible judgments upon the earth, upon those who follow the beast and his ways.  
And yet, God has sealed those who are his own, and they cannot be touched by his judgment. Instead, these are led forward with the Lamb who is their Shepherd, to the place before the throne of God, where he spreads his tent over them, beyond any harm, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. 


In the coming weeks, we’re going to look into these things in the book of Revelation.  God himself has drawn back the curtain for us.  Let’s go inside and see what’s really happening in this world.  That would mean a look at what God is doing in the world, because when we look behind the curtain we see a Throne.    

THE ONE AMONG THE LAMPSTANDS

(Revelation 1:9-20)


We learn from the very beginning of the Revelation that it’s a letter addressed to people who are suffering, and written from one who is likewise suffering.   So this book is not some obscure writing that deals with odd and incomprehensible events that have no correlation to anyone we know, but this book is for those who are suffering, and that includes all of God’s people from time to time.  Perhaps the most popular interpretation Revelation suggests that Christians will be removed from the world before this kind of suffering begins, but that seems completely contrary to what John states here.  


I remind you that this “John” is most likely the Apostle John, author of the Gospel and the three letters, close companion to our Lord Jesus.  His own suffering was to be banished to the Roman penal colony on the small island of Patmos because of the offense of the Word of God and his testimony for Jesus Christ.


He writes a message to seven churches in Asia Minor:  Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.  As we will see next time, each of these churches is suffering.  The suffering is in the form of an attack prompted by Satan, the evil one, seeking to destroy them by various means.  We often think of the Devil’s attack only in the form of temptation, but I am convinced from Scripture that every kind of hardship against us is also an attack from the evil one.  We learn from the book of Job that God permits Satan to strike his people with all manner of trouble.  But we also learn from the story of Joseph in Genesis 50 that even though Satan intends his attacks to harm us, yet God intends them for our good.  Next week we want to consider the various ways that we may find ourselves under attack as we look at the particular situations of these seven churches.  


But the image that fills all our vision is what John reports seeing.  It is the Lord Jesus Christ.  We must look to Jesus in all our suffering, for only Jesus can help us in our time of need.  Only Christ will sustain you in all your troubles.  

I. LOOK TO CHRIST IN HIS MAJESTY.


Christ is incomparably great.  There is no one like him.  And you must be convinced of this, because we tend to treasure and prize that which we think is of most value.  We tend to make that our “god”.  But Jesus Christ really is God!


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.

This is undoubtedly the Lord Jesus Christ, but what a different picture we have of him other than the Gospels.  John borrows several images from the Old Testament to describe him.  He is someone “like a son of man”, from Daniel 7, an exalted human figure who was given everlasting authority and dominion over all peoples and nations.  He is dressed in the priestly garb of a robe with a royal, golden sash, showing his surpassing holiness and purity.  His head and hair are white.  In Daniel’s vision this is a description of God, showing the wisdom of the Ancient of Days.  He sees all and is able to burn away all impurity with his eyes of blazing fire.  His feet are compared to “bronze glowing in a furnace”.  Bronze was often used in weapons of warfare, stressing his judgment and power to carry it out.  And his authoritative voice “like the sound of rushing waters” commands attention.  His very word executes his judgment, for his word is like a sword coming out of his mouth, and his face is too brilliant to behold, shining with the glory of God.  John’s appropriate response is to collapse in his presence. 


Have you forgotten the majesty of the Lord Jesus Christ?  Here is the unchallengeable and unassailable and incomparable Master of the universe.  Who could stand against him?  Who could evade the gaze of his eyes of glowing fire?  Who could elude the command of him whose voice is the sound of rushing waters?  Who could escape the judgment of the One whose word is a razor-sharp sword? Have you forgotten the majesty of the Lord Jesus Christ? 


The original temptation was to lower the majesty of God.  In the Garden our first parents were tempted to think that they could be as worthy as God.  Jesus Christ is great, but a new car or a new home would be better.  Jesus Christ is wonderful, but popularity, to be a part of the “in crowd” is much more wonderful.  Jesus Christ is nice, but to have an easy life, an early retirement, a pampered existence would be much nicer.  


Let’s not forget, many of the first readers weren’t tempted with a new car or popularity or an easy life.  Many of them were simply trying not to have their home confiscated, seeking to avoid prosecution, trying to stay alive.  Was all this harm and hardship and harassment really worth it? No, not if it was for the sake of some religion.  But any loss, any deprivation, any suffering is worth it for the sake of the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus the Lord, possessing his gift of righteousness and reconciliation with almighty God (cf. Philippians 3:7-11).   


In all your trials and need, you must look to Christ as the truly great and incomparable One, the One whom you love and adore.  He is the only truly worthy prize and treasure.  If you possess him, you possess all. If you do not know him, then you know only loss.  You must look to Christ 


But John sees more.  He sees Christ as the victorious One.  And we must…

II. LOOK TO CHRIST IN HIS VICTORY.


The Voice which is the sound of rushing water speaks:  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.

Christ speaks of those events to which John himself was an eyewitness.  John was there at the cross, standing with Mary, Jesus’ mother.  He knew Jesus was arrested, run through a sham of a trial, sentenced to the worst form of death, and then executed by being nailed to a cross.  John saw that Jesus was dead.  But John was among those who also saw the Risen Christ.  John had run to the empty tomb, too upset to enter in until Peter caught up to him and went in first.  John saw the empty graveclothes and believed that Jesus was alive.  And then Jesus appeared to John and the other disciples, alive forever more.  


But this was more than a mere resuscitation.  This was a conquest.  He defeated Satan on the cross, dying in the place of his people, taking our punishment so that we could be forgiven and reconciled to God.  And then he rose again, defeating death.  By his death and glorious resurrection, he has won authority over death and Hades (or the grave).  The final boundary has been breached.  Death is no longer a point of no return, not for Christ and all who trust in him.  John writes to people who were suffering, some were being arrested for their faith as John had been, and some were being sentenced to death, the ultimate loss.  But Jesus is saying that it is no longer so ultimate a loss, for he has already conquered death and he has the keys of death and the grave.  He possesses the power of resurrection and everlasting life.


Death is really the ultimate form of suffering and loss.  When someone dies they lose all the pleasures of this world; they are cut off from all their possessions and all the people who were so important to them.  We speak of death on the battlefield as the ultimate sacrifice and of the death penalty as the ultimate punishment.  But Christ has defeated death!  He is victorious over death.  


It’s a truth we would do well to accept and embrace quickly with all our hearts.  When we look to ourselves we find only failure, inadequacy and compromise.  That’s why we are taught to pray daily “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors”.  The human condition which we all share is one of continual spiritual incompetence and defectiveness.  But when we look to Christ we see his complete and resounding victory.  He has succeeded in every way; he has overcome; he is the conquering Champion.    


In all your hurts and heartaches, you must look to Christ as the one who has suffered shame and loss and death for our sakes, but who has conquered death and the grave and is triumphant over all.  He has taken the sting out of death.  He has won for us everlasting life.  And he can grant you the power to overcome, if you will look to him and trust in him.  


We must look to Christ in his majesty, his victory and 

III. LOOK TO CHRIST IN HIS IMMANENCY. 


John sees the exalted Lord Jesus Christ whom he knew on earth, who called him his “friend”, and now in whose glorious presence he collapses in awestruck terror.  Question:  Where is this high and majestic Lord Jesus according to this text? What is his location?  Look at verses 12-13:  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.  


OK, we know his location.  The exalted Lord Jesus is “among the lampstands.”  But what are the lampstands?  We don’t need to guess because John tells us in verses 19-20:  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.

The lampstands are symbols for those seven churches mentioned earlier:  Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.  The church is depicted here as a lampstand, not a lamp.  The Word of God is the lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path.  But the church is to be a lampstand, holding up the shining light, sending forth the life-giving and saving Word of God.


Now the fact that Jesus singles out “seven” churches is significant.  “Seven”, as we will see, is John’s favorite number, a symbolic number the number of completion.  So while this message is addressed to these seven churches in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey), we should understand that they apply to the whole church or complete church as well.  If Christ is to be found among the seven lampstands, and if the seven lampstands symbolize the whole church or all the churches, then the conclusion is inescapable.  This same exalted Lord Jesus Christ whose eyes are blazing fire and whose Word surely executes all his judgment, this same Lord Jesus Christ is right here right now.  He is present in his churches.  He is not far away, off in some heavenly place, absent and aloof.  He is here in our midst.  He is our “ever-present help in trouble”.  


I keep saying that we must “look to Christ”.  What does that mean?  Look to him as example?  Much  as one would look to a parent or an older brother as a model of behavior?  Well, yes, I suppose.  But looking to Christ means so much more.  


Let’s say you are in the middle of a dark city street, and you are accosted by a mugger who waves a knife in your face.  You look to one corner, and there is a statue of a famous chief of police, a symbol of strength and honor, of law and order.  That may be very inspiring, but you have a more pressing problem:  you have a knife waving in your face.  You look the other way, and there is an ordinary beat cop.  He looks a little ruffled, perhaps a bit overweight, not a very inspiring sight.  But he’s half a block away, and he’s got a badge and a weapon.  And so you look to him.  You shout, “Help, police.”  And he comes trotting up, gun drawn, while the mugger flees into the night.  


That’s what it means to look to Jesus in your suffering.  Only he combines the two.  He is the majestic One, in whose presence the evil one cowers and flees.  He is the victorious One who has conquered Satan and death and the grave and has already won for us everlasting life and hope.  He is the immanent One, the one who is always present amongst his lampstands, among the churches.

THE SEVEN LETTERS (1)
(Revelation 2:1-3:22)


Dennis Johnson writes in his book The Triumph of the Lamb, “West Coast churches face a variety of challenges.  Their environment is anything but friendly to vibrant Christian faith.  Some churches, located in self-sufficient, affluent communities, are tempted to pursue personal peace and a comfortable lifestyle, relying on their financial resources for security.  Others are stained by the scandal of sexual immorality.  Some are stigmatized by their community as aloof and intolerant of other viewpoints.  After all, the populace and politicians of the West Coast, finding it expedient to cultivate the favor of powerbrokers in the distant capital, show their loyalty to the system through a civil religion unencumbered by personal convictions.  


“Some churches are experts in doctrinal precision, but amid the theological wars they have lost the capacity to care for hurting people.  Others are unclear about where to tdraw the line that defines the essentials of the gospel as they adapt their message to the culture in order to reach out or fit in with non-Christians.  Some churches are all image and no reality, lacking spiritual vitality despite an impressive array of activities.  Others are a tiny minority struggling to hold on in the midst of a community that ignores or despises them.” (p. 64-65)


But if these churches sound very modern in their struggles in the twenty-first century, you need to understand that Johnson is not describing churches on the West Coast of the United States, but on the West Coast of Asia Minor some twenty centuries ago.  He was describing the circumstances and struggles of the churches described in the second and third chapters of the Revelation.  


We have begun the study of this remarkable book, the last book in the Bible, written most likely by John the Apostle, author of the Gospel and the three letters of John in the New Testament.  And we have found that it is not some obscure writing about surrealistic future events that have nothing to do with us, but that it is a letter to churches who are suffering and struggling, under assault by the evil one, and that relates to all of us.  


Jesus Christ lived a perfect life and died a sacrificial death in order to rescue lost people like us and reconcile them to God.  And all who respond to his call in saving faith are engrafted into the company of his people, his church, the body of Christ, the apple of God’s eye, the new community of the people of God in the world.  Just as the Lord Jesus became the special target of the evil one, so too his body and bride are objects of his cruel hatred and schemes of destruction.  In chapters two and three of the Revelation, we have Christ’s message to seven churches in what is now Western Turkey.  Seven, as we have seen, is a symbolic number for John.  And while these letters are specifically addressed to seven literal churches in the first century, yet they are also addressed to the complete church an all the individual churches.  They detail and describe the schemes of the evil one as each church is under attack (and some of the churches don’t even know it).


So we’re going to look into these seven churches (four this week) and consider Christ’s sober warnings, and how we might stand firm under similar circumstances.  Each church is under assault in a slightly different manner.  For example, there is the church in Ephesus, which has become 

I. THE CALLOUSED CHURCH (Ephesus). 


The Lord Jesus instructs John to write:  1   "To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands: 2  I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. 3  You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary. 4  Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love. 5  Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place. 6  But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 7  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.

Who is the “angel” of the church of Ephesus?  It is either the chief pastor or leaders of the church (angel means “messenger”), or it may refer to a literal angel who oversees the church, though it is hard to understand why John would have to write a letter to an angel.  


Here is a church that is hard at work serving Christ.  They have endured persecution and opposition.  Ephesus was the most prominent of these seven cities.  Though not the official capitol of the region, it functioned as such.  It was a center of trade bringing people (and ideas) from all quarters, a multicultural environment tending toward a pluralistic outlook.  Ephesus was a center of magic arts, and boasted on of the “seven wonders of the world”, the temple of Diana.  Paul spent three years ministering in Ephesus; Timothy was also sent there, and tradition holds that John himself lived there in his old age.  


Apparently the leaders of the church in Ephesus took to heart Paul’s warning against false teachers in Acts 20:  “29  I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock.  30  Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them.  31  So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.”  To their credit they were zealous in their pursuit and exposure of false teachers, and they hated the practices of the Nicolaitans, who apparently permitted or encouraged religious pluralism and sexual immorality.  


But in their diligent labors and endurance of many hardships, they had lost their first love.  They had not grown weary, but had grown hardened.  The commentators are about equally divided whether this first love was love for Christ, love for fellow Christians or love for those outside the church.  Perhaps it’s best to see all involved.  Love for Christ will lead to love for people; true love for others is impossible apart from love for Christ.  This church has become hard-hearted, and it’s easy to see how it could have happened.  In the midst of a constantly hostile environment, with threats from without and within, it would have been natural to adopt a battle zone mindset.  The constant abrasion had produced a spiritually calloused heart among the people of this church, pushing them to the extreme of lovelessness.  They had become hard-hearted, cold, grim and cheerless with a grit-your-teeth-and- do-your-duty attitude.  Satan’s strategy seemed to be one of relentless assault to ossify their love and steal away their joy.  This church was doctrinally correct, but spiritually cold, a dead orthodoxy that is always a danger to churches seeking to remain faithful to an unpopular message in a pluralistic, anything-goes culture such as we live in in our day.   


And Christ’s warning is the most severe of all:  “If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.”  This church will cease to be a church, cease to be a place where the light of God’s saving truth goes forth.  


If the church in Ephesus is hard-hearted, the church in Smyrna is hard-pressed.  It is…

II. THE CAREWORN CHURCH (Smyrna)

Smyrna is only one of two churches to which Christ gives only encouragement and no rebuke.  Satan’s strategy in Smyrna is most simple:  undisguised, all-out frontal assault; open warfare, attempting through threat, loss and pain to obliterate this little church.   


8 ¶  "To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. 9  I know your afflictions and your poverty— yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10  Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. 11  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.


The relationship between the church and their Jewish origin was always difficult, even though the church was born in the Jewish faith.  Jesus and all his apostles were Jewish.  For the first decade or so, the church was almost exclusively Jewish.  But Jesus was condemned by the Jews.  His apostles were harassed by the Jews.  Eventually one of the synagogue prayers was altered to include the line, “Cursed be anyone who says that God has a son”, effectively excluding all Christians.  Judaism had official sanction in the Roman Empire.  Jews were left alone to practice their faith.  As long as Christianity was considered a Jewish sect, they came under the same protection.  But in Smyrna as in other places Jews of the synagogue were slandering the Christians as non-Jewish and so vulnerable.  Christians would then be forced to show political loyalty to Rome by offering a sacrifice to the Emperor, which they could not do.  In Smyrna, these Christians were standing firm in their faith, and the Lord Jesus warned them that it would become even more difficult for them.  10  Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.  Here is another indication that the numbers in the Revelation are to be understood symbolically rather than literally.  “Ten days” would mean a limited time, though perhaps a long time.  The implication is that some of the believers in Smyrna would die for their faith, showing themselves faithful to the point of death, but could be assured of Christ’s gift of the crown of life.  



Though Satan is effectively employing this strategy in other parts of the world, in my opinion the situation of Smyrna has the least correspondence to our circumstances in North America and Western Europe.  Satan’s strategy here is much more subtle than that.  


If the church in Ephesus was hard-hearted, and the church in Smyrna was hard-pressed, the next two churches were soft-headed.  They had not been diligent but had been taken in by false teaching.  Pergamum was the first of these two compromised churches.

III. THE COMPROMISED CHURCH (1) (Pergamum) 


Here is a church in which seeds of destruction had been sown and were taking root.  Notice that the problem was yet in the seedling stage, not full-blown as we see it in present-day, compromised, mainline liberal churches.  12 ¶  "To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword. 13  I know where you live— where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city— where Satan lives. 14  Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality. 15  Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. 16  Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. 17  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it.


Pergamum had the oldest temple in Asia Minor which was devoted to emperor worship (Satan’s throne).  But Satan’s threat was in another direction as well:  the teaching of Balaam.  Balaam was an Old Testament figure who showed the pagan king Balak how to corrupt God’s people by causing them to compromise their faith with other gods and with sexual immorality.  Apparently Satan pulled this old strategy out, enticing God’s people to compromise by participating in the pagan religions around them (food sacrificed by idols) and the sexual immorality that characterized them.


Notice the two lines of compromise (they could be read right out of a mainline denominational magazine).  


1.  The first is religious pluralism (food sacrificed to idols).  Some of the Christians in Pergamum were going to church on Sunday but frequenting their old haunts at the pagan temples during the week.  They were playing both sides of the spiritual road.  The rule in liberal, mainline denominations today is that all religions are equally good and valid.  They are simply different paths up the same mountain.  There is good in every religion, so let’s not try to convert Jews or Muslims.  After all, we all worship the same God, right?  


People of God, this stuff is spiritual poison.  It is so wrong.  It is so utterly offensive to God, denying the uniqueness of his only-begotten Son, denying the need for a Savior.  If Judaism or Islam are also correct, then Christ came unnecessarily, and he died needlessly; Christ was a deluded fool, his claims were nonsense.   No wonder Christ said he was ready to come and “fight them with the word of his mouth”.  These people were sowing the seeds of doom for this church, the seeds which were sown long ago in the mainline, liberal church, seeds which have grown to maturity now and are producing a harvest of spiritual death to many.  


2.  The other factor was sexual immorality.  Like today’s liberal, mainline denominations, these people were tolerant of alternative lifestyles.  The sexual immorality in view may have been consorting with temple prostitutes (either male or female).  Of course the main issue in liberal churches today is tolerance of homosexual practice, especially among church leaders, elders and deacons, and the church blessing homosexual marriage.  Once again, only some in the church of Pergamum were endorsing this compromise.  In the mainline churches it seems to have gone far beyond anything in Pergamum.  


By the way, lest you are thinking that the reason Ephesus lost their first love was because they were practicing church discipline against false teachers, here we have Christ himself requiring the church to act.       

IV. THE COMPROMISED CHURCH (2) (Thyatira) 


The church in Thyatira was likewise compromising, with an added dimension.  18 "To the angel of the church in Thyatira write: These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze. 19  I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at first. 20  Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols. 21  I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. 22  So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. 23  I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your deeds. 24  Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you): 25  Only hold on to what you have until I come. 26  To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations— 27  ‘He will rule them with an iron scepter; he will dash them to pieces like pottery’ —just as I have received authority from my Father. 28  I will also give him the morning star. 29  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Here the leader of the compromise is given a name, though undoubtedly a sarcastic name, Jezebel.  Jezebel was the wife of Old Testament King Ahab, the wickedest king of Israel.  She was the daughter of a pagan king, a Canaanite, so Ahab’s marriage to her symbolized worldly compromise.  This woman claimed to be a prophetess, claimed to possess the “deep secrets” of God, but which were really deep secrets of Satan.  


We see the familiar errors of the mainline, liberal church:  tolerance of religious pluralism and alternative lifestyles.  But here is the added error of adding new ideas or revelations to the Word of God.  Some drag a New Age mysticism into the church or Eastern religious practices such as yoga, transcendental meditation, 


You can see how the church stands on a razor’s edge, and we have only considered four of the seven.  On the one hand, you can have a church that is doctrinally correct but spiritually cold, like Ephesus.  On the other hand, you can have churches that have an appearance of love, but have forfeited the transforming power of God, like Pergamum and Thyatira.  I hope you can see how precarious is the position of the church on every side, embattled by the evil one, pushed to one extreme or the other, or simply overwhelmed with a flood of pressure and persecution.  


The necessary balance is described by the Apostle Paul in Romans 12:9 “Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.”  Love must hate if it is to be sincere, never hating people, but hating falsehood and evil practices masquerading as “deep secrets” of God which are rather spawned by Satan.  How we must pray for the church to have a warm and lively love for Christ, for his people and for the lost, while at the same time standing firm and resolute against all falsehood.  


Will you join me in inspecting your own life for that warm love for truth and that hot hatred of error:  praying for each other, encouraging each other and challenging each other?   
THE SEVEN LETTERS (2)

(Genesis 19:1-14, Revelation 3:1-3:22)


Newton’s second law of thermodynamics says that things tend to go from a state of order to a state of disorder.  Without added work or energy, things will degenerate into maximum disorder and stay that way.  We see examples of this all the time.  Machines break down, heat cools off, chemicals decompose and living things die.  Another name for this is entropy.   


And this natural law holds true in the spiritual realm as well.  Without the continued addition of God’s help received through the means of grace, our spiritual lives weaken, fall into disrepair and would eventually degenerate into complete collapse.  Here’s a person who has come to faith in Jesus Christ.  The good word of the Gospel has been implanted in their heart, the very core of their being.  They are suddenly awake and alive, bursting with energy and a warm love for Christ and his people and his truth, with an equally warm hatred of evil and falsehood.  


But immediately the laws of spiritual entropy begin to kick in.  Martin Luther summarized these wicked forces of evil as the world, the flesh and the devil.  


1.  The world is that pervasive peer pressure that makes sin seem normal and godliness seem stupid.  Sometimes subtly and sometimes severely, the world applies its nearly irresistible force and says “conform” or you will suffer the consequences.  


2.  The flesh is the traitor within, that part of the human personality that has already sold out to evil, that part that is very sympathetic to temptation, always ready to plunge into wickedness, that absolutely loves to sin.  The enemy is inside us and we will never escape him until we experience the complete renewal after death. 


3.  And, of course, the devil is the ancient serpent, Satan, the Accuser and Adversary who is incurably opposed to the ways of God and is insatiable in his desire to destroy those created in God’s image—us.  


In the Revelation we find seven churches under assault by these forces of evil, each suffering in a different manner.  Here we are given the secret plans of our enemy’s schemes:  seven strategies for destroying God’s people.  We’ve already looked at four of the seven churches:  the CALLOUSED CHURCH of Ephesus which in its commendable doctrinal correctness had lost its first love, the CAREWORN CHURCH of Smyrna which was called to stand firm in the face of a frontal assault, an all out war of Satanically-inspired persecution, and the COMPROMISED CHURCHES of Pergamum and Thyatira who, in seeking to fit in with the world were losing their souls by forfeiting the exclusive and life-giving glory of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, as many, liberal, mainline denominations have done today.  


In my opinion, the last three churches, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea, have direct counterparts in the churches in America today.  Each is under the attack of the evil one, while two of them are completely unaware of it, as are many churches in America today.  Like Lot’s sons-in-law or the people to whom Noah or Isaiah preached, these churches have a hard time taking the message seriously.  Yet each of them is in a perilous and precarious position.  

V. THE COMPLACENT CHURCH (Sardis).


The city of Sardis was a fortress built on a mountain with three sides of sheer cliffs.  The only possible assault could come from the one side, an easily defensible position.  King Croesus was defeated, though, in a battle that showed the folly of a misplaced sense of security.  Attacked by the Persians, Croesus and his army retreated to the safety of Sardis.  But fourteen days into the siege, Persian soldiers had scaled the cliffs and attacked the city from another side because Croesus failed to post a guard, thinking it impervious to attack.  So the city fell because its army became complacent, resting in a false security that turned out to be a fatal delusion.  


Apparently the church in Sardis was suffering from the same delusion of complacency.  The Lord Jesus speaks to this church:  1  "To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.

Here is a church that was resting on its reputation.  Apparently it had had a strong beginning and the first generation of believers had won for the church a reputation of faithfulness.  But presently that’s all it was:  a reputation.  There was no present reality.  Satan’s strategy was to create a delusion.  This church had believed the reports of its own press office.  They thought themselves to be alive, strong, vital and vibrant, but they were living a self-deluded lie.  This problem is a particular danger to older, established churches that have had a grand past, but have failed to carry on this reality into the present.


It can happen to whole denominations:  The Presbyterian Church, for example, has a reputation of great strength in missions.  If you go around the globe and examine missionary hospitals, missionary schools and churches planted by missionaries, you will find Presbyterian roots all over the world!  In many places the Presbyterians have wisely turned the work over to the native churches as they have matured, but these global works were begun by Presbyterian missionaries who gave their lives in bringing Christ to the nations.  But, in truth, it is largely now a mere reputation.  A few General Assemblies ago a drastic cutback in mission personnel was announced.  And many of the so-called Presbyterian “missionaries” today are busy in works that have nothing whatsoever to do with spreading the unique Gospel of Jesus Christ or planting churches among the unreached.  Some are involved in questionable political causes, and call that “mission”.  Here is a prime example of resting on a reputation,  


Of course it can happen to individual churches as well.  The danger often lies in the transfer of the church from one generation to the next.  A previous generation has done the hard work and heavy lifting of remaining faithful to Christ and his truth, of building up the church, of resisting secularizing forces, of holding forth the vision of Christ for the nations.  They have earned a solid reputation of faithfulness.  


But what happens to the next generation?  They become complacent, smug, self-satisfied.  Apathy sets in and the church falls asleep.  “It’s good enough.  We don’t need to do any more.”  They are content to rest in that reputation.  They become more interested in their own comfort than in the cause of Christ.  Spiritual entropy can cool a whole church’s passion for Christ in a generation.  And the church has a reputation for being alive, when it is in fact a delusion and that church is dead.  


Christ’s counsel?  Wake up!  2  Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God. 3  Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you. 4  Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. 5  He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. 6  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.


If Satan’s strategy with the church in Sardis is delusion, his attack on the church in Philadelphia takes the form of intimidation.  

VI. THE CRIPPLED CHURCH (Philadelphia)


Along with the church in Smyrna, the church in Philadelphia receives no criticism but only encouragement from Christ.  Here is a church that is crippled, it has little strength, and yet Christ urges them to move forward.  7  "To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. 8  I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. 9  I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars— I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.


In the previous church, Sardis, Satan’s strategy was one of delusion.  You think you are alive, but you are dead.  Here the deception is in the form of intimidation.  The church is small, weak, overwhelmed by the opposition, the “synagogue of Satan”, those Jews who should have embraced Jesus as the Messiah, but who refused to.  They were apparently claiming to have exclusive access to God.  But rather the one who has the “key of David”, absolute authority to open what is shut and shut what is open, proclaims that he has set before believers an “open door”.  We might think that this “door” is “open” to evangelism and missions, and while other places in Scripture certainly teach this, the “open door” in the Revelation is access to God, an open door to God’s throne.  In chapter four, verse one, we will see this “open door” open to God himself.  Jesus alone has opened the way to God.  The supreme hope of reconciliation with and restoration to God is available only through the door Christ has opened for us through his sinless life, his atoning death in our place and his resurrection from the dead.  


And not only do believers have access to God, but also a permanent dwelling with God.  10  Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. 11  I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. 12  Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name. 13  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

The church of Philadelphia is weak and the opposition is strong.  Yet the Lord Jesus warns them not to be fooled by appearances.  God has a history, we might even say a preference, for using small and weak things to accomplish his mighty works.  This is so that the glory will go to God himself, and not to the human instruments he uses.  In the Old Testament, God’s people were afraid to enter the Promised Land because there were “giants in the land”.  And yet when they finally did go in a generation later, they were able to drive these “giants” out almost effortlessly.  Gideon was called of God to deliver God’s people from the Midianites.  But he had a problem:  his army was too large.  And God whittled them down from 32,000 to 300.  Against impossible odds, the Lord used this tiny force to conquer the vast enemy, and the glory went to God.   


It matters not how small and weak is the church in any given day and place.  God’s “power is made perfect in weakness.”  We must never allow ourselves to be intimidated by the world.  We must never let the opposition overshadow the opportunity.  Christ still sets before the church an “open door”, the only way to the Father.  God is not in any way hampered by human weakness.  In fact the greater danger is when the church becomes large and strong, as we see in the last of the seven churches, the conceited church of Laodicea.  

VII. THE CONCEITED CHURCH (Laodicea) 


If there is any of the seven churches that most closely resembles that of the Western church, it is the conceited church of Laodicea.  Laodicea was a city renowned for three diverse features.  It was a wealthy city of great resources, industry and trade, it was a center of medicinal training and knowledge, known for salve used in treating ailments of the eye, and yet it was notorious for its undrinkable water.  The city’s conceit appears to be reflected in the church as well.  14  "To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation. 15  I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16  So, because you are lukewarm— neither hot nor cold— I am about to spit you out of my mouth. 17  You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.  


So once again the enemy’s strategy is one of deception.  Because this church is having an easy go of it (there is no mention of opposition or persecution) and because this church shares the smug and self-sufficient affluence of the area, she is fooled into presumption.  Prosperity is seen as a sign of God’s favor, when this church has no true picture of her real condition.  Outward wealth covers an inward poverty and barrenness, and if that does not describe the American church today I do not know what does.  A Chinese Christian who had suffered much for his faith, came to visit the United States.  When he had toured many churches, he was asked what he thought of the church in America.  His comment was that he was amazed at what the American church was able to accomplish without God.


What is chilling is that this is the only church about which Christ had nothing good to say, not one word of commendation.  Again, there is no mention of opposition or suffering or persecution.  Affluence has ruined this church single-handedly.  And Christ says:  18  I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 


Several of these churches were sliding into unbelief.  The attack came in many forms:  disorientation, strangulation, accommodation, delusion, intimidation or presumption.  Spiritual entropy, the world, the flesh and the devil, were all hard at work, cooling their love for Christ, distracting, assaulting, enticing.  


And Christ called them back.  

To a calloused church he says:  Remember me.

To a careworn church he says:  Be faithful.

To a compromised church he says:  Repent and return. 

To a complacent church he says:  Wake up!

To a crippled church he says:  Hold on.

To a conceited church he says:  Fall down.


Would they respond?  One of the many expressions of unbelief says, “Yes, but not really.”  It is to give lip-service to some doctrines, but denying that these truths have any relevance or implications for our day.  Lot went to warn his sons-in-law of the approaching storm, but they only thought he was joking.  Noah preached judgment to the people of his generation, but no one took his message to heart.  Isaiah preached the coming invasion of Babylon, but his preaching only made their hard hearts harder still.  


The Lord Jesus sent a letter to seven churches in the first century.  Unfortunately we have no way of knowing how they responded to these truths, but we do have a way of knowing how we will respond, and what we will do with these messages.  


You have seen yourself and your church in these seven churches.  You have felt the power of the world, the flesh and the devil.  You have heard Christ’s messages, his commands and exhortations.  How will you respond?  There is abundant grace and help in Christ.  

“19  Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. 20  Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. 21  To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22  He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches."

THRONE, SCROLL, LAMB 

(Revelation 4:1-5:14)


The people who first read the Revelation of St. John were living under the shadow of a threat.  They felt the sometimes gentle, sometimes overwhelming pressure to conform.  Behind it all was a throne, in Rome, a frightful monster of a political machine which demanded their respect.  It was a voice calling for their attention:  “You will listen to me, you will give me your allegiance, you will fear me, or else.”  But these same people had come to faith in Jesus Christ.  They had found in him reconciliation with God, the forgiveness of sins and the hope of everlasting life and joy.  They believed that God alone deserved their final loyalty and love, and so they were forced to choose.  They could not bow to Caesar and still follow Christ.  And many were paying for it with their lives.  


In a surely less dramatic though no less real way we today face the same decision.  There are voices today which shout at us, demanding our attention:  “You will listen to me, you will fear me, you will bow before me, or else.”  You heard several of these voices this past week.  And yet Jesus Christ calls to you:  “I am the only God.  I alone can give you that life which is true life.  “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened and I will give you rest.”  But you cannot follow Christ and the other voices as well.  “No man can serve two masters.” 


And in the Revelation, the Apostle John shows us that which is central and that which is utterly irrelevant.  God draws back the curtain of history as it were and reveals what is really taking place behind the scenes.  “4:1  After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, "Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this."  What is ultimate and what is irrelevant? And is your life devoted to what truly counts, or are you wasting your life on that which is nothing at all?  What really matters?
I. THE THRONE.


John sees a throne.  2  At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it.  Notice the great restraint with which John describes the throne.  He doesn’t simply say, “I say God”, but rather, “a throne with someone sitting on it.”  And then John goes on to show the utter centrality of this throne.  Every eye is riveted upon it.  It is in the very center of all the action, and everything of any consequence at all flows from this throne.  Every word is carefully chosen to show the absolute uniqueness of this throne.  


3  And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne.  4  Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads.  5  From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing. These are the seven spirits of God.  6  Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal. 


In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. 7  The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle.  8  Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings.


It is this throne that dominates the scene, in fact that dominates the whole book.  John is fascinated by thrones.  The throne of God is mentioned in almost every chapter.  The word for throne is used 62 times in the New Testament; John accounts for 47 of them in the Revelation.  And the point is that while evil appears to be seated on the throne on earth, often immovably so, the real throne, the real power and authority is in heaven.  And in this scene of the throne, while John is very cautious in describing God on his throne, he spares no words to describe the splendor of the scene and the rapt and undivided attention and worship given to Him.  


Before the throne, a “glassy sea” appears.  Glass in the ancient world was quite costly and was usually dark and colored.  A “sea of glass, clear as crystal” would have been enormously expensive, showing the unimaginable splendor of God’s throne.  But why a “sea” at this place?  Probably it is a reminder of the uncrossable boundary between a holy God and sinful mankind.  


Four marvelous creatures hover around the throne day and night declaring the holiness of God forever.  And the twenty-four elders, probably angelic beings, fall down and worship him continually.  This is a representation of the worship, which upon earth is a poor copy.  

But it is their message that tells us so much about the one “seated on the throne”.  Day and night they never stop saying: 


"Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, 
who was, and is, and is to come."


1.  God is holy, holy, holy.  God’s holiness speaks of his absolute moral purity.  God is light; in him there is no darkness, no evil.  God is utterly set apart from all his creatures in his being.  There is none like God.  


2.  God is almighty.  In this as well, God is utterly unique.  Many may be mighty, but only one may be ALL-mighty.  Logically speaking, there can only be one almighty being.  And if God alone is almighty, then it is the very height of absurdity to fear anyone or anything but God alone.  


3.  God is eternal or everlasting.  He was and he is and he is to come.  Once again, God alone is eternal.  Nothing ever came before God, nothing will out last God, nothing is more real, more “is” than God.  But we find something else.


9  Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, 10  the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever. They lay their crowns before the throne and say:  11  "You are worthy, our Lord and God, to 
receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being."


4.  God made all things.  This we confess in the Apostle’s Creed:  “I believe in God the Father almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.”  God made all things.  Can any of those “things” be more important, more central than God?  


5.  And God upholds all things.  In him all things continue to exist and “have their being.”  If God willed them to not exist they would cease to exist.  


Now this tells us much.  All things that now exist were made by God and serve his purpose.  Every event that takes place in our world does so because God has willed it:  the birth of a baby, a hurricane or a tsunami, the price of a barrel of oil.  Why did that happen?  The constant and consistent answer is always, “God willed it to be so, and it is for his own glory.”  And this is true because at the very center of all things is a throne and someone seated on it.  Any person or pursuit that neglects or avoids or discounts that throne is utterly irrelevant, a zero with the rim taken off, a vacuum of nothingness.  Does this describe your life?  Does this describe what you are pursuing?  Does this describe that dreadful fear you are facing?  


But the vision doesn’t stop at the throne.  John also sees a scroll.  

II. THE SCROLL.


5:1  Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals.  2  And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, "Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?"  3  But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. 4  I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside.  5  Then one of the elders said to me, "Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals."



This scroll is in the “right hand” of him who sat on the throne that was in the center of all things.  The right hand is, of course, the preeminent place.  No offense to you left-handed people, but the right hand was the place of highest honor.  So if there is any object that would be of supreme importance, it would be whatever is in the right hand of the one seated on the throne which is in the center of all things. 


It is written on both sides.  Ordinarily a scroll was written on one side only.  This is a full, complete, detailed document.  The content of this scroll, as becomes apparent in chapter six, is “what must take place after this.”  


But the scroll is sealed with seven seals.  Seven is John’s favorite number, used repeatedly in the Revelation, a symbolic number symbolizing completeness.  The message of this scroll which is God’s plan is completely shut up to us.  No one is able to open it or look inside.  We do not discover God’s plan.  We are completely in the dark, we have no knowledge of God or of his will except that he reveals it to us.  And that’s why the Word of God is so important because it is God’s self-revelation to us.  


Now we should note something else.  Opening the scroll does not simply mean the revelation of its contents, but to put its contents into action.  This is not simply predictions, but God’s plan.  Opening the scroll is not simply to reveal but to enact.  And this is why John wept and wept, not because “enquiring minds want to know” but because God’s glorious plan would not be put into effect.  


Let me say it again:  “At the very center of all things is a throne and someone seated on it.  And in his right is the detailed scroll of his plan, which he is bringing to pass.  Any person or pursuit that neglects or avoids or discounts that plan is utterly irrelevant, a zero with the rim taken off, a vacuum of nothingness.  Does this describe your life?  Does this describe what you are pursuing?  Does this describe that dreadful fear you are facing?


III. THE LAMB.


But One is found worthy to break the seals, and open the scroll and bring into being God’s glorious plan.  


6  Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.  7  He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne.  8  And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.  9  And they sang a new song: 


"You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and 
nation. 10  You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth."


11  Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders.  12  In a loud voice they sang: 


"Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!"


13  Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: 


"To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!" 14  The four living creatures said, "Amen," and the elders fell down and worshiped.

This is so rich.  There is so much here.  John sees a “Lamb, looking as if it had been slain.”  Here is what one has called “the central paradox of the Christian faith.”  Almighty God comes to earth and conquers sin and death by becoming a Lamb who dies.  This great mystery was always foreshadowed in the Old Testament, but never fully revealed.  Every lamb offered on the altar as a sin offering pointed to the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  


How important is this Lamb?  Notice where he is positioned:  “standing in the center of the throne”.  It’s a little hard to work out the physics.  There is already someone seated on the throne; here we find the Lamb standing in the center of the throne.  Could it be that John is pointing to the essential unity of the Lamb and the one seated on the throne?  Elsewhere John would quote Jesus saying, “I and the Father are one”.  “My Father is in me and I in him.”  There is no question of the divine nature of this Lamb, who is given equal worship with God in verse 13:  “Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: "To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!"


And he is worthy because of his great work of redemption.  9  And they sang a new song:  "You are worthy to take the scroll and to open 
its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation. 10  You have made them to be a 
kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth."   



What is this great plan of God?  It is God’s plan of rescuing and redeeming a people from all the peoples of the earth, saving them through the atoning sacrifice of his Son, the Lamb of God.  This is what is truly important.  And let me say it again:  “At the very center of all things is a throne and someone seated on it.  And in his right is the detailed scroll of his plan, which he is bringing to pass.  And this plan is purchase a people to be his own through the blood of his Son, the church.  Any person or pursuit that neglects or avoids or discounts that church is utterly irrelevant, a zero with the rim taken off, a vacuum of nothingness.  Does this describe your life?  Does this describe what you are pursuing?  Does this describe that dreadful fear you are facing?


John begins his vision with a throne, a scroll and a Lamb.  That says something about priority.  We are going to face some scary things in the Revelation (and in life).  And we must never forget about the throne, the scroll and the Lamb.  These are ultimate and the rest is irrelevant.  


There are many voices today calling for our attention.  And we must be absolutely sure which voices are worthy of our notice, our allegiance, our fear.  What voices?  


1.  What about CANCER?  A few weeks ago I met a woman who spoke only Spanish.  I used all ten Spanish words I knew in the first minute.  But I found that with patience we could communicate.  She told me that she had recently come to America, that she was working nearby and that her husband had died a few years ago.  She told me what he died of.  Do you know the Spanish word for “cancer”?  It is “cancer”, a frightful word in any language.  It is a disease in which the body declares war on itself, the third leading cause of death in the United States.  


And cancer raises its hideous head and shouts, “You will fear me.  I can destroy you.  If you don’t fear me, if you don’t center your life around me, then you will die!”


So what?  We’re all going to die anyhow.  At the end of the day, the cause of death is irrelevant.  Just be sure you remember the throne, the scroll and the Lamb.  You center your life around these.


2.  Or POPULARITY calls to us.  You know it’s almost time to think about going back to school.  And one of the most frightful voices in school is the threat made by the god popularity, being part of the “in crowd”.  “You will pay attention to me.  You will fear me.  You will devote yourself to me.  I have the power to grant you pleasure and prestige, the comfort of being in the inner circle of the beautiful people, or of banishing you into agony of the obscurity of the fringe of the forgotten nobodies.  You will worship me, or else.”  


And the first readers of the revelation faced the same kinds of threats, only worse.  They were criminalized for their faith.  What’s interesting is that John himself writes from being banished to the prison colony on the island of Patmos.  And you must remember the throne, the scroll and the Lamb.  That may not be the center of your school, but it is the center of the universe.  


3.  Or how about WEALTH, and all the perks and pleasures that go with it.  Most of the people I know are concerned about two things:  a comfortable life now and an early and easy retirement later.  What’s interesting is that they wish to be able to repeat the words of the man in the story Jesus told, the man who said, “'This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods.

19  And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry."'  20  "But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?'  And then Jesus explained:  21  "This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God." (Luke 12)  Wealth is utterly irrelevant.  What matters is the throne, the scroll and the Lamb.  


The host of heaven sing:  "Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!"

Please read that carefully.  They do not say, “Worth is power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise and cancer and popularity.”  No, no, worthy is the Lamb that was slain.  Worthy is the Lamb that was slain.  Worthy is the Lamb that was slain.  


What is worthy of our attention, our allegiance, our loyalty and fear?  Worthy is the Lamb that was slain.  

THE SEVEN SEALS 

(Revelation 6:1-17)


A common application of the message of the Revelation today is to aim it at non-Christians who are unconcerned about God or spiritual things.  An attempt is made to alarm them with the frightening images in the Revelation and scare them into making a profession of faith in Christ.  As well-meaning as this approach may be, it really misses the point of the Revelation.  As we have seen, this book is not addressed to unbelievers, but to believers, to seven churches in Asia Minor.  And it is not given in order to frighten people who are carefree, tranquil and relaxed, but to comfort Christians who are already in turmoil because they are facing or are about to face a deadly beast seated on the highest human throne, an empire centered in Rome which is becoming increasing hostile to their faith in Jesus Christ.  


The Revelation opens with the very first verse reminding us (contrary to the most popular view today) that this book is not about events long in the future, but about things that “must soon take place” (vs. 1) because “the time is near” (vs. 3).  In chapter one we meet the risen and exalted Christ, and in chapters two and three John delivers Christ’s message to seven churches under the fire of the evil one’s persecutions and temptations.  And they are urged to stand firm, no matter what may come.  And before we learn how dreadful is the “what may come”, we are first strengthened by being reminded of what is truly important in chapters four and five.  God, not Caesar, and not whatever threat may be facing you, is seated on the ultimate throne of the universe.  In his hand is the detailed scroll containing his glorious plan, completely sealed off from prying eyes with seven seals.  And yet the Lamb who looks as though he was slain, the one whose blood has purchased for God people from every tribe, language, people and nation, this Lamb is worthy to break the seals and not only reveal God’s perfect plan, but to put it into action.   


The Revelation is about the past, about God’s people who first received its message.  It was directly applicable to them.  And, because it is God’s enduring Word, it is about the present as well.  The same dynamics are at work in the world today.  And, because there are some elements that are clearly in the future (like the return of Christ), it’s also about the future.  To quote New Testament scholar Vern Poythress:  “The major symbols of Revelation represent a repeated pattern.  This pattern has a realization in the first-century situation of the seven churches.  It also has an embodiment in the final crisis.  And it has an embodiment now.  We pay special attention to the embodiment now, because we must apply the lessons of Revelation to where we are.” (p. 37) In other words, the events of the Revelation have happened, will happen and are happening now.  And it is the now to which we must pay greatest attention.  


In chapter six we find the seven seals broken and the contents of the scroll revealed (and put into action).  These events are already taking place.  And it culminates in the sixth seal, the return of Christ on the great and terrible Day of the Lord so frequently foretold in the Old Testament.  Let me state it clearly:  as we look into the contents of this scroll we are not looking at the future.  We are looking at the past, present and future.  These events are unfolding as we speak.  As the first four seals are opened we meet what are commonly called:

 I. THE FOUR HORSEMEN OF THE APOCALYPSE (6:1-8).


These specters are dreadful and frightening.


1.  The first horseman mounts a white horse and symbolizes conquest.  “1   Now I watched when the Lamb opened one of the seven seals, and I heard one of the four living creatures say with a voice like thunder, “Come!” 2  And I looked, and behold, a white horse! And its rider had a bow, and a crown was given to him, and he came out conquering, and to conquer.”  Some have suggested that because Christ is pictured on a white horse in chapter 19 that this must refer to Christ.  Rather, this horseman represents all human conquerors, not any conqueror in particular, but the enduring reality that is one of the four great calamities of the earth.  There will always be another conqueror seeking power and glory, throwing the world into turmoil because of his exploits.  


2.  The second horseman rides a red horse, symbolizing war or perhaps slaughter.  “3  When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” 4  And out came another horse, bright red. Its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that men should slay one another, and he was given a great sword.”  Someone has calculated that only 8 percent of the time since the beginnings of recorded history has the world been entirely at peace.  In 3521 years, only 286 have been warless.  In my brief life alone I was born in the shadow of the Korean War grew up during the Cold War and the Vietnam War and have witnessed the two Gulf Wars.  


3.  The third horseman is carried on a black horse, symbolizing the third great calamity of famine.  “5  When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come!” And I looked, and behold, a black horse! And its rider had a pair of scales in his hand. 6  And I heard what seemed to be a voice in the midst of the four living creatures, saying, “A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius, and do not harm the oil and wine!”  This is not a complete famine since the oil and wine are spared, but the staples of life, wheat and barley, are hard to come by.  In a land of abundance it is hard for us to imagine the famine and hunger that are grim realities in many other parts of the world.  


4.  The fourth horseman rides a pale horse symbolizing death.  7  When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!” 8  And I looked, and behold, a pale horse! And its rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed him. And they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth.  Hades is simply the place of the dead.  Notice again, as with the famine, the power of death is limited to only a fourth of the world.  This is not yet the final culmination when all die, but rather the enduring reality until the Day of the Lord.  


This is what life will be like up until the end: conquest, war, famine and death.  At face value this does not seem to be a profound insight but rather a mere observation from human history.  Any page on a history textbook will tell of conquest, war, famine and death taking place somewhere in the world.  This should not surprise us.  Yet we should not miss several observations.


1.  First, these are all from God.  Notice that these grim riders were all given authority to act.  To the white rider, “and a crown was given to him, and he came out conquering, and to conquer.”  The red horseman “was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that men should slay one another, and he was given a great sword.”  It is not explicitly stated that famine was given authority, but the voice in the midst of the four creatures is clearly commanding him.  And the rider of the pale horse was “given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth.”

Who is giving authority to these destroyers?  It is none other than the one in the midst of the four creatures, the one seated on the throne, the one whose scroll it is that is being revealed.  It is God.  Conquest, war, famine and death are ultimately from God himself.  


2.  These are the judgments of God.  God is punishing the wicked with conquest, war, famine and death.  Right now, all around the world, Almighty God is punishing the wicked with conquest, war, famine and death.  Do you remember what Jesus said AFTER the best known verse in the Bible?  16  “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life. 17  For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but in order that the world might be saved through him. 18  Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only Son of God.”  The world is already under God’s judgment of condemnation.  Today unbelievers are suffering God’s judgment in the form of conquest (could we include crime in that?), war and all manner of conflict, famine and other deprivations, and every manner of death.  Why are there so many dreadful things taking place in the world?  Why are there wars and hurricanes and earthquakes and tsunamis?  This world is under the judgment of God.  We should expect nothing less.  In fact, as we will later see in chapter 16, we should expect an intensification of these in the final crisis before the return of Christ.  


3.  Now this is not to say that we become fatalistic about the calamities in the world.  We are called and commissioned by Christ’s example and command to love others and come to their aid.  We are not to throw up our hands and resign the world to calamities, even though they are the judgment of God.  Though famine is ultimately from God, still Jesus fed the hungry.  Though the fourth horseman is death, Jesus raised the dead.  Though God gives authority to warmongers, yet the Apostle Paul says we are to pray for those in authority so that we can live in peace (1 Tim. 2:1-2).  The reality that conquest, war, famine and death are judgments of God on a world of sinners does not invalidate the good work of the diplomat, soldier, farmer or physician.  The single point is that sinners are going to have a rough time in this fallen world because they are presently under the condemnation and judgment of the One seated on the throne.  


But by contrast we see a very different picture when it comes to…

II. THE CHURCH (6:9-11)


Meanwhile, even as these dreadful judgments are marching unchecked through this dying world, notice what is taking place in heaven.  “9  When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne. 10  They cried out with a loud voice, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” 11  Then they were each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete, who were to be killed as they themselves had been.”  Conquest, war, famine and death are routine, old news.  


What is new is the presence of the church.  And the church is pictured as martyrs, those who have been slain for their faithfulness to the Word of God and testimony of Jesus, the Gospel.   They are safe in heaven with God, honored with white robes, resting under the altar, having given their lives as an offering of praise to God.  And they cry out for justice.  Notice that they do not TAKE revenge, for vengeance belongs to God.  But they do ask God to avenge their deaths, that is to grant them justice.  And they are not the only ones who will die for the Word of God and for the Gospel.  There are others of their brothers who will be “killed as they themselves had been.” 


The recurring biblical truth that believers must die for their faith is grossly overlooked in our day.  Though we do not have time to go into it today, I want to explore this with you in depth a week from tonight during the Bible Hour.  


And the chapter concludes with the sixth seal, 

III. THE END OF THE AGE (6:12-17)


Here we find some of the most terrifying words in all of Scriptures.  12  When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake, and the sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood, 13  and the stars of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. 14  The sky vanished like a scroll that is being rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place.”
This is the end of the age, the return of Christ, this time as both Savior and Judge.  And his return is no secret, as some suggest.  Leon Morris writes that “John is describing a complete break up of this cosmic system.” (p. 108)  


And the effect upon the ungodly is to strike them with an immeasurable terror:  “15  Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, 16  calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, 17  for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?”

Every social stratum is affected, from the strong and influential to the small and powerless.  And they cry out to the mountains and rocks to bury them and hide them from the judgment of God.  Now be sure you understand that this is not simply some suicidal death wish on their behalf.  No, it’s too late for that.  This is much more horrible.  This is the worst imaginable moment in the soul’s existence.  This is the awful realization of Judgment Day, that the everlasting wrath of the living, almighty God has come upon you suddenly, and there is no escape. 


This is not an experience that is unique only to the end of the world.  Every soul that dies without Christ feels this unending horror, from the high to the low, from the great to the forgotten.  

CONCLUSION


This has implications for missions, of course.  Today, this very hour, thousands will plunge into eternity, victims of conquest, war, famine or death, some having never heard of the Savior.  No matter, they loved their sins and were glad to disobey the light the had been given.  Right now they are screaming to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne and the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of there wrath has come for me, and who can stand?”  We must tell them of there is hope in a Savior!


And this has implications for evangelism as well, sharing this good news with our family and friends, praying for them and urging them to come to Christ.  For their time is running out as well.  Conquest, war, famine and death are riding even now, coming for them.  And unless they repent and turn to Christ, they too will find their last breath in this world screaming to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come for me, and who can stand?”  


And (need I say it?) this is for all of us as well.  Anyone can profess faith in Jesus, but only be a pretender.  Our Lord Jesus spoke of those who for whatever reason presumed they were in the kingdom, but who were dead wrong.  “21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 22  On that day many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?’ 23  And then will I declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”  And if that is you, then you, too, will find yourself screaming in horror, “Fall on me and hide me from the face of him who is seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come for me, and who can stand?”  And it will be too late.  


My dear Friend, do not presume upon the Lord, but turn to him with all your heart.  Turn from yours sins, repent and be done with them.  And turn to Christ whose blood alone can save you.  


On the cross Jesus suffered the full extend of the wrath of God for his people.  And so he can offer pardon, forgiveness, reconciliation with God and everlasting joy.  Why will you die?  Will you love your sins so much that you trade them for your life?  Come to Christ and you will find that which is true life.  Though it cost you all, you will find more than all in him.  Come to Christ and be saved.  

THE GREAT MULTITUDE

(Revelation 7:1-17)


In the summer of 2005 the news told of a seven-man crew on a Russian mini-sub, trapped on the ocean floor some 625 feet beneath the surface.  Though they were eventually rescued with the help of the British, it reminded me of the story of another submarine, similarly trapped, before there was any way to rescue them.  A diver was dispatched to survey the damage.  As he maneuvered around the crippled ship, he heard a noise.  Placing his helmet against the hull he heard the unmistakable rhythm of Morse Code.  Someone inside was tapping out the message, over and over again:  “…is…there…any…hope…?”


We left the Revelation at the end of chapter 6 with a similar question.  The ungodly of the world, both high and low, from every social stratum, face the end of the age and the return of Christ, and they are caught in their sins before the face of a holy God.  And in their terror they cry out to the mountains and rocks:  “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?”  Who can stand in the Day of Judgment?  Who can stand the judgments of God even now as the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, conquest, war, famine and death, ride to execute God’s wrath today and deliver the ungodly of the world to his judgment throne?  Indeed, “Who can stand?”


And the next chapter answers the question.  Here we have an interlude to show what is happening to God’s people even while the wicked are suffering their torments.  Revelation 7 is a flashback, after the sixth seal and before the seventh is opened.  It is a wonderful message of hope and a strong challenge to God’s people to take any risk, forego any comfort and endure any hardship for the sake of Christ.       


Now before we dig into this great message, we need to deal with an interpretation of this chapter which would steal away its great message from us and make the entire chapter (and most of the book of Revelation) completely irrelevant to anyone who is a Christian today.  This is the view of dispensational premillennialism, the view popularized by the authors of the “Left Behind” series of books and by many TV and radio preachers.  And even though this interpretation was unknown to the church before the mid-1800’s it is the most popular view today.  


According to this view, at some point in time, Christ will return to remove the church, all Christians, from the earth in a secret rapture.  This will start the clock on a seven-year tribulation period, at the end of which Christ will come again and set up his thousand-year kingdom, headquartered on the Mount of Olives near Jerusalem.  During these seven years 144,000 celibate Jewish men will turn to Christ (all without any Christians to preach the Gospel to them!) and they in turn will become powerful evangelists who will convert a great multitude of Gentiles from all over the earth.  But these Gentile Christians will be persecuted and killed by the anti-Christ, mostly during the last three-and-a-half years.  That’s the most popular interpretation of this chapter today, though it is not the oldest nor most reasonable understanding.   


If this is the case, then of course this chapter is completely irrelevant to anyone who is a Christian today since, according to the Left Behind people, NONE OF US WILL BE HERE!  We will all be raptured to heaven.  So why bother talking about it?  


A more reasonable and faithful interpretation of this chapter is that the 144,000 (clearly a symbolic and not literal number) represents the church, sealed by Christ and so NOT under the judgment of God.  The church will stand in the judgment, to answer the question from chapter 6.  The Great Multitude is in fact the same group, though this time viewed from heaven, having completed their service and died in faithfulness, demonstrating that they were indeed safe and sealed.  They came out of the Great Tribulation which we have been in since the very beginning.  And they now enjoy the everlasting and impenetrable protection of the Lamb who is their Shepherd.   


And this powerful hope should enable God’s people to take any risk, forego any comfort and endure any hardship for the sake of Christ.

I. THE 144,000.


John writes:  1  After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth, that no wind might blow on earth or sea or against any tree. 2  Then I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the sun, with the seal of the living God, and he called with a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm earth and sea, 3  saying, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have sealed the servants of our God on their foreheads.” 4  And I heard the number of the sealed, 144,000, sealed from every tribe of the sons of Israel: 5  12,000 from the tribe of Judah were sealed,     12,000 from the tribe of Reuben,     12,000 from the tribe of Gad, 6  12,000 from the tribe of Asher,     12,000 from the tribe of Naphtali,     12,000 from the tribe of Manasseh, 7  12,000 from the tribe of Simeon,     12,000 from the tribe of Levi,     12,000 from the tribe of Issachar, 8  12,000 from the tribe of Zebulun,     12,000 from the tribe of Joseph,     12,000 from the tribe of Benjamin were sealed.



Who are these 144,000?  Again, this is clearly a symbolic, not a literal number. 


1.  It is a round number.  It is the number 12 squared (the number of Israel) by the number 10 cubed (the number of completion).  


2.  What’s more, this particular list of the 12 tribes is unique, found nowhere else in Scripture.  


3.  In other places of the New Testament, the church, composed of both Jews and Gentiles is referred to as the “Israel of God” and described with Old Testament terminology.  The church has replaced Israel.  


4.  But don’t forget that by this time in history ten of these tribes no longer exist.  They disappeared after Samaria fell in 722 B.C. under the judgment of God.  These ten tribes never appear in the New Testament period because they had ceased to exist.  


4.  From chapter 14 where this number is mentioned again, we learn that the 144,000 were all men.  So there were no women who were sealed?  


5.  In the New Testament the church, composed of both Jews and Gentiles is referred to as the Israel of God.  The church has become the new people of God.


6.  These 144,000 are sealed.  So are all believers.  According to Ephesians 4:30, all Christians have been sealed by the Holy Spirit.  We learn from 14:1 that the seal is the name of the Lord Jesus Christ on their forehead.  And in Revelation 22:4, all believers, Jews and Gentiles alike, similarly bear the name of the Lord Jesus Christ in their foreheads.  And they are sealed before the four winds of judgment blow.  So those who are sealed will not be harmed by the judgment of God because they are not under the judgment of God, but rather are sealed, under his protection.  


What this number symbolizes is the completeness of the people of God.  Not one is missing.  All the scattered children of God have been gathered to him as he promised throughout the Old Testament.  The great message for us today is that if you have trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ, then you are a part of that 144,000!  You are sealed, with the name of the Lamb on your forehead, and you are absolutely secure in him.    


So who then is the great multitude?  

II. THE GREAT MULTITUDE.


9  After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10  and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 11  And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12  saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.”
    13 ¶  Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where have they come?” 14  I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

This is descriptive of the same group of people. If the 144,000 represents all the people of God, sealed and protected by Christ on earth, then here is the complimentary picture of those who have been delivered safely to heaven, gratefully worshipping the God who has saved them.  So the first group, the 144,000 are pictured from the perspective of those who are still on earth, who are yet to undergo the dreadful things that are now taking place.  The great multitude refers to those who have already died, who have come out of “the great tribulation”.  


In the Greek, “tribulation” has the definite article “THE” tribulation.  So it appears to be a specific event, probably the great calamity before the return of Christ.  Yet it is important for us to see this whole age leading up to the second advent as a period of tribulation.  Jesus said as much in John 16:33:  “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.”  So we should expect to suffer in this life under this tribulation.  In his own day, Peter could address his readers:  “12 ¶  Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you. 13  But rejoice insofar as you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed.” (4:12-13) 

III. THE SHEPHERD AND THE FLOCK.   


And the last few verses show the glorious future of the faithful, who endure to the end and come out of the great tribulation.  


15  “Therefore they are before the throne of God,     and serve him day and night in his temple;     and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence. 16  They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore;     the sun shall not strike them,     nor any scorching heat. 17  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,         and he will guide them to springs of living water,     and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”


John mentions that God’s people in heaven will serve him in his “temple”.  In Revelation 21:22 John states that he saw no temple in the New Jerusalem.  The reason is because “its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb.”  The temple was the place on earth where you could meet with God, but it was also a place of restriction, cordoned off by walls and curtains.  The temple said, “You may approach, but not too close.”  Here the image is of unrestricted approach.  Our heart’s deepest desire is for God, and here we find unhindered satisfaction.  


God will “shelter” them with his presence.  This is another weighty word, the same word for “tabernacle”.  The Old Testament tabernacle was a portable temple, a tent of meeting with God.  John in his Gospel reports that the Word of God became flesh and “tabernacled” among us.  But now in heaven we are everlastingly tabernacled with God.  


And all of the hardships of life are removed, all of the fierce calamities that befall the ungodly can no longer touch God’s people:  They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore;     the sun shall not strike them,     nor any scorching heat.  


But it’s not just the removal of harm:  17  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,         and he will guide them to springs of living water,     and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  Leon Morris notes:  “…(T)he absence of thirst in verse 16 means the absence of unsatisfied desire….The saved will always thirst for God and that thirst will be satisfied.”  

What this is saying, of course, is that God’s people will stand on the Day of Judgment.  The prophet Joel declares:  “The day of the LORD is great; it is dreadful. Who can endure it?” (2:11).  The ungodly who face the end of the age in Revelation 6 cry out to the mountains and rocks:  “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?”  (6:17) And yet here are some who will stand!  And they stand and serve before God’s face!  Why are they not similarly terrified in the presence of God?  Because the Lamb is their Shepherd and not their judge.  The Lamb has already been judged for them.  The Lamb has taken the wrath of God for them, in their place, and so has become their Good Shepherd who laid down his life for the sheep.  He is the Good Shepherd who leaves the 99 and goes in search of the one lost sheep.  And he is searching today.  Through these words, he is inviting you to come home, to give up your sin and selfish pride and turn to him in love and faith.  


It struck me that here at the end of the age there is no middle ground.  The ungodly scream in unending terror.  And those redeemed by the blood of the Lamb have their heart’s desire completely satisfied.  And the source of both the horror of the damned and the happiness of the redeemed the same, the presence of God.  


Who can stand?  Only those who turn from sin, turn to Christ and are faithful to the end.  When I was a kid I was not a little afraid of tornados.  A tornado had struck nearby, scattering a neighbor’s shed over 40-acre field, twisting off power lines as though they were twigs.  And I remember with my older brother building a house in the straw shed, completely covered by straw.  And I remember commenting to him, “Wouldn’t it be great to live underground?  Then you would be completely safe?”  And my brother thought for a moment and ruined all my hopes by saying, “Of course, there are earthquakes.”  


Revelation 6 concludes with an earthquake that shakes the whole earth to pieces.  Who can stand that?  Only those who have the Lamb for their Shepherd.  


And in that confidence we can take any risk, forego any comfort and endure any hardship for the sake of Christ.  We have nothing to lose and everything to gain.  We are absolutely secure in Christ, sealed by his Holy Spirit, with his name in our foreheads.  


17  For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,         and he will guide them to springs of living water,     and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

THE SEVEN TRUMPETS

(Revelation 8:1-13)


Every true Christian has felt and perhaps often feels the sense of being in the minority.  The larger culture does not share the Christian’s goals or values.  Even the community or the school may feel like foreign territory.  There may be a nominal tipping of the hat to religion, but where is the deep love for Christ and concern for holiness that overrides all other considerations?  The follower of Jesus Christ hears a different drummer, is always out of step with world, is misunderstood, overlooked and left out, often isolated and alone, feeling small.  What can a minority or even one do to change the world?  


The church in the first century certainly felt like they were a minority.  In truth, they were a persecuted minority.  They were facing beatings, arrest, imprisonment, even death for their faith in Jesus.  And under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, the Apostle John composed this extended letter to churches under duress, churches in the minority, showing them the things that “must soon take place” because “the time is near.”  


In his vision we see God on his throne, working out his plan, put into action through the glorious Lamb who was slain for the sins of his people.  And what we find, in the most general of terms is a world of the ungodly suffering under God’s dreadful judgments like conquest, war, famine and death, while at the same time his own people who have been ransomed by the blood of the Lamb absolutely secure, even though they may have to suffer the wrath of the ungodly while on earth.  


John pictures this truth for us in the form of a scroll with seven seals, seven trumpets sounded by seven angels, and seven bowls which are poured out by seven angels.  Today we consider the meaning of the seven trumpets.  And what we will find is that these judgments of God are the result of God’s people praying.  
BECAUSE GOD HEARS HIS PEOPLE, WE MUST BE FAITHFUL IN PRAYER.

I. SEALS, TRUMPETS AND BOWLS.


In order to properly interpret the meaning of these seven trumpets in chapters 8 and 9, we need to understand their relationship to the seven seals of chapter six and the seven bowls of chapters 15-16.  The seals, as we have seen, represent the outworking of God’s two-faceted plan.  On the one hand, we find the first four seals representing God’s fierce judgments on the ungodly in the form of conquest, war, famine and death.  These judgments are not in the remote future, but are taking place all through out this present age.  God is judging the wicked.  But in the other direction, God’s people are sheltered, kept secure, because they are not under the judgment of God.  Christ has taken the judgment of God for them.  So even though they suffer insult and injustice, persecution and death, they are protected from any real harm and are delivered safe into God’s presence where they receive a warm welcome.  


The seven trumpets clearly represent the same thing.  Conquest, war, famine and death are defined a little more clearly by these trumpet blasts, and the trumpets define more clearly for us the purpose and intent of these judgments.  These are not simply calamities, but they contain a message, a warning and an invitation, as we will soon see.  


The seven plagues or bowls of chapters fifteen and sixteen are also the judgments of God on the ungodly.  But unlike the limited judgments throughout the age, represented by the seals and the trumpets, these bowls which are upturned and poured out on the earth are severe intensifications of these judgments at the end of the age, a final judgment before the return of Christ.  John explains their meaning in 15:1:  “Then I saw another sign in heaven, great and amazing, seven angels with seven plagues, which are the last, for with them the wrath of God is finished.”  


So the most basic message of this central section of the Revelation is pretty simple and clear.  God is already striking the ungodly with his judgments, while he is protecting his people from any real harm.  And at the end of the age, there will be no limit on these judgments which will completely devastate the earth.  


But what is the purpose of these terrible judgments?  Why are these things happening?  What is the message that is inherent in these events?  For this we must look more closely at the seven trumpets. 

II. THE SEVEN TRUMPETS.


Why do you blow a trumpet?  In Scripture, a trumpet is most frequently used to herald an announcement.  Since the announcement here is the judgment of God, these seven trumpets are warnings of God’s impending judgment, intended to produce repentance.  


By describing seven trumpets, John is undoubtedly taking us back to the Old Testament book of Joshua and the conquest of the city of Jericho.  Just after God’s people crossed the Jordan and entered the Promised Land, the obstacle in their way was the wicked city of Jericho.  And God instructed his people to capture the city in an unusual way.  They were to march around the city once a day for six days while the priests in front of the column were blowing trumpets.  On the seventh day they were to march around it seven times, also blowing trumpets.  Then the people were to shout and the city collapsed into their hands.  


The trumpets of Jericho were a warning.  God was coming in judgment.  And they were an invitation (which went completely unheeded) to repent and flee from the city of destruction.  God was giving fair warning.  His final judgment would not fall without some prior notice.  


And John’s point is that once again God is blowing seven trumpets, warning the ungodly to repent.  Do you understand?  God’s army is already marching around the wicked city of mankind.  The trumpets are blowing.  God is coming in judgment—he’s already on the way.  Can you hear the trumpets sounding?     


How can we recognize the sound of these trumpets?  Well, they sound like conquest, war, famine and death.  These severe calamities that strike the ungodly are the fearful harbingers of the judgment to come.  They are, in a sense, a foretaste of the judgment to come.  Any time adversity befalls a non-Christian, the message is clear:  no matter how bad this seems, the final judgment is far worse.  Trouble, mishap, accident, victimization, disease, injustice:  these are all mini-judgments, a small token of the judgment to come.  


Can this be possible? Dear Friends, this is not only possible, but we are told as much by our Lord Jesus himself.  How should we think about the injustices and the tragedies that happen in this life?  Jesus’ answer is rather shocking.  From Luke 13:  “1 ¶  There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.”  Pilate had suspected an uprising, so he slaughtered these pilgrims from Galilee.  “2  And (Jesus) answered them, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in this way?”  Do you think that they got what they deserved while others were better than they?  What should we understand from this tragedy?  “3  No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish. 4  Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? 5  No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.” 


This is not very popular, not politically correct.  Jesus would be criticized for his insensitivity here… unless it’s true!  And it is.  In essence, Jesus says that these tragedies are trumpet blasts, and you’d better take notice and repent, before the final judgment of God falls on you.  


All of these seven trumpets are painful calamities.  All of them have their origin from God, either from above, or unleashed by God’s command.  And all are limited in some way.  These trumpets are not the final judgment, not yet, but they warn of the ultimate judgment to come.     


1.  The first is a partial destruction of the land.  “7 ¶  The first angel blew his trumpet, and there followed hail and fire, mixed with blood, and these were thrown upon the earth. And a third of the earth was burned up, and a third of the trees were burned up, and all green grass was burned up.”  Now if you think symbolically not spatially, this makes sense.  This fiery judgment is from above, not from the sky, but from God’s throne.  So we don’t have to think of this in terms of meteor showers or fallout from a nuclear attack.  And this judgment is not complete, but partial.  


2.  The second is a partial destruction of the seas.  8  The second angel blew his trumpet, and something like a great mountain, burning with fire, was thrown into the sea, and a third of the sea became blood. 9  A third of the living creatures in the sea died, and a third of the ships were destroyed.  Once again we find the same thing.  This fiery, partial judgment from heaven strikes another realm, that of the sea, destroying a third of its ships (by which the Roman’s kept their empire together and under their control).  


3.  The third is a partial destruction of drinking water.  10  The third angel blew his trumpet, and a great star fell from heaven, blazing like a torch, and it fell on a third of the rivers and on the springs of water. 11  The name of the star is Wormwood. A third of the waters became wormwood, and many people died from the water, because it had been made bitter.  And here we have the same partial, fiery judgment from heaven, striking the fresh waters, so vital to life on earth.  


4.  The fourth is a partial darkness on the earth.  12  The fourth angel blew his trumpet, and a third of the sun was struck, and a third of the moon, and a third of the stars, so that a third of their light might be darkened, and a third of the day might be kept from shining, and likewise a third of the night.  And once again we see a partial judgment from heaven, darkness upon the earth.  


In chapter nine we find the fifth and sixth trumpets:  a demonic horde of locusts, and a terrifying army from beyond the Euphrates, from the regions beyond the known world.  The six trumpets are the destruction of land and seas, poisoning of drinking water, darkness, demonic torments and war.  These are all familiar, for it was with similar plagues that God struck the Egyptians at the time of the Exodus.  And the purpose of those ten plagues was to cause Pharaoh to repent and stop persecuting God’s people.  And likewise, these terrible calamities through out the present age are from God, intended to bring the wicked to repentance.  Notice the conclusion of these seven trumpets at the end of chapter 9:  “20  The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands nor give up worshiping demons and idols of gold and silver and bronze and stone and wood, which cannot see or hear or walk, 21  nor did they repent of their murders or their sorceries or their sexual immorality or their thefts.” 


III. THE SILENCE IN HEAVEN.



But what about God’s people?  What is happening to the church while all this calamity befalls the wicked of the earth?  Here is perhaps the most amazing part of all.


John begins chapter 8 with silence in heaven.  “1 ¶  When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.”  Silence in heaven is highly unusual.  Heaven has already been pictured for us as a place of unceasing sound and activity. The four living creatures never stop crying out, “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God almighty, who was and is and is to come.”  And the twenty-four elders are constantly falling down before the throne and worshipping God.  The countless company of angels sing to God, as do the redeemed, and we’ve already encountered several of their songs to God and to the Lamb.  And from the throne itself, from God, come constant rumblings and peals of thunder.  


But here is a silence for half an hour.  What is it that causes heaven to stop suddenly and give its undivided attention?  Some suggest it is the opening of the seventh seal, the sense of wonder and suspense at what is going to happen next.  Others that it is the approach of God “let all the earth keep silent before him.”  But this is not the earth that is silent, but heaven.  And even God appears to be silent.  This is astounding, unprecedented.  What is it that causes this silence in heaven?  


We have a clue from the text.  “2  Then I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. 3  And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden censer, and he was given much incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar before the throne, 4  and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel.”  In the worship at the temple, God’s people would be in prayer, and the priest would burn incense.  The smoke from the incense would rise, symbolizing the prayers of God’s people rising up before God’s throne.  


Why is heaven silent for this half an hour interlude?  Because God is hearing the prayers of his people, this tiny, persecuted minority, beleaguered and bewildered, crying out to God in their distress.  And their cries rise up before him as incense.  And all of heaven is silent as all of heaven bends its ear to hear the prayers and petitions of the church.  


But it doesn’t stay silent for long.  “5  Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire from the altar and threw it on the earth, and there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an earthquake. 6  Now the seven angels who had the seven trumpets prepared to blow them.”  These seven trumpets of God’s judgment are the direct result of the prayers of God’s people.  


Do you get the point?  Though the world has no time or interest in the prayers of God’s people, heaven is silenced as God hears his humble people crying out to him.  And the prayers of the saints release God’s judgments.  People talk about “the power of prayer”, and I have to correct them.  Prayer has no power, but God is all-powerful.  And God hears the prayers of his people.  Far from being a forgotten and impotent minority, the church has the ear of heaven.  God hears his people in prayer, and that prayer changes the course of the world. 


In the Hollywood adaptation of J.R.R. Tolkein’s The Lord of the Rings, the powerful and majestic queen of the elves, Galadriel, meets alone with the little hobbit, Frodo.  The hobbits were small, inconsequential people who lay in the west, forgotten and hidden.  But little Frodo happens to carry the most powerful object on earth, an evil ring of power, which he seeks to destroy in the fires of the volcano in which it was forged.  


And at one point the stately queen stoops low to look Frodo in the face.  And she says to him, “Even the smallest person can change the course of the world.”   


The kings of the earth make their boasts, and heaven takes no notice.  The mighty strut and swagger and threaten, and pays no attention.  But the tiny, suffering church cries out to God, and their prayers rise like incense before him, and all heaven is silent.  And fire falls on the earth.  


God hears his people.  God hears his people.  God hears his people.

THE PROPHETIC MINISTRY OF THE CHURCH

(Revelation 10:1-11:19)


A young farmer had a vivid dream one night in which he saw the letters “PC” emblazoned in the sky.  He wondered what it might mean.  After several nights of the same dream, he finally went to the elders of his church.  He told them the whole story and concluded that he felt this was a sign that he should Preach Christ.  So the next Sunday he stood in the pulpit and delivered a highly unintelligible sermon.  And the next Sunday and the next, for two months!  Finally the elders came to him and said, “Son, we think you misread the sign.  “PC” does not mean you should Preach Christ but Plow Corn.  


We need to be careful when we try to interpret the signs and symbols of the highly symbolic book of Revelation.  In fact, I’m convinced that we must rescue the book from the misinterpretation of the Dispensational Premillennialists who would have us believe that most of the Revelation has nothing at all to say to Christians because we will all be removed from the world before any of this takes place.  According to them, the events of chapters 10 and 11 occur after the rapture of the church and during the seven-year tribulation period.  Moses and Elijah will reappear on earth and will slay their enemies with their fiery breath like dragons.  But this is to misread the type of literature.  Revelation is quite similar to the highly- symbolic apocalyptic literature of the day.  If you try to take the symbols as literal figures instead of the symbols they are, then you wind up with science fiction.  But if you take the symbols as symbols and interpret the symbols biblically according to their biblical categories, then you find a powerful message for the church in our age and in any age.  


And this message is so good! Rather than irrelevant speculations about the future, it’s a message about the church’s central calling to prophesy, referring to the church’s ministry of proclaiming God’s truth to a weary and wayward world.    


And here is the message:  Until the end, the church must be faithful in the ministry of prophecy—declaring God’s Word, no matter the cost and whatever the results.  God’s Word is sweet to believers but it contains woes and judgments on the ungodly enough to turn the stomach.  So we must be and urgent and diligent and confident in view of the final resurrection and reward.  

I. WE MUST PROPHESY.


John is called to continue his prophecy, in line with the Old Testament prophets and which will be carried on by the church after him.  1  Then I saw another mighty angel coming down from heaven, wrapped in a cloud, with a rainbow over his head, and his face was like the sun, and his legs like pillars of fire. 2  He had a little scroll open in his hand. And he set his right foot on the sea, and his left foot on the land, 3  and called out with a loud voice, like a lion roaring. When he called out, the seven thunders sounded. 

The first picture is of the authority of God’s messenger.  This angel in some ways bears resemblance to Christ himself with the rainbow over his head, the face like the sun and the voice like a lion.  This is not Christ, but an angel, and yet this angel certainly comes in the authority of the Son of God.  4  And when the seven thunders had sounded, I was about to write, but I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Seal up what the seven thunders have said, and do not write it down.”  God reveals and reserves.  Not all of God’s truth and plan and will have been revealed to us.  We should expect not to understand all things, but should give all our attention to what God has revealed.  Deuteronomy 29:29 says:  “The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things that are revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do all the words of this law.”
5  And the angel whom I saw standing on the sea and on the land raised his right hand to heaven 6  and swore by him who lives forever and ever, who created heaven and what is in it, the earth and what is in it, and the sea and what is in it, that there would be no more delay, 7  but that in the days of the trumpet call to be sounded by the seventh angel, the mystery of God would be fulfilled, just as he announced to his servants the prophets.  Notice the mighty angel swears to the veracity of the prophetic word.  Every word God speaks through the prophets will be fulfilled, and we can stand on them with confidence.


Like the prophet Ezekiel before him, John eats the scroll of God’s Word which is sweet to the taste.  8  Then the voice that I had heard from heaven spoke to me again, saying, “Go, take the scroll that is open in the hand of the angel who is standing on the sea and on the land.” 9  So I went to the angel and told him to give me the little scroll. And he said to me, “Take and eat it; it will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth it will be sweet as honey.” 10  And I took the little scroll from the hand of the angel and ate it. It was sweet as honey in my mouth, but when I had eaten it my stomach was made bitter. 11  And I was told, “You must again prophesy about many peoples and nations and languages and kings.”  Psalm 19:10 reminds us that God’s Words are “More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb.”  But the message of the prophets contain grave warnings and judgments that sour the stomach.  God’s Word is both the sweet Gospel of salvation and the bitter warning of Law and wrath.


And John sees the image of God’s temple.  1 ¶  Then I was given a measuring rod like a staff, and I was told, “Rise and measure the temple of God and the altar and those who worship there, 2  but do not measure the court outside the temple; leave that out, for it is given over to the nations, and they will trample the holy city for forty–two months.

What is this temple of God?  In the Old Testament it was a building, a place of worship.  It is clear from the New Testament that in our age the Temple is no longer a place, but a people.  For example, in 1 Corinthians 3, Paul writes to the church:  “16  Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? 17  If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and you (the church, Jews and Gentiles together) are that temple.”

This is important.  Dispensational premillennialists declare that the Jewish temple will be rebuilt during the seven-year tribulation, and that this speaks of an assault on Jerusalem by Gentile armies.  What they miss, of course, is that the Temple of God (the church) is being built as we speak.  They fail to understand the symbolism and take it with a wooden literalness that was never intended, and so they miss the message altogether.  


What is the message to us?  That God knows and numbers his church, just as we saw with the 144,000, the full number of the people of God.  He will keep his temple safe from all true harm, though unbelievers will “trample”, that is persecute, and even kill them.  


And what is the church to be doing in the meantime? Prophesying, that is, proclaiming God’s Word!  3  And I will grant authority to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed in sackcloth.” 4  These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth. 


Who are these “two witnesses”?  Again, Dispensational Premillennialism refuses to see these witnesses in symbolic terms, and so we are left with science fiction, with fire-breathing reincarnations of Moses and Elijah.  But the very context demands that these witnesses be seen in symbolic terms. These two witnesses symbolize the faithful church proclaiming the Word of God.   


Why two witnesses?  For one thing, in order to establish the truth according to Jewish law, one needed the testimony of at least two witnesses.  But the other reason is that these two witnesses are compared to the lampstands and the two olive trees of Zechariah 4.  In Zechariah, these referred to Zerubbabel the king who was to rebuild the temple and to Joshua the priest who was to lead worship in the rebuilt temple.  These two serve as a type of Christ, the priest-king who would build the true temple of God, the church.  


So these two witnesses (the church) come in the spirit of Moses and Elijah (the great Old Testament prophets) and represent Zerubbabel and Joshua who rebuilt the temple, lampstands unfailingly supplied by the oil of the Holy Spirit, and who and foreshadowed Christ.  The church is to continue on the ministry of the Prophet, Priest and King, the Lord Jesus Christ, in declaring God’s Word to the world.  


Much of the present-day church has lost confidence in the ministry of prophecy (preaching God’s Word).  It is often replaced by music concerts, skits and dramas, film clips with commentary and entertaining storytelling.  But our call is to the ministry of prophesying, proclaiming God’s truth in the power of the Holy Spirit.  I suppose all this is well-meaning, but it is simply disobedient to God’s call and commission to the church.  And the church has already rejected these substitutes for God’s method of preaching.  The Heidelberg Catechism in commenting on the second commandment asks, “Q. 98.  But may not pictures be tolerated in churches in place of books for unlearned people?” And the answer?  “No, for we must not try to be wiser than God who does not want his people to be taught by means of lifeless idols, but through the living preaching of his Word.”


We must prophesy.  We must preach and teach and study and learn and share God’s Word.  This is the central calling of the church’s ministry.  We must prophesy.  And…

II. WE MUST PROPHESY URGENTLY.


The stakes are very high.  Read that part about fire coming out of their mouths very carefully.  “5  And if anyone would harm them, fire pours from their mouth and consumes their foes. If anyone would harm them, this is how he is doomed to be killed. 6  They have the power to shut the sky, that no rain may fall during the days of their prophesying, and they have power over the waters to turn them into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague, as often as they desire.”

Again, we must see this symbolically.  Nothing like this has ever occurred literally in the history of the church.  But symbolically speaking, this happens all the time, this is happening right now, at this moment and right now in this room as God’s church is faithfully proclaiming God’s Word.  And what is happening?  Some are hearing and believing and are being saved.  But others are resisting, and would try to stop this message if they could.  And because of their continued resistance to the Word of God, “this is how he is doomed to be killed”:  by fire and thirst and plague.  It’s a picture of the lake of fire, the final judgment on those who will not repent but continue to resist God’s Word.  


How urgent it is that we not waste our time with utterly ineffective entertainments seeking to please the unregenerate and tickle their itching ears! This is life and death, joy and doom, heaven and hell.  We must prophesy urgently.  


And…

III. WE MUST PROPHESY DILIGENTLY.  


The evil one will not take this lying down.  Our Lord Jesus said he would build his church and the gates of hell would not prevail against it.  Notice that Jesus intends us to play offense, to storm the gates of hell and take back territory once claimed by Satan.  And Satan will fight back.  And he will seem to win.  7  And when they have finished their testimony, the beast that rises from the bottomless pit will make war on them and conquer them and kill them, 8  and their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city that symbolically is called Sodom and Egypt, where their Lord was crucified. 9  For three and a half days some from the peoples and tribes and languages and nations will gaze at their dead bodies and refuse to let them be placed in a tomb, 10  and those who dwell on the earth will rejoice over them and make merry and exchange presents, because these two prophets had been a torment to those who dwell on the earth.

I ask you:  doesn’t this understanding fit the text far better than the science fiction scenario of the Dispensational Premillennialists?  Remember that beleaguered little church in the first century, persecuted by the Caesar in Rome.  Many of them were betrayed and captured and killed in the arena or in Nero’s gardens for sport and entertainment.  They were conquered and killed by this hell-inspired persecution, and the crowds cheered when they were burned alive or torn limb-from-limb.  It was a holiday, like the fourth of July or Labor Day, a celebration!  


Though we may never see this kind of persecution in our land, let this response be our gauge of the reaction of the unregenerate to the message of God’s Word.  Do not expect a warm welcome when you witness to your family or friends.  Do not expect burning interest when you teach Sunday School and Bible studies.   You have the best news that anyone could possibly hear.  But the unregenerate really do not want to hear it, not without the Holy Spirit’s sovereign, prior intervention.  You will often be met with a resounding yawn at the very least.  You will probably be mocked and avoided if possible.  No matter the cost, we must prophesy diligently.  


And…

IV. WE MUST PROPHESY CONFIDENTLY.


There is vindication for those who witness faithfully.  There is resurrection and a rich welcome into God’s everlasting kingdom.  “11  But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and they stood up on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw them. 12  Then they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, “Come up here!” And they went up to heaven in a cloud, and their enemies watched them. 13  And at that hour there was a great earthquake, and a tenth of the city fell. Seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the rest were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven.”


It’s hard to understand exactly what John is describing here.  This is not the final judgment because calamity and earthquake fall only on a tenth of the wicked city which represents the world of the ungodly.  The Old Testament pictured the remnant of God’s faithful people as a tithe, a tenth of all Israel.  And when Elijah despaired that he alone served the Lord, he was corrected with the word that the Lord still had seven thousand who had not bent the knee to Baal.  Perhaps John intends this as a reversal of this.  


And it’s hard to see how all the people will witness and dismay at the resurrection of these slain martyrs.  Perhaps this vindication of God’s people will occur after death when the wicked realize their dreadful error and see God’s people redeemed while they themselves face judgment and doom.  


But the point remains for God’s people.  Though they will be rejected by the world, even killed for their witness to Christ (as was their Lord), God has the final word.  And God’s final word is resurrection and everlasting life.  And it will be worth it.


In 1956 a group of missionaries were trying to reach out to a fierce tribe of natives in the jungles of Columbia.  After attempting to establish contact, and dropping friendship gifts into their midst, Jim Elliot and four others landed their little plane on the bank of the Curaray River.  Contact was lost, a day passed and finally a rescue party went to search for them.  The bodies of those five men were found near the plane, pierced with the spears of the very people they sought to reach for Christ.  


When the news hit the secular press and outcry went forth.  What a waste!  How could we allow our young people to walk into such danger and give their lives for people who obviously did not want them? How could missions organizations sanction such folly? 


Jim Elliot answered their questions in his journal, written some time before he met his death.  It was a simple declaration:  “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep, to gain what he cannot lose.”

WAR IN HEAVEN

(Revelation 12:1-19)


A.  The year was 1938.  Arthur Neville Chamberlain had recently succeeded Stanley Baldwin as Prime Minister of England.  Britain had been devastated by World War I, and Chamberlain was desperate to avoid further confrontation.  The problem was that Adolf Hitler was demanding that a German-speaking region of Czechoslovakia be ceded over to Germany.  Along with France and Italy, Chamberlain accepted Hitler's demands in return for his promise not to claim any other European territory.  The Munich Pact was signed late September, 1938.  


Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement—the concession to demands of rival states in order to avoid war—ended with Hitler's invasion of Poland less than a year later. Britain and France in turn declared war on Germany, and World War II was underway.  


B.  Like it or not, we live in a world at war.  I’m not talking about Iraq or Afghanistan.  I’m talking about the spiritual war that has been waging since the very beginning, since the Garden of Eden and before.  In this central section of the Revelation, John reminds us of this irreconcilable war.  He’s writing to a group of Christians who are in the throes of a kind of war themselves, beginning to experience a severe persecution that had already claimed some of their lives.  Why were they suffering so?  Didn’t Christ win the victory for them on the cross?  And if he did, why did it feel like they were still at war?  John’s answer is that they are still at war until the end of the age.  They face a formidable foe, and they must stand and fight.  There is no middle ground.


C.  Many professing Christians in our day refuse to believe that we are at war.  They are foolishly seeking to build a comfortable life for themselves in the midst of combat zone.  They are trying to remain neutral when there is no place of neutrality.  They wish to be civilian non-combatants or perhaps conscientious objectors when they fail to realize that to do so is to side with the enemy.  We cannot simply sit on the sidelines and watch.  Jesus said, “He who is not for me is against me.”  There is no middle ground.  


And so we must stand and fight.  Either we will face the limited and temporary wrath of the Evil One or the unlimited and everlasting wrath and judgment of Almighty God.  Because the Son of God is at war defeating his enemies, we must stand and fight.     

I.  STAND AND FIGHT, BECAUSE THE WAR IS CONSTANT.


A.  John introduces us to the main characters in this conflict.  The first is a woman.     1 ¶  And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars. 2  She was pregnant and was crying out in birth pains and the agony of giving birth.  


Who is this pregnant woman?  Since she gives birth to Jesus, it is tempting to think of her as Mary.  But she is described in terms that indicate that she represents the Old Testament people of Israel.  The language is reminiscent of Genesis 37 in which Joseph dreams that the sun, the moon and eleven stars all bow down to him (his father, mother and brothers:  Israel).  Israel’s most important task was to bring forth the Messiah.  Later in the chapter this same woman is no longer Israel but the church, showing the essential unity between the two.  


B.  A second sign is that of a dragon.  3  And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads seven diadems. 4  His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven and cast them to the earth. This “dragon”, of course, is the devil, Satan, as he is named later in verse 9.  His appearance is appalling.  He is a great red dragon, borrowing an image, perhaps from the pagan myths of the day, though it is not hard to see the connection between the serpent of Genesis and the dragon of Revelation.  He has great wisdom (seven heads), great power (ten horns) and he pretends to royalty (seven diadems or crowns).   He sweeps a third of the stars from the sky with his tail.  Some see this as a reference to his fall from heaven, taking a third of the angels with him, who become his demonic henchmen on earth.  Though verses 7-9 mention his “angels” this is more likely a reference to Daniel 8:10 in which Antiochus IV Epiphanes is symbolically pictured as arrogantly assaulting the heavens and casting down stars.


C.  The dragon seeks to devour the child of this woman.  And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she bore her child he might devour it.  Herod the Great, when he heard of the birth of the Christ child, sought to destroy him by sending his soldiers to Bethlehem to kill all of the male children born there.  And Christ’s whole life is summed up in a single sentence.  Only his birth and his ascension are mentioned.  5  She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to his throne….”   And when the dragon’s scheme was thwarted, he sought to destroy the woman, now representing the people of God after Christ’s ascension, the church.  6  and the woman fled into the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, in which she is to be nourished for 1,260 days.  This may refer to the church’s flight to Pella just before the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.  But it means more.  


The wilderness was the place where God called and formed his people.  God took them out of Egypt during the Exodus and led them into the wilderness where he cared for them and prepared them for the Promised Land.  The wilderness was a place of testing and hardship, a place where there was little provision and so they had to learn to rely on God.  It’s is clear that Mark’s Gospel pictures the coming of Christ as leading the church into a new Exodus, where they would be formed into God’s people and learn to trust him, where God would form them and prepare them for the Promised Land of heaven.  


In chapter 11 we encountered two witnesses who carried on the prophetic ministry of declaring God’s Word in the spirit of Moses and Elijah for 1260 days.  This time period is equivalent to 42 months and to three and one half years.  Robert Mounce reminds us that this time has its “primary reference to the period of Jewish suffering under the Syrian despot Antiochus Epiphanes in 167-164 BC.  It became a conventional symbol for a limited period of time during which evil would be allowed to reign.” (in loc.).  This could either refer to a limited time of extraordinary persecution, or (as I favor) the whole church age until the return of Christ.  God’s people are called out to the wilderness where he will provide for them, even as they face the wrath of the dragon.


D.  Now don’t miss the main point.  This conflict has been going on for a long time, from the very beginning of the world.  You were born in a combat zone, and, unless Christ returns first, you will live all your life in a combat zone.  Countless thousands and millions have stood and fought and died in the conflict as many are doing today.  And you must join them.  You must throw away all pretensions to a life of ease and peace because we are at war.  And you must stand and fight.  This war is relentless, constant, irreconcilable.  You must stand and fight.  


And you must…

II. STAND AND FIGHT, BECAUSE THE OUTCOME IS CERTAIN.


A.  The war has already been won because our enemy has been mortally wounded and cast down out of heaven.  7  Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon. And the dragon and his angels fought back, 8  but he was defeated and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. 9  And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world––he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.

B.  When did this war in heaven take place?  It happened at the time of Christ’s death and resurrection.  The Bible indicates that prior to this time, Satan had access to heaven and served as a sort of prosecuting attorney, accusing God’s people of sin.  Does this surprise you?  The Old Testament pictures Satan, the adversary, as an accuser.  In the first chapter of Job, for example, Satan appears with the “sons of God” and accuses Job of a mercenary faith.  If God were to stop supplying Job with positive blessings, his supposed faith would whither.  


Or in Zechariah 3, Satan accuses the high priest Joshua, who is apparently guilty, because he is symbolically wearing dirty clothing.  And God re-clothes Joshua in spotless robes, symbolizing the deep cleansing that would come through the blood of Christ.  In fact, it is Satan’s being deposed of his role as (former) accuser that is celebrated in the next verses:  10  And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. 11  And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, we must stand and fight in this age-old contest because our dread enemy has already been defeated!  Isn’t that very good news to you.  If Christ had not come, Satan would still have his place before God accusing you of all the terrible, shameful sins you have committed over your life in thought, word and deed.  All of that dreadful stuff would have been thrown in your face by that horrid dragon, and you would have had no recourse but to plead guilty.  But Christ has defeated him!  Colossians 2:13-15 says, “13 And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our trespasses, 14  by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing it to the cross. 15  He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him.”

C.  This is such good news!  The reason why Satan has no place in heaven to accuse us of is because the sentence for our sins has already been carried out on Christ!  His broken body and shed blood on the cross has fully paid for the sins of his people.  


Abandon all caution, throw away all concern for ease and comfort:  stand up and fight!  

Soldiers who are Christ’s below, 

Strong in faith resist the foe;

Boundless is the pledged reward

Unto them who serve the Lord.

‘Tis no palm of fading leaves

That the conqu’ror’s hand receives;

Joys are his serene and pure,

Light that ever shall endure.

Passing soon and little worth 

Are the things that tempt on earth;

Heav’nward lift your soul’s regard;

God himself is your reward.


(Latin Hymn Bourges Breviary, 1734)

III. STAND AND FIGHT, BECAUSE YOUR PROTECTION IS COMPLETE.  


A.  Those in heaven are the church triumphant, but while we are on earth we are the church militant, the church embroiled in the heat of the battle.   12  Therefore, rejoice, O heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to you in great wrath, because he knows that his time is short!” 13  And when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child.  Like a mortally wounded predator, Satan still thrashes about.  Peter calls him a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.  


B.  In his outrage at being defeated by the Son, he turns to spend his wrath on the woman and her other offspring, the church.  14  But the woman was given the two wings of the great eagle so that she might fly from the serpent into the wilderness, to the place where she is to be nourished for a time, and times, and half a time. 15  The serpent poured water like a river out of his mouth after the woman, to sweep her away with a flood. 16  But the earth came to the help of the woman, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed the river that the dragon had poured from his mouth. 17  Then the dragon became furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus. And he stood on the sand of the sea.”  (a hint at what is to come next).  


The implication is staggering, and a potent warning.  Those who trust Christ, who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus, will have to face the temporal wrath of a dying devil, but they are protected by the hand of almighty God.  Those outside of Christ may escape the wrath of Satan (he has little concern for them), but will have to face the eternal wrath of almighty God.  THERE IS NO MIDDLE GROUND!


If you are living for self, spending your strength on your pleasures, then you are already lost and God’s wrath is coming for you.  And you must turn to Christ.  His blood will cover you sins, his death will count for your punishment and his resurrection will give you life full and forever.  And you must stand up and fight!  Resist the deadening draw of the evil one and with holy hatred turn from sin and self and with warm love turn to Christ.



Arthur Neville Chamberlain was succeeded as Prime Minister of England by Sir Winston Churchill who successfully guided the British through the Second World War.  “Never, never, never give up.”  

FACINGTHE BEASTS

(Revelation 13:1-18)

One of the most important tasks in the defense of any nation is the gathering of intelligence.  This is a polite way of saying “spying on your enemies”.  The purpose is to discover your enemy’s strengths and weaknesses, but especially his goals and plans.  When will he strike?  And with what weapons and force?  And where will the attack begin?  The entertainment industry has glamorized this work of intelligence-gathering making it more fantastic than factual.  We’ve had “James Bond 007”, “I Spy”, and more recently TV dramas like “The Agency” and “Alias”.  


The Bible tells us that we are locked in the age-old war waged against us by the dragon, the ancient serpent or Satan, the accuser of our brothers.  Jesus Christ the God-man has dealt him the decisive blow by wrenching his chief weapon out of his hands.  Christ has fully paid for all the sins of his people with his precious blood on the cross.  He has disarmed Satan whose accusations against God’s people now have no power because there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.  So the dragon has been cast down to the earth to wage war against God’s people still on earth, having lost all power to harm those who are in heaven.  


John has been doing some intelligence- gathering for us in the thirteenth chapter of Revelation.  God has revealed to us Satan’s goals and plans.  The devil seeks to co-opt and pervert human institutions and use them against God’s people, using them to pressure us into compromise.  This is fascinating and sobering.  It opens our eyes to expose the enemy’s schemes so that we can be forewarned and stand firm against him.  This thirteenth chapter of Revelation is one of the most controversial and well known because here we are introduced to the beast from the sea (the anti-Christ), whose name numbers 666, and the beast from the earth (the false prophet), who serves him.  


I. STAND FIRM AGAINST THE BEAST OF HUMAN POWER.


Our infallible intelligence briefing tells us that Satan’s strategy is to pervert already existing human institutions and turn them against God’s people.  God has made human beings to be social creatures.  From the beginning of time people have organized themselves as social units complete with some form of leadership.  Satan’s strategy as we see in Revelation 13 involves seizing control of the human institutions of power and authority and using them to try to destroy God’s people.  John describes the rise of the beast from the sea.  


1  And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, with ten horns and seven heads, with ten diadems on its horns and blasphemous names on its heads.  Two beasts will arise, this one from the sea and the second from the earth, pointing to Satan’s supposed control of land and sea.  Notice this beast takes the form of the dragon.  


Who is this beast?  Many will compare this beast to the antichrist, though the word is not mentioned in Revelation.  It would still be alright to use that term as long as we see this antichrist as the culmination of a power that has been at work since the beginning.  John writes in his first letter about antichrist: (I John 2:18) “Children, it is the last hour, and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come. Therefore we know that it is the last hour.”  Notice from this text that we are already in the “last hour” and have been since the time of the early church.  Note as well that though there is a coming “antichrist” there were already many antichrists at work in John’s day.  In verse 22, John writes:  “Who is the liar but he who denies that Jesus is the Christ? This is the antichrist, he who denies the Father and the Son.”

The term “antichrist” does not mean one who is “against” Christ, but rather one who seeks to “replace” Christ.  And work of imitation or counterfeiting is precisely what this beast seeks to do.  


2  And the beast that I saw was like a leopard; its feet were like a bear’s, and its mouth was like a lion’s mouth.   This description harkens back to Daniel 7 in which these four beasts represent four empires:  Babylonia, Medo-Persia, Greece and Rome.  This beast combines the power of the four to make it truly horrible.  And to it the dragon gave his power and his throne and great authority.  This is a human authority, co-opted and perverted by Satan and turned against the people of God.  


This beast seeks to imitate the great miracle of the Resurrection of Christ.  “3 One of its heads seemed to have a mortal wound, but its mortal wound was healed, and the whole earth marveled as they followed the beast.”  This beast undergoes a counterfeit resurrection, miraculously recovering from a mortal wound, drawing the attention of the watching world.  And this beast is worshiped for his seemingly invincible power.  4  And they worshiped the dragon, for he had given his authority to the beast, and they worshiped the beast, saying, “Who is like the beast, and who can fight against it?” 


The beast operates during this same period of 1,260 days or 42 months or three-and-one-half years, which we said represented he entire church age from Christ’s ascension to his second coming.  5  And the beast was given a mouth uttering haughty and blasphemous words, and it was allowed to exercise authority for forty–two months. The beast seeks to slander God and his people in heaven, and to destroy his people on earth. 6  It opened its mouth to utter blasphemies against God, blaspheming his name and his dwelling, that is, those who dwell in heaven. 7  Also it was allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them. 

But God is still in control.  God even gives this beast its power to do its evil.  Yet those who are predestined for salvation are protected from his deceptions.  And authority was given it over every tribe and people and language and nation, 8  and all who dwell on earth will worship it, everyone whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of the Lamb that was slain. 9  If anyone has an ear, let him hear: 10  If anyone is to be taken captive, to captivity he goes; if anyone is to be slain with the sword, with the sword must he be slain.     Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints.


Every believer who suffers for Christ has the assurance that God sees and knows and even allows this for his own purposes.  In this knowledge and confidence God’s people can persevere and trust him.  


We are called to stand firm against the beast of human authority, whenever it raises its head against the purposes of God.  


And we must also… 

II. STAND FIRM AGAINST THE BEAST OF HUMAN RELIGION.  


As human beings are social creatures, so are we religious by nature.  There never was a people who was not religious, who was naturally atheistic.  Without the light of God’s Word, people are left to create their own religion the best they can from the light of nature.  That’s why there are so many religions in the world, and these, too, are co-opted and used in Satan’s service.   


The second beast is the false prophet also mentioned in 16:13 and 19:20.  It also obviously seeks to counterfeit God.  “11  Then I saw another beast rising out of the earth. It had two horns like a lamb and it spoke like a dragon.”  It is apparent that between the devil, the antichrist and the false prophet one has a parodying of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Like the Father, Satan gives authority and power to the antichrist.  Like the Son, the antichrist works a simulation of the resurrection.  And like the Holy Spirit, the false prophet seeks to bring worship to another and works miracles on earth.  “12  It exercises all the authority of the first beast in its presence, and makes the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose mortal wound was healed. 13  It performs great signs, even making fire come down from heaven to earth in front of people, 14  and by the signs that it is allowed to work in the presence of the beast it deceives those who dwell on earth, telling them to make an image for the beast that was wounded by the sword and yet lived. 

Vern Poythress writes:  “In first-century Asia Minor, the main propagandists were priests of the emperor cult and the “Commune of Asia,” a council of distinguished city representatives who promoted loyalty to the emperor.”  (in loc)  The image of the emperor would be set up in temples.  Local priests were not above conjuring some tricks in order to encourage the “faith” of “worshipers”.     


The purpose of this deception is to gain authority and put down all dissent:  15  And it was allowed to give breath to the image of the beast, so that the image of the beast might even speak and might cause those who would not worship the image of the beast to be slain.



The false prophet even counterfeits the seal which God placed on the foreheads of his people, claiming them as his own and affording them protection from the plagues that fell on unbelievers.  “16  Also it causes all, both small and great, both rich and poor, both free and slave, to be marked on the right hand or the forehead, 17  so that no one can buy or sell unless he has the mark, that is, the name of the beast or the number of its name.”  The contrast is great.  If you accept God’s seal through faithfulness to Jesus Christ, you will be penalized by the world, but kept safe unto heaven.  But if you accept the mark of the beast, then you will find safety and abundance in this life, and yet judgment and destruction in the life to come.  


And then comes the verse in the Revelation that draws the most curiosity and speculation.  “18  This calls for wisdom: let the one who has understanding calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a man, and his number is 666.”


There are two basic solutions to this puzzle.  In ancient languages the letters of the alphabet doubled as numbers.  So a combination of the letters of a name could be tallied up to a numerical sum.  Various names have been suggested, perhaps the best is that of Caesar Nero, though that is not without its problems.  


The other solution is to note that this is perhaps not the number of “a man” but the “number of man”.  The perfect number of the holy Trinity would be 777.  The tally of the name Jesus in Greek is 888.  The number 666 would be a symbolic number only, a number that seeks to counterfeit the number of God but is always coming up short.  

SUMMARY



What we find from our intelligence briefing in this thirteenth chapter of Revelation is that our enemy Satan is at work in the world using pre-existing human institutions, twisting and perverting them and causing them to oppose, harass and even destroy the people of God.  And yet all this is under God’s sovereign control, and God uses it for his own glory and for the ultimate benefit of his people.  This was the strategy Satan used against the first-century church through the persecutions of the Roman Empire and the imperial cult.  We should expect the same thing during the whole 42 months of this age until the return of Christ.  And shortly before his return we should expect to see an intensification of a totalitarian world state supported by a sympathetic religion.  


This has been the history of our race.  All the prophets of the Old Testament found themselves in the minority, opposed and persecuted by the majority of those who were professing believers.  The early church found itself persecuted by the corrupted Jewish religion on the one hand and the wicked Roman Empire on the other.  


The Protestant Reformers, Luther and Calvin, saw the Roman church as a power-mad, false religion that had overthrown the Gospel of free grace and which actively put down all dissent.  They even named the Pope as the antichrist, one who had replaced Christ.   At that time and in that climate, I would have to agree with them.  


Closer to our own day, we have seen the rise of Nazi Germany, a wicked and murderous totalitarian state.  What’s interesting is that the state church actively supported Hitler’s regime as well, giving it credence and legitimacy.  A portion of the church in Germany stood against Hitler, producing the Barmen Declaration which said that Christ alone is Lord and that the church should never become an instrument that serves the state.


We have also seen numerous communistic regimes, supported by the “religion” of atheistic philosophy which declared that communism was destined to overcome the whole world.  For a time the watching world marveled at its seemingly unstoppable power as nations in Eastern Europe, Asia and Central America succumbed to its influence, one after another.  Many of the poor of the world were seduced to worship communism as their savior. And millions of Christians were devoured in the jaws of the communistic beast.  


It is unpopular to say it, but today we see a host of Islamic states, a wedding of religion and an autocratic state.  Citizens in those regimes are told that they must blindly obey their government because in doing so, they are also obeying Allah.  And many Christians have faced and are facing the beast of Islamic totalitarianism.   


And our own nation, the United States of America, is not immune from this corrupting power.  On the one hand we find secularizing forces in American culture that seek to blunt the edges of the Christian faith.  In this climate the exclusive claims of Christ to be the only way to God, or the Bible’s insistence that homosexual practice is sin are extremely unpopular, and those who affirm them are charged with bigotry.  


On the other hand we have a kind of civil religion in America which faith in God and loyalty to America are one in the same.  It makes me a bit nervous to have the American flag in our sanctuary.  If by doing so we are simply recognizing that Christ calls us to be good citizens, then well and good. But if it means that our faith in Christ is equivalent to our patriotism, that we will support America no matter what, then we have already been taken in.  We must obey God rather than men.  


And yet Satan does not just seek to corrupt nations.  All human institutions of power and authority are fair game and can be used to pressure God’s people to compromise and silence.  The list is endless.  Almost all of the older colleges and universities in America were founded as church schools, most for the purpose of training Christian pastors, like Harvard, Yale, Princeton and Dartmouth.  Now these same schools actively seek to ridicule and destroy the Christian faith.  They have become expressions of the beast.  Whole denominations have been twisted and perverted, controlled by centralized bureaucracies that resist any biblical reform.  I have attended numerous General Assemblies of our own denomination and watched the beast maneuver, twist, distort and shut down all attempts at biblical reformation.  Employers and companies will enact policies that prevent employees from sharing their faith with their co-workers, or reward those who get the job done, no matter how it gets done.    


And even peer groups and affinity groups, cliques at school and the in neighborhood may begin to resemble the beast.  Why is it that you often hear about high school drinking parties, but never hear about high school groups who spend Saturday nights visiting lonely people in nursing homes or sharing the Gospel with people in the park?  Could it be that the beast is active there, in those informal institutions?  And this is not just to pick on young people.  Why is it that adult gatherings tend more to gossip than to prayer?  


The beast has already risen out of the sea.  As John says, “Children, it is the last hour, and as you have heard that antichrist is coming, so now many antichrists have come.”


I have three brief applications.  


1.  It is Satan’s strategy to seize control of institutions, to use popularity and power to accomplish his purposes and lead people astray.  But it is not God’s strategy.  For too long the church in America has sought to impress unbelievers by the power of our success, the size of our buildings and congregations, or our political power as a voting block.  Young Life, a youth ministry. Strategy was to forget about followers and go after the campus leaders.  Win them for Christ and the followers will follow.  That makes good, pragmatic sense.  But I suggest that that is Satan’s playbook.  God’s strategy is not power, but weakness, the weakness of prayer and of preaching a foolish message about a crucified Savior.  And yet, that’s how God’s Kingdom comes, and it will surely come.  


2.  We must be careful when we find ourselves successful, popular and in power.  This is what Satan actively seeks.  Success, popularity and power can so easily lead to pride.  And pride is spiritual poison.  Beware when you begin to think that your success is your reward.  “God is opposed to the proud but gives grace to the humble.”  

 
3.  In a world that has been co-opted by Satan, Christians should expect themselves to be in the persecuted minority.  This is normal, default mode for the believer.  This is the way of the present world.  And we must stand firm, with courage and vigilance.  For it will not always be this way.  The beast will die and the dragon will be slain and Jesus Christ will return.  And he will reign forever and ever.  

THE END OF ALL WARS

(Revelation 14:1-20)

One of the central issues in the last presidential election was the war on terrorism.  The debates were not so much about whether or not to fight this war, but how best to do so.  It is a difficult issue.  You are not fighting against another nation, but against individuals and groups that move about within nations.  And on of the larger questions in this war is how you know when you have won this war.  Who will sign the articles of surrender when it’s over?  One thinks of Robert E. Lee at Appomattox at the end of the Civil War, or the representatives of Emperor Hirohito on that US warship in the Pacific.  When they signed their names, it was over.  Hostilities were officially ceased.  But when will the war on terrorism come to an end?


In Revelation chapters 12 and 13, we have seen graphically how our world is locked in a spiritual war, an ancient conflict between irreconcilable foes.  In chapter 12 we are introduced to the main combatants in this war, symbolized by a murderous, red dragon and a pregnant woman who gives birth to a Son who will rule the nations, and who is caught up to God.  The dragon, that ancient serpent, the devil or Satan, the accuser of our brothers, is cast down out of heaven where he can accuse God’s people no longer because God’s Son has made full atonement for their sins with his blood.  Since he can no longer accuse those safe in heaven, he makes war against believer still on earth.  


And in chapter 13 we see his strategy.  Satan co-opts human institutions (governments, schools, businesses, even peer groups), these often supported by religions or ideologies or philosophies, in order to pressure God’s people into compromising their faith.  In the first century, the Roman Empire backed up by the Cult of the Emperor combined to make the exclusive claims of Jesus Christ very hard to maintain.  More recently, Nazi Germany, a host of Communistic states and Islamic states have openly persecuted Christians within their reach.  Universities once founded by churches, like Harvard, Yale and Princeton have been turned and become in many ways anti-Christian.  And the solitary Christian at school or work has often felt the pressure of peer groups to give up or tone down their witness for Christ, all bearing the fingerprints of the dragon as he wages this war.  


But the next chapter tells us how this war will end.  And it calls God’s people to courage because the promise to the faithful is so glorious, and the warning against those who compromise is so dreadful that we must stand firm.        

I.  THE LAMB AND HIS BRIDE.


Where is Christ in this battle?  He was born into the conflict, and he has accomplished our salvation through his perfect life and his atoning death on the cross and resurrection from the dead, and he was caught up to God.  He is the Lamb who looks as though he was slain.  But what is he doing while his people are facing these terrible enemies and suffering under this fierce pressure to compromise?  The dragon is still making war against the woman (God’s people).  He is still calling up this beast of the sea and the beast of the earth, enlisting them in his service.  You have felt their pressures; there is no escaping them.  Where is the Lamb in all of this?


And we find him in the opening verses of chapter 14.  “1  Then I looked, and behold, on Mount Zion stood the Lamb, and with him 144,000 who had his name and his Father’s name written on their foreheads. 2  And I heard a voice from heaven like the roar of many waters and like the sound of loud thunder. The voice I heard was like the sound of harpists playing on their harps, 3  and they were singing a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and before the elders. No one could learn that song except the 144,000 who had been redeemed from the earth. 4  It is these who have not defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins. It is these who follow the Lamb wherever he goes. These have been redeemed from mankind as firstfruits for God and the Lamb, 5  and in their mouth no lie was found, for they are blameless.”  


Oh, the Lamb has been there all along!  And through this war he is gathering and perfecting his bride.  We meet again this symbolic number of the completed people of God:  144,000.  Chapter 13 closed with worldly people compromising and accepting the mark of the beast so they could buy and sell and enjoy prosperity in this world.  But back in chapter seven, this same number of people were sealed for God before any true harm could befall them.  144,000 were sealed, and now at the end of the war, the same number are safe with the Lamb.  He has gathered them.  


And note their description.  With a mighty roar they are singing a new song of praise, the song of those redeemed by Christ, which only the redeemed may sing.  And they are his holy bride, whom Christ has cleansed and purified.  They are “virgins” in that they do not consort with the prostitute “Babylon”, the great, wicked world city of organized people in rebellion against God, mentioned in the following verses.  


So the Lamb is using the trials and temptations of this war to purify his bride.  The Apostle Paul tells us in Ephesians 5 that “… Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, 26  that he might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, 27  so that he might present the church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish.”  And here, at the end of all wars, Christ stands with his holy bride.  James Russell Lowell writes in one of my favorite hymns:  

       Though the cause of evil prosper

Yet the truth alone is strong

Truth forever on the scaffold

Wrong forever on the throne

Yet that scaffold sways the future

And behind the dim unknown

Standeth God within the shadows

Keeping watch above his own.


Stand firm, be confident, hold fast, for Christ is gathering and purifying his bride.  And when this war comes to an end, Christ will stand with his holy bride. 


But we also see…

II. THE LAST CALL.


In chapters 8 and 9 we have seen that God’s terrific judgments on the earth are like trumpet blasts.  God gives fair warning.  Wars and calamities on earth are mere foretastes of the unending judgment to come.  God brings these plagues (like hurricanes) on the earth to warn the wicked that they will surely face his greater wrath if they do not repent. 


And, once again, as this war comes to a close, we find God giving fair warning through three angels who fly over the earth proclaiming an offer, a truth and an alarm.  Who are these angels and how do they communicate their message?  I do not know and it is not specified.  I will note that the word for “angel” means “messenger” and that in chapters 2-3 each of the seven letters are addressed to the “angel” of each church.  The messages of these three angels belong to the regular proclamation of the church, and so the church must be sure we proclaim these messages to all peoples to give fair warning.   



The offer or invitation is called “a gospel”.  “6  Then I saw another angel flying directly overhead, with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and people.  7  And he said with a loud voice, “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.”  This message is similar to the one the Apostle Paul preached in the city of Athens:  “24  The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, does not live in temples made by man, 25  nor is he served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and everything. ….(W)e ought not to think that the divine being is like gold or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination of man. 30  The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all people everywhere to repent, 31  because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”  From the times of the New Testament to the present the Church faithfully proclaims God’s Law and Gospel, his judgment and hope and urgently calls sinners to repent.  


The declaration is a truth that all the world must be sure of.  “8 Another angel, a second, followed, saying, “Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great, she who made all nations drink the wine of the passion of her sexual immorality.”  “Babylon” is symbolic for “mankind in community, opposed to the things of God” (Morris)  From the tower of Babel, in which people arrogantly sought to build a tower so tall they could assault the heavens, the very stronghold of God, Babylon has stood for the false promises and temptations to pride and arrogance and pleasure.  Dear friends, please be sure that Babylon will fall.  All those plans and dreams that you have that exclude Jesus Christ will come to naught.  There is nothing whatsoever in them.  They are as empty and dead as a soap bubble, rising up and up until it bursts and disappears forever.  


The alarm contains some of the most dreadful and sobering words in all of Scripture.  9  And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If anyone worships the beast and its image and receives a mark on his forehead or on his hand, 10  he also will drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger, and he will be tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. 11  And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, these worshipers of the beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name.”

This explains the roaring volume of the song of the redeemed.  They know the horror from which they have been saved by the blood of the Lamb.  No wonder they sing out their love for him!  He has rescued them from the fierce and righteous wrath of the living God.  And here is one of the commonalities between all who know Christ, all who have fled to him for the forgiveness of their sin.  Every believer has felt and continues to feel the shame of their sin and the alarm of God’s hot and holy judgment.  


If you have never felt this horror, if this does not chill you, then I cannot believe you have been converted to Christ.  If you do not sing the praises of the Lamb with all your heart for delivering you from this nightmare, then you cannot truly know him.  


Oh, you may have grown up in the church, you may have been socialized into the Christian religion so that you can speak the right words and assume the right posture and make all the right motions.  But unless you have felt the horror of your sins and been gripped by the terror of God’s judgment to come, and fled with your whole being to the Lamb of God whose blood alone can save you because he endured this horror of judgment for you on the cruel cross, then you cannot know him.  And that means that this judgment yet awaits you.  And unless you repent and turn to Christ, then you “will drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger”, and (Dear God no!) you will “be tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb” and “the smoke of (your) torment (will go) up forever and ever” and you will “have no rest, day or night.”  


You say, “Pastor, surely you don’t believe this?”  I must believe it!  These are the very words of almighty God who cannot lie.  Even now this smoke of the torment of the numberless lost rises.  Even today, on this very day, many have joined the ranks of the pitiful doomed, many of whom were socialized into the Christian religion, but never awoke to the gripping truth of their sin, and God’s judgment and their only hope of salvation in Christ.  


And you must awaken now, and turn from your sin and flee to Christ!  Flee to him now, because the harvest has already begun.       

III. THE LOOMING HARVEST.


14  Then I looked, and behold, a white cloud, and seated on the cloud one like a son of man, with a golden crown on his head, and a sharp sickle in his hand. 15  And another angel came out of the temple, calling with a loud voice to him who sat on the cloud, “Put in your sickle, and reap, for the hour to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is fully ripe.” 16  So he who sat on the cloud swung his sickle across the earth, and the earth was reaped. 17  Then another angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. 18  And another angel came out from the altar, the angel who has authority over the fire, and he called with a loud voice to the one who had the sharp sickle, “Put in your sickle and gather the clusters from the vine of the earth, for its grapes are ripe.” 19  So the angel swung his sickle across the earth and gathered the grape harvest of the earth and threw it into the great winepress of the wrath of God. 20  And the winepress was trodden outside the city, and blood flowed from the winepress, as high as a horse’s bridle, for 1,600 stadia.

Here, at the end of all wars, is the complete harvest of all the wicked, all those who will not repent and turn from sin.  Their blood flows deeply for 1600 stadia, a symbolic number.  Forty is the number of judgment.  During Noah’s flood it rained upon the earth 40 days and 40 nights, covering the earth with the waters of judgment.  This is 40 times 40.  Here is an ultimate, final judgment, Noah’s flood squared.  


But, of course, this harvest is taking place even now.  Hebrews 9:27 says that “it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment….”  Every death of every unbeliever is a part of that harvest.  And you must come to Christ, before you name is called and the sharp sickle swings for you.


The revelation is a message of comfort for God’s people.  Verse 12 says, “Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, those who keep the commandments of God and their faith in Jesus.”  God’s righteous judgment of the wicked is a call for endurance for God’s people.  As you face the beasts, as you engage in this war and are wounded and broken, take courage.  None of this judgment shall befall you!  The Lamb is gathering and perfecting his Bride.  While the ungodly foolishly seek their hope and happiness with the prostitute Babylon, God’s holy Lamb is standing with his people, shepherding them as the good Shepherd.  


Even their deaths are so different.  For the ungodly, death is a horrible harvest to torment and fire, for the believer it is a welcome into the eternal company of the Lamb:  13 ¶  And I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Write this: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on.” “Blessed indeed,” says the Spirit, “that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!”

Through this message today the angels are proclaim God’s Word from on high:  an alarm of the coming judgment, a declaration of the emptiness of sinful hopes apart from Christ, and an invitation to all to repent, turn from sin and come to Christ:  “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.”  
 

SEVEN LAST PLAGUES

(Revelation 15:1-16:21)

In the year A.D. 140, a wealthy shipowner from Asia Minor, the son of a bishop, came to Rome.  His name was Marcion.  But while in Rome, Marcion fell under the spell of a false teacher named Cerdo.  Cerdo was a Gnostic, the follower of a Greek philosophy and religion that said that the material world was evil and the spiritual world alone was pure and good.  Cerdo attempted to reconcile his Gnostic philosophy with Christianity.  That meant that the God of the Old Testament, who created the world and all things material, must be evil himself, and was only justice and punishment.  At the same time, the God of the New Testament, the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, was good and merciful and kind.


Marcion embraced these ideas and built upon them.  He taught that the God of the Old Testament loved only the Jewish people and would destroy all other peoples for their sake.  The New Testament God was a different God entirely, a God who loved all people.  Marcion and his views were quickly rejected by the larger church and within four years of his arrival at Rome, he was excommunicated from the church.  But ideas are harder to eradicate, and his views gained popularity and spread for a time.  Some remnants of Marcionite churches lingered into the fourth century.


These views were revived in nineteenth century protestant liberalism which threw over a God of judgment for a God of only love.  And the spirit of Marcion is alive and well today.  For example, His voice is unmistakable in this statement by the Crystal Cathedral’s Robert Schuller who writes in his book, Self-Esteem, the New Reformation, “I don’t think anything has been done in the name of Christ and under the banner of Christianity that has proven more destructive to human personality, and hence counterproductive to the evangelistic enterprise, than the unchristian, uncouth strategy of attempting to make people aware of the lost and sinful condition.” (p. 64).


But in order to make his ideas work, Marcion had to deny and exclude large portions of Scripture (just as Robert Schuller refuses to allow some portions of the Bible to read in his church services).  Marcion threw out the entire Old Testament and several New Testament books as well:  Matthew, Mark, Acts and Hebrews for example.  And, of course, Marcion also excluded our book, the Revelation of St. John.    


As we have already seen in our study of the Revelation, it is a book of the most extreme contrasts.  On the one hand, we find God’s great compassion and tenderness as (in chapter 5) the Lamb has been slain to save his people, and (in chapter 7) he leads them like a shepherd to springs of living water, or as God (in chapter 8) silences all of heaven so he can hear the cries of his people in distress.  But on the other hand, we find again and again God pours out his wrath on the sinful of the earth, those who will not embrace his Christ and receive his protecting mark.  And in chapters 15 and 16 today we find the consummation of God’s wrath as he unleashes seven last plagues on those who have been warned repeatedly but who will not repent.  We see the ultimate judgment of God’s wrath meted out upon a sinful world.  And all is so unnecessary, because God, in love, has sent his only Son that we might be reconciled and restored in him.  In chapter 15 we see the redeemed standing near the crystal sea, now fiery red with God’s approaching judgment.  And we are warned to flee to Christ, before God’s judgment falls on us.  That’s because we learn that…

I.  GOD’S JUDGMENT IS FITTING. 


You’ve hear of poetic justice.  That’s when the punishment perfectly fits the crime, and when it does so in an ironic manner.  The hunter falls into his own trap, the boy who steals candy gets sick from eating it, the lover who spurns another is in turn rejected by her beloved.  There is something fitting about poetic justice, a sense of satisfaction borne not out of vengeance but out of rightness.  And our text tells us that God’s judgment is poetic justice, perfectly fitting.  15:1 ¶  Then I saw another sign in heaven, great and amazing, seven angels with seven plagues, which are the last, for with them the wrath of God is finished….    5 ¶  After this I looked, and the sanctuary of the tent of witness in heaven was opened, 6  and out of the sanctuary came the seven angels with the seven plagues, clothed in pure, bright linen, with golden sashes around their chests. 7  And one of the four living creatures gave to the seven angels seven golden bowls full of the wrath of God who lives forever and ever, 8  and the sanctuary was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one could enter the sanctuary until the seven plagues of the seven angels were finished.

One by one in chapter 16 these angels upturn their bowls and empty their contents on the earth.  Since each of these are symbols of judgment there is no need to see these as a strictly consecutive sequence.  The first angel poured out painful sores on the wicked of the earth.  The second poured out his bowl upon the sea turning all of its waters to the blood of corpse and killing every creature in the sea.  The third angel poured out his bowl on the rivers and streams and they became blood.  And the reason for this is stated:  5  And I heard the angel in charge of the waters say, “Just are you, O Holy One, who is and who was, for you brought these judgments. 6  For they have shed the blood of saints and prophets,         and you have given them blood to drink. It is what they deserve!” 7  And I heard the altar saying, “Yes, Lord God the Almighty, true and just are your judgments!”

God’s judgment is fitting.  The wicked of the world were “bloodthirsty” in their persecution of God’s people.  And so God paid them back in kind and gave them blood to drink.  As Leon Morris put it, “Without water to drink there is no future for the human race.”  This is because God’s judgment is based on his perfect justice.  He will always pay back every person for every sin they have committed, which is one of the most terrifying thoughts in Christian doctrine.  God is infinitely holy in his absolute moral perfection.  Every sin is a infinite crime against his majesty.  The penalty can only be infinite retribution.  


You deserve God’s judgment.  You must agree with God’s holy Word that all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  To disagree is to call God a liar and add to your already considerable weight of sin.  You have broken God’s good and just and holy Law, many times with full knowledge and deliberately evil intent, even after your conscience warned you against it.  What do you deserve for such a crime against his majesty?  What’s more…

II. GOD’S JUDGMENT IS FURIOUS.  


God’s judgment is not merely disinterested punishment.  God is no machine automatically dispensing dispassionate justice.  God’s judgment is based on his wrath.  


We must be careful in our thoughts about God.  God is not like us.  He is not a man.  He does not share our weak and sinful passions.  We should not compare God’s wrath to our fickle and uneven, human anger.  Our human anger is based on our constantly changing feelings.  I often get angry if I am awakened unnecessarily when I’m sleeping.  This past week I gave my wife a tongue-lashing for waking me up.  I had to apologize the next morning for being crabby and flying off the handle.  


But God is not like that.  God does not lose his temper.  God’s wrath is patient and slow.  God is always perfectly in control and his wrath is always appropriate.  God does no lash out.  He sent Abraham’s family into Egypt for 400 years because he was being patient with the sins of the Amorites in the Promised Land.  But when their sin had reached its fullness, God exterminated them.  Noah worked at building the ark for over 100 years, all the while preaching and warning, and then one day the door was shut and the floods swept the earth clean.  


God’s wrath is the counterpart to his love.  Because God loves what is holy, he hates that which violates his holiness.  Because God loves his Son, he hates all the enemies of his Son.  Because God loves his people, he hates all those who harm his people.  As glorious is his grace and love, so glorious is the fury of his judgment and wrath.  “16:19 God remembered Babylon the great, to make her drain the cup of the wine of the fury of his wrath.”   God’s judgment is furious.

III. GOD’S JUDGMENT IS FULL.


Up to this point in the revelation, we have seen God’s judgments on the earth as only partial.  This is especially true with the cycle of the seven trumpets in chapters 8-9.  The kind of plague inflicted on the earth in the seven trumpets is in almost perfect correspondence with the seven bowls.  But the plagues of the trumpets only afflicted one-third of the realm.  That’s because they were not final judgments but only warnings of the judgments to come (which is the purpose of a trumpet, to sound a warning).  But there is no longer any need for restraint; these bowls are not warnings of judgment, but the fullness of judgment.  


This is seen in both the announcement of these plagues and in the manner of their application.  Chapter 15, verse 1 says, “Then I saw another sign in heaven, great and amazing, seven angels with seven plagues, which are the last, for with them the wrath of God is finished.”  And these plagues are in the form of bowls.  When you overturn a bowl, there is nothing left inside.  The fullness of God’s wrath is emptied to the dregs. Again, in verse 19:  “God remembered Babylon the great, to make her drain the cup of the wine of the fury of his wrath.”

What is utterly chilling about the Revelation’s picture of final judgment is that the great and terrible images of judgment in the Old Testament are all combined together.  The three great judgments of God in the Old Testament are the flooding of the earth in the time of Noah, the fire from heaven that incinerated Sodom and Gomorrah, and the 10 plagues that decimated Egypt, all in judgment for their wickedness.  And these, three, dreadful lines all converge in the last and ultimate judgment of the sinful world.  Plagues that in many ways reflect the 10 plagues on Egypt are poured out in full measure and completely ruin the world of men.  And Noah’s flood and Sodom’s fire are combined to produce a flood or a lake of fire, so that the wicked are not quickly drowned in the murky, cold waters, but are everlastingly immersed in a deluge of unquenchable fire.  


Oh, my Friend, have you turned from your sin and turned to God’s only provision in Christ?  Or are you still facing this unspeakable horror?  Won’t you come to Christ today?  Because…

IV. GOD’S JUDGMENT IS FINAL.  


Our text also indicates that when this cycle of ultimate judgment is underway, there is no turning back.  Three times this chapter tells us that in the midst of their great suffering during these last plagues, the wicked will not repent, but will only curse God.  


1.  It happens during the fourth plague.  “8   The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun, and it was allowed to scorch people with fire. 9  They were scorched by the fierce heat, and they cursed the name of God who had power over these plagues. They did not repent and give him glory.



2.  It happens again during the fifth plague.  10  The fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and its kingdom was plunged into darkness. People gnawed their tongues in anguish 11  and cursed the God of heaven for their pain and sores. They did not repent of their deeds.  Satan’s whole kingdom is based on darkness.  Elsewhere John writes that the people loved darkness more than they loved the light.  Here, in poetic justice, God gives the only darkness, yet they will not repent.  


3.  And once again at the very end of his judgment.  “21  And great hailstones, about one hundred pounds each, fell from heaven on people; and they cursed God for the plague of the hail, because the plague was so severe.”  But they will not repent.  


Why? Because they have been confirmed in judgment, just like Pharaoh of Egypt who first hardened his heart against God, and then whom God finally hardened and confirmed him in his unrepentance and unbelief.  These people are being swept away in judgment and will not repent.  


One of my fellow seminary students had been in a terrible flood in Estes Park, Colorado.  She said it was not a matter of trying to swim or trying to keep on the surface or even to do anything at all.  She was completely under the control of the flood that swept her along and providentially depositing her in a tree, after taking everything from her, even all of her clothing.  And so it is with the flood of God’s judgment, sweeping the ungodly away to utter ruin and loss.  


And all this so unnecessary, for God has already given his Son as a perfect sacrifice to pay for sins, so that all who turn from sin and turn to him will know his pardon and forgiveness and escape the coming judgment.   


You will remember this day, the day when you heard this warning of God’s coming judgment.  You will remember it.  For some day you will stand before a holy God, and you will say, “I heard the warning.  It was as though the voice of God came to me in the Scriptures.  I was warned, but I paid no attention.  I was not ready, I had too much life ahead of me.  I did not really believe it was true.  I remember that day!  But now it’s too late!  God’s final wrath has fallen on me.


Or others will say, “I remember that day.  Like thunder the Word of God struck my soul, and I was undone.  I despaired of life itself.  But then came the sweet offer of pardon and peace, and new life and hope came flooding into my soul, and I abandoned my sin and fled to Christ!  And I knew his love for me.  I knew that his blood was shed for my sins, that his perfect life was broken to earn a place in heaven for me.  

BABYLON AND THE BEAST

(Revelation 17:1-18, Genesis 11:1-9)


He was first attracted to her eyes.  They were so big and bright, brimming over with the joyful exuberance of youth, full of life.  What’s more, he caught her eyes staring at him occasionally, and when he did, she did not look away in embarrassment.  He found himself staring as well, and thinking about her constantly, this vivacious new co-worker, even when he was at home with his family.  


Soon looking gave way to talking, then their hands accidentally met as they were reaching for the same paper.  In time, the man was caught up in the last thing that entered his mind:  an illicit affair.  


Weeks later, when his wife found her note in his pocket, she was unforgiving and ordered him out of the house.  When he showed up at his lover’s home, he was surprised to see the boss’s car in her driveway.  They met him together at the door, smiling.  She only laughed at him.  “Don’t you know what I gave up for you?” he cried.  But she only turned away and shut the door in his face.  


Our text in Revelation introduces us to the final foe of the church, the people of God, the followers of Christ.  In chapter 12 we met the dragon Satan, the ancient serpent, the accuser of our brothers who was defeated by the Lamb and cast down to the earth.  In chapter 13 we met the beast from the sea:  human authority or government, co-opted by the dragon, threatening God’s people with coercion and persecution to deny their Lord.  Also in chapter 13 we met the beast from the earth, false religion, which supports that human authority.  This diabolical alliance between secular authority and religious authority poses a serious threat to God’s people.  And in chapter 18 we find a third threat, that of Babylon, the prostitute and mother of all prostitutes.  While the power of the beasts of chapter 13 is in the form of coercion or persecution, the power of the prostitute is one of seduction, drawing people away from the only God.


Just as human authority and false religion are regularly co-opted by Satan today to apply pressure to God’s people to compromise their faith, so this vile woman is alive and well in our day, constantly seeking to seduce us, and often succeeding.  But God warns us that BECAUSE HE WILL JUDGE BABYLON WE MUST HAVE NOTHING TO DO WITH HER.  


What is this Babylon?  How does she entice us?  How can we resist her?  As John’s eyes are opened to see her, so he faithfully reports what he sees.  

I. UNDERSTAND HER SUPERFICIAL ATTRACTION. 


The images of temptation as the enticements of a prostitute or of idolatry as spiritual adultery are common in the Old Testament.  This image is taken up here.  The name of this prostitute is “Babylon”.  5  And on her forehead was written a name of mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of earth’s abominations.”  It is helpful to consider the history of this Babylon.  


From the time of the fall of our race in Genesis 3, there was a distinction, a division between the line of the godly and the line of the ungodly.  This division was found between the first two sons born on earth.  John tells us in 1 John 3:12 that “We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous.”  


The line of Cain is further distinguished from that of his brother, Seth.  Noah was of the line of Seth, apparently the last blameless person born on earth.  God started the human race over with Noah, destroying all the rest in the flood, but the line of the ungodly continued.  In Genesis chapter 11 we find the first great organization of this unholy line as the people settle on the plain of Shinar and propose to build a tower in order to hold them together in unity, and make a great name for themselves and to reach up to heaven.  God puts a stop to their arrogant plans by confusing their languages and scattering them.  The name of this place was called “Babel”, the first expression of this Babylon.  


Later in the history of God’s people, another Babylon became a great and affluent empire, conquering the whole earth.  Because of her sin, God’s people were sent into exile into Babylon where they lived as aliens and strangers in a foreign land and felt enormous pressure to compromise their faith and worship idols.  The events in the book of Daniel take place in Babylon.  


And now in John’s day, God’s people, the church find themselves as aliens and strangers in a world dominated by an even more powerful empire, that of Rome.  So Babylon is not some particular place, but an ever-present, recurring force of people who become organized together and oppose the things of God.  Leon Morris defines Babylon as “mankind in organized community opposed to God.”  Dennis Johnson refines this definition when he writes, “This woman represents fallen human culture in all the apparent glory of its achievement and the true repugnance of its arrogance.”  This Babylon is more commonly referred to in the New Testament as “the world”, not the planet or globe, but that pervasive pressure to conform, as David Wells describes it:  “worldliness is that system of values and beliefs, behaviors and expectations, in any given culture that have as their center the fallen human being and that relegate to the periphery any thought about God.  Worldliness is what makes sin look normal in any age and righteousness seem odd.” (Wasteland, p. 29)  It’s what John writes about elsewhere in the second chapter of his first letter:  “15  Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16  For all that is in the world––the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions––is not from the Father but is from the world. 17  And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever.” 


In John’s day, Babylon found its most powerful expression in the Roman Empire, which had conquered most of the known world, and which attracted the wonder of all the peoples of the earth.  John describes her in verses 1-6:  “1  Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the judgment of the great prostitute who is seated on many waters, 2  with whom the kings of the earth have committed sexual immorality, and with the wine of whose sexual immorality the dwellers on earth have become drunk.” 

We should note several things.  First, it is the judgment of the great prostitute that is the true subject.  In all of our discussion, the bottom line is that this seemingly unbeatable foe is under the judgment of God and so she cannot endure.  Second, there is an obvious contrast between this woman and the woman we met earlier in chapter 12 and whom we’ll meet again in chapters 20 and following.  This woman is a purely human creation, inspired by the evil one.  But the other woman is the people of God, both Old Testament and New Testament and the end of the book she is the holy Bride of Christ.  So here we have the continuing contrast between the two lines of the godly and the ungodly.  And her being “seated on many waters” refers to many peoples according to verse 15.  So this woman is composed of or at least affects all the peoples of the earth who are drawn to her apparent beauty and power.  


We meet her in verse three:  3  And he carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten horns.  It is highly significant that John must be taken away to the wilderness in order to see her.  She is not in the wilderness, but only from that clear vantage point can see be grasped in her true nature.  This prostitute is a part of human culture, “a system of values and beliefs, behaviors and expectations”.  When you are born and brought up in that culture, when you are living in the midst of her, that culture is so normal, so much a given that it is virtually invisible.  It is only by withdrawing and standing outside that culture that you can see it for what it is and make valid and true assessments of it.  


Missionaries who leave the United States, for example, and spend significant time in third world countries find themselves a bit shocked by the sheer secularism and materialism of our American culture.  We who spend every waking moment immersed in it cannot see it so well, as the fish is unaware of the water in which it swims, that is until it is drawn out of the water.  


And notice the prostitute is not the beast, but rides the back of the beast.  A nation is fueled by its economy.  Its strength is in its ability to buy armies and weapons, to bribe its rivals or smaller competitors into alliance or allegiance.  The “power” of a “super-power” is in its economy.  In John’s day, the beast would have been Rome’s military and political side, but Babylon would have represented her wealth and the good life she promised to her loyal friends.  Remember the mark of the beast, the mark of loyalty meant the ability to buy and sell, to participate in her economy.  It was a seduction to sell your soul in order to join with her, the temptation to believe that she and not God can bring true and deep and lasting joy and satisfaction.  It is the difference between this woman, a harlot and the holy and faithful, virgin bride of Christ.

Her apparent beauty is seen in verse four “4  The woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and jewels and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup”, all symbols of royal luxury and unimaginable wealth, but it is a  “golden cup full of abominations and the impurities of her sexual immorality.”  You must know that in the Old Testament all of these images of spiritual impurity and sexual immorality had to do with idols.  For Rome this should be taken literally.  Early Christians were condemned “atheists”, not because they believed in no God, but because they refused to worship more than one God.”  They were also called “haters of mankind” because they withdrew from compromised forms of social life.  They wouldn’t participate in “worldly” activities.  


And her true nature is found on her forehead, just as God’s people have his sign in their foreheads, the name of the Lamb “and his Father’s name”. (14:1)

“5  And on her forehead was written a name of mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of earth’s abominations.” 6  And I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints, the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.  When I saw her, I marveled greatly.”  John was by no means attracted to her.  How could he be when she was drunk on the blood of his friends?  Rather, he is astonished and dismayed at the church living in the very midst of Babylon.  How could they possibly withstand her seductions?  


And how can we withstand her?  That advertisement that shows that woman with that come-hither look if you’ll only buy that product:  the name on her forehead is “Babylon”.  Or that other advertisement that shows everybody’s head turning as you whiz by in that new sports car:  she is one of the daughters of Babylon as well.  


We might say the same about People magazine or the National Enquirer or the television program, Entertainment Tonight—which we never watch but for which we see advertisements during the 10 o’clock news.  These glossy, bright mediums continually hurl wretched people into our living rooms, in living color, people living wretched lives for our entertainment and consumption.  And either these base and despicable people are worshipped, or they are seen as the starting point toward normal, and their outlandish antics make average sinfulness seem quite tame and common by contrast.  In the closing credits, the producer’s name is given:  “Daughter of Babylon”.  And she is the producer of most other television programs as well.  


Maybe we can’t see her because we are surrounded by her, but we as well are living in the midst of Babylon.  I mean, doesn’t it make you squirm a bit that John’s Babylon was the world’s lone super-power, a secular state propped up by a civil religion and running on the energy of a roaring economy, with a culture that was becoming increasingly perverse, and that the same thing precisely could be said for the United States of America?


What’s troubling is that, just as the  Rome-Babylon sat on many waters, and attracted many peoples and nations, so does the Babylon of American pop culture.  As slick and shallow and terminally unhealthy as it is, the world at large adores American pop culture.  So we find people wearing designer jeans and drinking Coca Cola in Africa, eating at McDonalds in China and watching reruns of Dallas in Russia.  One of the main opportunities for Christian missionaries in countries closed to the Gospel is through teaching English.  Why does everybody want know English?  So that they can read Emily Dickinson?  No, so that they can be just like us.  Babylon indeed sits on many waters.  


Perhaps you heard the news about forty-year-old Moses Bittok.
Last week he “celebrated what he thought was the happiest day of his life.  A native of Kenya, he took the oath of U.S. citizenship at the federal building in Des Moines.  But that was just the prelude.  After the ceremony, he stopped at a gas station to see the winning numbers in the Iowa state lottery’s Hot Lotto game.  It turned out that he had won $1.89 million.”  He said, “It doesn’t happen anywhere—I guess only in America.”  (The Week, 10/7/05, p. 6)  Only in America could you drop so firmly into the heart of Babylon and be completely consumed by her in a single day.  And in the view of most of the world, Moses Bittok had just died and gone to heaven.  But you were born into Babylon.  And you have spent all of your life in her.  And unless you go into the wilderness, you cannot see her.  And if you cannot see her, then you cannot resist her.  First you must see her.  


But who can see her for what she is?  Those who leave her and then come back stand as outsiders, they can see her and can make a true assessment of her.  We may not be able to leave.  Rather, for us, going into the wilderness calls for us to stop participating in her.  Stop participating in pop culture.  Unhook the cable, turn off the TV, throw away the People magazines.  (Who really cares about Brad and Jennifer or Tom and Katie after all?  They’ll carry on their empty, pathetic lives quite well without you or me.  Actually, if everybody stopped worshipping them for a while, they just might see how wretched and worthless are their lives and might just be opened to reach out to Christ.)  And I would suggest that you spend as little time as you can in the catalogs and on Ebay and in the shopping mall (and I know that Christmas is not far away).  Stop participating in pop culture, cleanse yourself of it. You must extricate yourself from Babylon.  


And instead, immerse yourself in the culture of Scripture instead.  One of the great blessings of God’s Word is its power to renew your mind.  It is from that vantage point, from God’s holy perspective that you can see clearly, and you can then look at Entertainment Tonight with disgust and not delight, with wisdom and not worship.  For you will see Babylon as she is, and you will flee from her.  


John writes:  “15  Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16  For all that is in the world––the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions––is not from the Father but is from the world. 17  And the world is passing away along with its desires, but whoever does the will of God abides forever.”

Flee from “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of earth’s abominations.”  Flee from Babylon. 

COMING OUT OF BABYLON

(Revelation 18:1-24)


A man with a commanding presence and a piercing gaze invites the subject to stare at a shiny object.  With a soothing voice, he tells the person, “You are getting sleepy, very sleepy.”  In time, the subject’s head drops.  They have fallen under the spell of they hypnotist, and they will now believe whatever he says.  After a time, with a snap of his fingers, the spell of the hypnotic enchantment is broken.  


In this section of the Revelation the Apostle John is snapping his fingers.  The world and all its shining glitter seek to cast a spell over God’s people, drawing them in.  And John exposes the seductions of the world, the third of Satan’s evil henchmen.


We’ve seen already how the devil, this hideous dragon, enlists these three enemies to steal us away from God.  In Chapter 13 we find the first two beasts, a combination of human, governmental authority, supported by religious authority.  Together they exert the pressure of coercion:  “Compromise your faith in Jesus Christ or else!”  And this third enemy we met last time in chapter 17, a prostitute named “Babylon” representing human culture, and exerting the glittering seductions of the world.  David Wells defines worldliness as “that system of values and beliefs, behaviors and expectations, in any given culture that have as their center the fallen human being and that relegate to the periphery any thought about God.  Worldliness is what makes sin look normal in any age and righteousness seem odd.” (God in the Wasteland, p. 29)


John portrays this worldly influence in concrete terms as a luxuriously-dressed harlot seducing the peoples of the earth.  And because she is slated for destruction, God calls his people to leave her.  In 18:4 we read:  4  Then I heard another voice from heaven saying, “Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in her sins, lest you share in her plagues….”  Failure to extricate yourself from Babylon, from worldliness means that you will share in her sins and also in her punishment.  


In our Lord’s prayer in John 17, Jesus says that his disciples are IN the world, yet “They are not OF the world, just as I am not of the world.” (vs. 6)  From the very beginning, God’s people have struggled with understanding how we are to live in the world, yet not allow the world to captivate and ensnare us.  And John tells us in the Revelation that it involves resisting the world’s temptations, often refraining from participation in corrupt aspects of our culture, and living instead according to the culture of God’s Word, according to God’s system of “values and beliefs, behaviors and expectations.”    


For example, we must… 

I. RESIST THE SEDUCTION OF POPULARITY AND PRIDE.


This smug, self-confident prostitute of Babylon, worldly human culture, self-centered, with no place for God, assumes she is invincible.  And part of her boast is her popularity and pride.  4  Then I heard another voice from heaven saying, “Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in her sins, lest you share in her plagues; 5  for her sins are heaped high as heaven, and God has remembered her iniquities. 6  Pay her back as she herself has paid back others,     and repay her double for her deeds;     mix a double portion for her in the cup she mixed. 7  As she glorified herself and lived in luxury, so give her a like measure of torment and mourning, since in her heart she says,         ‘I sit as a queen, I am no widow, and mourning I shall never see.’  “She glorified herself.”  She promises glory, popularity, pride to all who follow her.


To be a Christian in the first century meant to be a part of a questionable sect, an outcast, a loser, someone to be ridiculed, the butt of the joke or the scapegoat if necessary, a person at the very least to be watched with a suspicious eye.  


And Babylon beckoned to God’s people, promising them a place back in the inner ring.  “Return to me and you will be loved and accepted, appreciated and adored.  People will follow you.  They will hang on your words.  You will enjoy the unbroken success of popularity, and all the advantages it brings.”  One can almost hear the echo from the serpent’s lips in the garden, as he whispered in Eve’s ear, “You shall be as gods!”  


You have heard Babylon’s voice many times as she still seeks to entice people with the promise of popularity today.  In the extreme we see this in the worship of celebrities, which we touched on last time.  The only reason for the existence of People magazine or Entertainment Tonight is to satisfy the spiritual needs of worshippers of the religion called “Celebrityism”.  Its holy land is called “Hollywood”, where its saints or stars are regularly venerated by the faithful.  I read somewhere that an award is given to someone in Hollywood on the average of once every eight minutes.  


But Babylon also lives much closer to home.  Several years ago my wife was substitute teaching for a first grade class, and several of the children were wearing clothing from the “Cool Kids Club” clothing line.  Imagine a clothing line for little children called the “Cool Kids Club”!  What a brilliant marketing strategy!  “Wear our clothing and you are automatically in the cool kids club.”  Of course the kids themselves may not know what it means to be in the cool kids club, but their parents are very anxious for their kids to be in it.  To be left out of the cool kids club is a dreadful fate beyond all enduring.  


The present-day church has not resisted this seduction, but has swallowed it hook, line and sinker.  The church asks, “How can we attract people to church?”  The answer most often given and the strategy most often employed is to borrow a page from Babylon:  “Make the church cool!  Make it the popular place to hang out.  Create a church that is attractive to unbelievers.”  Of course, that would have to be a church that leaves God out because, according to the Bible in Romans 8:7, the non-Christian is “hostile to God”.  So a church that is attractive to unredeemed sinners is sure to be a church that is unfaithful to God and is in some way compromising the message of God’s Word.  And yet this is the standard strategy for church growth today.  


Every church and every Christian must decide:  “Are you going to care what God thinks about you or about what people think of you”? Please understand that that is an either-or choice, with no middle ground.  You cannot be a man-pleaser and a God-pleaser at the same time.  Here is a continual battle that every Christian must face:  caring so much what God thinks of you that you never for a moment care what others think of you.  That’s the only kind of Christian or church that will be of any good at all to the lost.  If eternity at stake, I would want a church or a Christian friend who didn’t care what I thought of them, but of what I thought of Christ.  We must resist the seduction of popularity and pride.


Secondly, we must… 

II. RESIST THE SEDUCTION OF POSSESSIONS AND PLEASURE.


To be a Christian in the first-century usually meant financial loss.  The reason was because in order to be a part of one of the lucrative trade guilds you had to offer worship to its patron idol.  Each of the trade guilds worshipped some god whom they thought would make them successful.  A Christian could not, of course, do this, and so was excluded from the wealth such trade guilds offered.  


According to verse 7, Babylon “lived in luxury”.   She whispered her seductive tones that sounded just like gold coins ringing in the till.  “Turn to me and you will enjoy fabulous wealth and you will have all the pleasures that prosperity can afford.”  It is remarkable to note all of the references to wealth in this eighteenth chapter of Revelation.  That’s because money is one of the powerful temptations of all.  11  And the merchants of the earth weep and mourn for her, since no one buys their cargo anymore, 12  cargo of gold, silver, jewels, pearls, fine linen, purple cloth, silk, scarlet cloth, all kinds of scented wood, all kinds of articles of ivory, all kinds of articles of costly wood, bronze, iron and marble, 13  cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, oil, fine flour, wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, and slaves, that is, human souls. 14  “The fruit for which your soul longed         has gone from you, and all your delicacies and your splendors are lost to you, never to be found again!” 15  The merchants of these wares, who gained wealth from her, will stand far off, in fear of her torment, weeping and mourning aloud, 16  “Alas, alas, for the great city     that was clothed in fine linen, in purple and scarlet, adorned with gold, with jewels, and with pearls! 17  For in a single hour all this wealth has been laid waste.”  And all shipmasters and seafaring men, sailors and all whose trade is on the sea, stood far off 18  and cried out as they saw the smoke of her burning,     “What city was like the great city?” 19  And they threw dust on their heads as they wept and mourned, crying out, “Alas, alas, for the great city where all who had ships at sea grew rich by her wealth!  For in a single hour she has been laid waste.

And God says to his beloved:  “Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in her sins, lest you share in her plagues…”  Does that mean that Christians have to be poor?  Let’s be honest:  sometimes, yes it does.  If the choice is poverty or compromise with Babylon, then it most certainly means that Christians must be poor.  Many if not most of the early Christians were poor. 


Can you HAVE both money and Christ?  Yes, you can, though it is difficult.  In one of those finger-snap, wake-up texts in Scripture, the Apostle Paul warns against the love of money:  6  Now there is great gain in godliness with contentment, 7  for we brought nothing into the world, and we cannot take anything out of the world. 8  But if we have food and clothing, with these we will be content. 9  But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 10  For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pangs.”  So, for example, why is it that you buy that lottery ticket?  Is it not because you hope to win, and by winning to become rich?  And if you desire to be rich, don’t you understand that God says that is a temptation which will plunge you into ruin and destruction? Or don’t you really believe God’s Word?  


Yes, you can HAVE both money and Christ.  But you most certainly cannot LOVE both money and Christ.  That’s not my opinion, that’s Jesus’ own word.  “No one can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and money.” (Mt. 6:24)   


Sadly the church has fallen into this trap today.  One segment of the church thinks that wealth is a sign of God’s favor; that you should be rich, and if you are not, then you do not believe.  Joel Osteen for example, pastor of the largest church in America, suggests that Christians ought to be rich and live extravagant, luxurious lives like he does.  He has brought the ridiculous teachings of the health and wealth, “prosperity gospel” to the mainstream and is deceiving many people into believing it.  The gullible flock to him in order to have him tickle their ears  (“Watch this shiny object.  You are falling into a deep sleep.”).  


But others churches seek to attract people through similar means, acting as though the church is in the marketing business and the gospel is just another product for consumers.  Churches, like advertisers, will offer “product endorsements”.  Successful business people, athletes and rock stars will tell their “rags to riches” story of how they were in dire straits but now are on top of the world, all because of Christ. What they forget is that the Gospel is not merely an offer, but a command from almighty God to all wayward sinners.  It is a command to be obeyed, not a product to be sampled.  And God is greatly dishonored by this consumer approach at marketing his glorious Gospel.  


What’s ironic is that in the first century such testimonials invariably went the other way.  “I was rich and powerful, but I was on my way to the everlasting torment of hell.  Now I’m dirt poor and in a dungeon, but Christ is worth it.”  Now that’s a real testimony to Christ!   


And God says, “Come out from the spiritual Babylon offered by these false teachers, lest you take part in her sins, and share in her plagues.”  


And we must 

III. RESIST THE SEDUCTION OF POWER AND PRESTIGE.  


The first Christians, having lost their reputations and many of them having lost their jobs and their homes, also lost any hope of political influence and power in the world.  They were in the hands of the beast described in Revelation 13.  And when their faith in Christ was criminalized they had less than zero political power and prestige.  


But Babylon kept on whispering.  “I sit as a queen”, she boasted in verse 7.  She was a king-maker, and all of the kings of the earth mourn over her, according to verses 9 & 10.  She offered political freedom and power to all who would bow to her.  In time this requirement would be reduced to a single act:  offer a little pinch of incense on the altar of Caesar.  “Show your loyalty to your country, demonstrate your patriotism, be a good citizen.  Sacrifice to Caesar as your lord.”  Most thinking people of that day considered it nothing more than a symbolic act.  But Christians refused.  And they forfeited their good standing and were considered and disloyal outcasts instead.


In a remarkable reversal, the church today has largely embraced the worldly strategy of attempting to accomplish God’s work through political means.  They actually think the kingdom comes not through preaching and prayer, but through referendums and elections and political action committees.  As citizens Christians certainly have a duty to work for good causes in their nation, even to elect good candidates and support social righteousness.  But don’t think that the kingdom will come or the lost be saved if we can get the right people on the Supreme Court.  Our task is to proclaim Christ and his Gospel.  


Suppose the early church employed that strategy.  They complained to their government and sought to boycott the trade guilds and trusted in the political clout of their voting block.  If that’s what they did, then they would never have turned the world upside down.  


Rather, they preached the Gospel.  They proclaimed Christ, and died for Christ; and then others rose up in their places who proclaimed Christ and died for Christ.  But above all they proclaimed Christ.  They honored him with their words and their lives and their deaths as the only Lord and God and Savior of mankind.  They resisted the seduction of power and prestige.  They gave up any hope of winning over the Senate or the Emperor and instead sought to win the hearts of the people for Christ and through them God changed the course of the world forever.  

O where are kings and empires now 

Of old that went and came?

But, Lord, Thy church is praying yet,

A thousand years the same.

For not like kingdoms of the world 

Thy holy Church, O God;

Though earthquake shocks are threatening her,

And tempests are abroad.

Unshaken as eternal hills,

Immovable she stands,

A mountain that shall fill the earth,

A house not made with hands.  


All this time we’ve been talking about Babylon.  You know there really was a literal Babylon, a great world-dominating city that nearly swallowed up God’s disobedient Old Testament people.  Do you know what this literal city of Babylon is like now?  Babylon is nothing more than ancient ruins, crumbling and moldering in the wilderness of an uninhabited wasteland in Iraq.  You might even say that “She has become a dwelling place for demons, a haunt for every unclean spirit, a haunt for every unclean bird, a haunt for every unclean and detestable beast.”  And she has been that for over a thousand years.  


And the first century “Babylon” of Rome fell as well, as will every Babylon that followed her, as will the Babylon of our own, shallow and self-absorbed pop culture.  


You must resist her seductions, lest you link your life with her and fall with her as well.  “Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in her sins, lest you share in her plagues….” Come out of her, my people.

WORSHIPPING GOD

(Revelation 19:1-10)


The book of Revelation is filled with worship.  It contains no less than eleven distinct songs of praise, many of which appear in altered form in our hymnals today.  There are many references to worship, even the unforgettable scene of the eternal worship that is taking place in heaven in chapters 4 and 5.  And all of this emphasis on worship in the Revelation is quite remarkable because the book is primarily addressed to people who would definitely not feel like worshipping.  It was written to first century Christians in seven churches in Asia Minor, all seven of which had serious problems.  All of them were under attack from the enemy, though some of them were unaware of it.  There was on the one hand the smug and self-sufficient church of Laodicea, and on the other hand the poor and beleaguered church of Philadelphia.  Many of these Christians were beginning to experience terrific persecution which would lead some to give their very lives for their faith in Jesus Christ.  And the Revelation through command and example is a continual call in all of these circumstances, to worship God, especially in times of suffering and pain.


Now be careful, because the worship which is exemplified and urged here is not for the sake of escapism, getting away from your problems.  There is a kind of so-called “worship” of pagan religions which is calculated to draw the devoted into an altered state of consciousness, a kind of mind-numbing, trance-like state that enables you to forget yourself and your problems—to escape unpleasant situations and revel in a warm, exciting glow.  This altered state is most often produced by repetitive chanting and rhythmic movement which disengages the mind and gives way to the emotions, allowing a cathartic letting down or unburdening that brings psychological relief, which is the goal of such worship.  Unfortunately much modern, Christian so-called worship incorporates this thought-stopping repetition and rhythm and produces feel-good psychological effects that have little to do with God and his kingdom.  It is sheer escapism, akin to that found in pagan religions as well.  


But the worship displayed in Revelation engages both heart and head and focuses not on our problems or relief from our problems, but on God himself.  God is the subject and object of worship in the Revelation.  


And it must be so.  Focusing on God in worship is not escape from reality, but is reality itself.  In Revelation 13, it appears as though the beast is invincible as the people declare “Who is like the beast, and who can fight against it?” (vs. 4)  But that is only an appearance, not the reality.  When we come to God in worship, we leave behind the illusion and focus on the one who is truly Real.  


In chapter 19, we find worship taking place in heaven.  The host of the redeemed as well as the angelic creatures join together to worship God.  And though it is joyous and deeply moving, yet this worship, and all true worship, focuses on God and the reality of who he is.  Two aspects of the character of God are in view:  his justice and his grace.  And we will consider both.

I. WE WORSHIP GOD FOR HIS JUSTICE.  


Our text begins with the scene in heaven:      “1  After this I heard what seemed to be the loud voice of a great multitude in heaven, crying out, “Hallelujah!” 
By the way, this word, “Hallelujah” literally means “praise Jah” which is short for “Jehovah”.  This was a common expression in the Old Testament, though it is almost always translated there for us as “Praise the LORD”.  In the New Testament it is found only here, four times in this context.  


But the song continues:  “Salvation and glory and power belong to our God, 2  for his judgments are true and just….”  So far, so good.  In fact, it could be sung as a hymn with few modifications: 

(to Austrian Hymn)

“Salvation and gl’ry and pow’r


Belong to our God most high,


For his judgments are true and just…”

And it’s right here we would get into trouble.  The choir would cut out, the congregation would become silent, and finally the organ would stop playing:  “for he has judged the great prostitute who corrupted the earth with her immorality, and has avenged on her the blood of his servants.” 

And the second verse isn’t any easier to sing:  “3  Once more they cried out, “Hallelujah! The smoke from her goes up forever and ever.”  The majestic, angelic beings concur:  4  And the twenty–four elders and the four living creatures fell down and worshiped God who was seated on the throne, saying, “Amen. Hallelujah!”  Even though those closest to God in heaven sing this song with all their hearts, the congregation on earth today would not find voice to sing these words. 


Why not?  What’s gone wrong here?  Well, we would have to admit that these themes are not exactly a fitting subject for a praise song.  Praise songs are supposed to be light and happy, and deal with easy, positive and uplifting themes.  How can you sing a praise song about a prostitute corrupting the world with immorality, and about vengeance and blood and the everlasting smoke of her destruction?  That would offend our modern sensibilities! 


Here is an indication of how far removed from reality we so often are in our so-called worship, and how irrelevant is much modern worship to serious truth, how it really is an attempt at escapism.  We can’t even sing a song that is recorded in the Bible, a song that all the redeemed in heaven gladly sing, a song which the most mighty and majestic angels sing, adding their “Amen and Hallelujah.”  What’s interesting is that so-called secular music is far more often honest and corresponding to reality because it at least acknowledges the brokenness in the world.  


We must worship God for his justice, because his justice in condemning and destroying evil with great vengeance displays his character.  Look again at the words of our song:  “Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and power belong to our God….”  Question:  How do you know that “salvation, glory and power” belong to God?  How can we be sure that God saves and is glorious and powerful?  Is it not because his judgments are true and just?  That’s what our song says:  “2 for his judgments are true and just….”  And how can we know that God’s judgments are true and just?  Is it not because God judges evil and destroys it?  That’s what our song also says, “for he has judged the great prostitute who corrupted the earth with her immorality, and has avenged on her the blood of his servants.”

How could there be any salvation if God allowed evil to forever plague us?  And what truly would be glorious about God if he never put an end to wickedness?  And how can we ever see God’s awesome power except that he defeat his enemies and show himself victorious?  


One of the reasons why we worship God, we praise him, and confess him as our only Lord and God, and ascribe salvation and glory and power to him, is because of his great justice displayed in his condemnation and destruction of evil.  

1.  O Lord, thou Judge of all the earth,

To whom all vengeance doth belong,

Arise and show thy glory forth,

Requite the proud, condemn the wrong.

2.  How long, O Lord, in boastful pride

Shall wicked men triumphant stand?

How long shall they afflict thy saints 

And scorn thy wrath, thy dreadful hand?

4.  The Lord will judge in righteousness,

From him all truth and knowledge flow;

The foolish thoughts of wicked men, 

How vain they are the Lord doth know.

Psalm 94

The Psalter 1912 Trinity Hymnal #49

Tune:  HWC #20 


“But”, you say, “doesn’t the Lord forbid vengeance on our part?”  Absolutely!  In Romans 12, the Apostle Paul makes this quite clear, in verse  19  “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.”.   But the reason why we are released from taking vengeance on our part is precisely because God will take vengeance.  How can we endure injustice and persecution and ridicule and scorn?  We can do so with the sure confidence that the Lord WILL avenge us.  We can even take pity on those who mistreat us, and pray for them and plead with them to turn to Christ, because we know God’s justice and wrath, and we worship him for his justice.


But even more…

II. WE WORSHIP GOD FOR HIS GRACE.


There is another theme worth singing.  God’s character certainly includes his justice.  But he has also revealed to us his grace.  Let’s look at this other song in verses 5-8 (and I won’t attempt to sing this one!):  5 And from the throne came a voice saying, “Praise our God, all you his servants, you who fear him, small and great.” 6  Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the roar of many waters and like the sound of mighty peals of thunder, crying out, “Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns. 7  Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and his Bride has made herself ready; 8  it was granted her to clothe herself with fine linen, bright and pure”–– for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.

Here as well is a song to God’s glory.  And what aspect of God’s glory does it reveal?  “7  Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and his Bride has made herself ready;”  It is a song about the glory of God’s grace.  This Bride is the church, the company of the redeemed, a direct contrast to the false woman, the harlot Babylon, who seeks to seduce and steal people away from God.  But there is a true Bride of Christ.  The picture of God’s people in chapter 14 represented by the 144,000 “have not defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins.”  They show their faithfulness because they “follow the Lamb wherever he goes.  These have been redeemed from mankind as firstfruits for God and the Lamb.” (vs. 4) 


These are the redeemed, those who have been saved by his grace, clothed not in their own righteous deeds, but in the righteousness of Christ.  The word translated “righteous acts or deeds” in verse 8 seems to imply that these people are wearing their good deeds as a badge of honor.  But this cannot be the case.  For one thing, this fine linen was granted or given to her as a gift, nothing she earned for herself.  And the word translated “righteous acts or deeds” is usually translated that way elsewhere as “a favorable judgment of God by which he acquits man and declares them acceptable to Him.”  A better translation would be “sentence of righteousness”.  This is a song of God’s grace, who declares that guilty sinners are righteous and acceptable to him through their faith in Christ.  


And if a song about God’s justice is right and good, this song is perhaps even better.  I say this because God takes particular delight in saving sinners.  God spoke a remarkable word through his prophet Ezekiel.  In chapter 18, God urges his people to turn back to him and be saved.  He declares, “For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Lord GOD; so turn, and live.” (18:32)  God says it even stronger in chapter 33:   “Say to them, As I live, declares the Lord GOD, I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live; turn back, turn back from your evil ways, for why will you die, O house of Israel?” (33:11)  God will certainly judge and condemn the wicked.  There can be no question about this.  But God does not take pleasure in doing so.  “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, BUT that the wicked turn from his way and live”.  God DOES take pleasure in the repentance and restoration of sinners!  


So if singing the song of God’s justice is right and true and good, we sing the song of his grace with even greater joy and gladness, because God has said he takes pleasure in the grace of his salvation.  


This is worship.  It is not escaping from our problems, but rather acknowledging God’s glory.  It flows from the confidence that God will ensure justice and from the joy that God saves us in Christ.  


And God saves us for himself.  That’s what all this Bride and marriage imagery means.  I have to be honest with you:  I’m a guy.  It seems to me a little awkward, just a little strange, to think of myself as a part of the Bride of Christ.  I’m a guy, a husband, I have a hard time relating to the idea of being a bride.  But the point of this image is not that we’re all going to become feminized in heaven, by no means!  But rather, this is a symbol of union with Christ.  Through faith in Christ we are reconciled to God, and we will be with him forever.  We will share in his everlasting life and blessedness.  God already possesses life without ending, and joy with no limits, and blessedness beyond all boundaries.  This is the promise of God to his people:  we will share in all of this, for we will be forever united to him.  And “what God has joined together, let not man put asunder.”  This is a privilege beyond all hope!  


In Ezekiel 16, God compares Israel to an unwanted, abandoned infant, left in a field to die.  But God rescued her and favored her, and gave her every advantage and entered into a covenant with her and she was engaged to be God’s bride.  But when she became beautiful, she rejected God and turned to other lovers.  So God rejected her.


But here is the culmination of this story.  God is creating a true and faithful bride in the church.  God is pouring out his great grace upon the church.  In times of trouble and persecution and suffering, in times of being set upon by the world, we worship God for his justice; we stand in awe, and are amazed at God’s great justice.  But even more, as we consider God’s great salvation which is ours in Christ, we worship God for the glory of his grace.


And when I think, that God, his Son not sparing, 

sent him to die I scarce can take it in.  

That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing


He bled and died to take away my sin.  


Then sings my soul, my Savior, God to Thee, 

How great thou art.    

IN RIGHTEOUSNESS HE MAKES WAR

(Revelation 19:11-21)


This past week I was reading about the history of wedding traditions, and I found some interesting information, though I can’t vouch for the accuracy of it.  For example, the wedding shower goes back to the days when weddings were arranged by family members.  It is said that a poor Dutchman fell in love with a girl whose father refused her a dowry.  Their friends showered her with enough gifts to help them start a household.  The bridal veil also comes from the days when marriages were arranged by family members.  The newlyweds very rarely were allowed to see one another.  Family members exchanging a dowry were afraid that if the Groom didn't like the appearance of the Bride's face, he might refuse to marry her.  This is why the Father of the Bride "gave the Bride away" to the Groom at the actual wedding ceremony.  Only after lifting her veil just prior to the ceremony did the Groom see the Bride's face for the first time!


The tradition of carrying the Bride over the threshold is said to have originated from the time when a Groom used to steal his Bride from her tribe.  He was forced to carry her to his home.  But perhaps the most interesting is why the groom traditionally stands on the right side with his left side to the bride.  According to various sources, some of the early marriages were literally carried out by the Groom and his "Bridesmen" (or "Bridesknights") who would kidnap a woman from another tribe! The Groom and his fellow conspirators would then fight off the female's family of tribesmen with swords held in their right hand while the Groom would hold the captured Bride in his left hand, which is the origin of why a Bride stands on the left side of the Groom at a wedding.



The first half of Revelation 19 leads up to a bride and the marriage supper of the Lamb.  And then we would expect the appearance of the Groom.  But instead of a groom, we find a terrible Warrior who rides a white horse and who comes to make war.  Why does he appear as a warrior first?  Why do we have the hint of a glorious wedding, only to be interrupted by the horror of war?  


Of course the answer is that the groom comes first to vanquish those who threaten his beloved bride and to punish those who have afflicted her.  The scene here at near the end of the Revelation and at the end of all things is a terrible one, terrible, not in the sense of being unpleasant or disagreeable, but in the original sense of dreadful, evoking awe, even fear.  I remind you that this is a real event, yet to come in the history of our race, a climax and culmination of history where almighty God has the last word.  And his word is in the return of his Son.  We meet first:

I. A TERRIBLE WARRIOR.


By his description this can be none other than the Lord Jesus Christ himself.  11 Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! The one sitting on it is called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 12  His eyes are like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems, and he has a name written that no one knows but himself. 13  He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood, and the name by which he is called is The Word of God. 14  And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and pure, were following him on white horses. 15  From his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. 16  On his robe and on his thigh he has a name written, King of kings and Lord of lords.

Most of this has been said of Christ already in Revelation.  The one new description is that he rides a white horse, a symbol of the warrior bent on conquest.  The only other time in Scripture in which we find Jesus riding an animal, he is riding into Jerusalem the Sunday before he is crucified.  Then he rides a donkey, a symbol of peace.  He came once to make peace through his own blood shed on the cross for the sins of his people.  When he comes again it will be to make war against his enemies, and he will require their blood.  
Not as of old a little child 

To bear and fight and die,

But crowned with glory like the sun 

That lights the morning sky.


Nothing escapes his notice.  “12  His eyes are like a flame of fire….”  He sees every action, every thought, every motive of the heart.  “(O)n his head are many diadems…”  The beast had seven heads and ten crowns, Christ’s royal majesty and authority knows no limit.  “(A)nd he has a name written that no one knows but himself.” As the Son of God, Christ’s person can never be completely understood by creation.  


“13  He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood…”  This is an obvious reference to Calvary, to the cross, the scene of great victory over sin and death.  “(A)nd the name by which he is called is The Word of God.”  This is the only time this full phrase is attributed to Christ.  “14 And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and pure, were following him on white horses.”  They come also as warriors bent on conquest, but there is no mention of any weapons in their hands and no mention of their engaging in any of the battle.  “15  From his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations….”  Christ defeats his enemies with the word of his mouth, the same word that created all the universe is able to destroy all his enemies.  
The prince of darkness grim, 
We tremble not for him—

His rage we can endure,

For lo, his doom is sure:  

One little word shall fell him.


“(A)nd he will rule them with a rod (or scepter) of iron.”  The symbol of a kings authority was his scepter, a golden rod.  Christ’s scepter is of unbreakable iron, showing his absolute, unchallengeable authority that cannot be resisted.   He personally executes his judgment on his enemies:  “He will tread the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty.”  In chapter 14 we saw the wicked thrown into a winepress where they were trampled down in a winepress and their blood overflowed it.  Here we learn that they are trampled under the feet of the Son of God himself.  Here is fulfillment of God’s promise to his Son in Psalm 110, often repeated in the New Testament to put all of his enemies “under his feet.”  And we have a fourth statement of his name:  “16  On his robe and on his thigh he has a name written, King of kings and Lord of lords.”  No king or lord could possibly challenge him because he is the “King of kings and Lord of lords.”

We expected a Groom; but we find a Warrior of incomparable power, come to execute the wrath of God almighty on all his enemies, upon all who would dare to molest his Bride.  


And we find…

II. A TERRIBLE WAR.


And if the Warrior is remarkable, the war itself is also unique.  “17  Then I saw an angel standing in the sun, and with a loud voice he called to all the birds that fly directly overhead, “Come, gather for the great supper of God, 18  to eat the flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of mighty men, the flesh of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all men, both free and slave, both small and great.” 19  And I saw the beast and the kings of the earth with their armies gathered to make war against him who was sitting on the horse and against his army. 20  And the beast was captured, and with it the false prophet who in its presence had done the signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped its image. These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur. 21  And the rest were slain by the sword that came from the mouth of him who was sitting on the horse, and all the birds were gorged with their flesh.”

From the highest vantage point, an angel summons all carrion birds to a feast of flesh:  hawks, falcons, eagles, vultures, even crows.  And they are invited to feast on the bodies of wicked men of every station of life.  Come, gather for the great supper of God, 18  to eat the flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of mighty men, the flesh of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all men, both free and slave, both small and great.”  This is undoubtedly the last battle, for after it is over there is no one left.  

In utter futility, the company of the rebellious prepare to strike back.  19  And I saw the beast and the kings of the earth with their armies gathered to make war against him who was sitting on the horse and against his army. 20  And the beast was captured, and with it the false prophet who in its presence had done the signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped its image.  Now what is missing here in this description?  Did you notice there is no description whatsoever of any battle?  And we know why, of course.  The angelic hosts of heaven carry no weapons in their hands because they need not fight.  The sword of the Word of God and is iron scepter are enough.  We are expecting this terrific clash with blood and dirt and the screams of the dying and bitter casualties on both sides, and instead, it is over without a sound.  


20  And the beast was captured, and with it the false prophet who in its presence had done the signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped its image. These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur.  I remind you that this “lake of fire” which we will meet again in Revelation is a composite of the dreadful Old Testament judgments of the flood of Noah and the fire upon Sodom and Gomorrah.  Here the wicked are drowned not in the murky depths of a world-wide flood, but in the blazing inferno of molten sulfur.  This is not simply the restraint of the wicked, but the retribution of the wrath of God.  


Please understand that this war is waged in righteousness:  “in righteousness he judges and makes war.”  This war is absolutely right.  The wicked deserve this judgment of God.  It would be wrong NOT to judge the wicked in this way.  


We are not accustomed to this absolute righteousness, not really.  As Tallulah Bankhead once said, “I’m as pure as the driven slush.”   We grade on the curve, we let matters slide, we fudge on this or that.  We have exceeded the speed limit innumerable times and we almost never get caught.  We sneak around, tell half truths, gossip, whisper and murmur and are never called to account.  We can hardly imagine what absolute righteousness would be like.  


We don’t expect this righteousness from others, either.  We understand that people don’t really mean what they say, or fully keep their promises, or even live up to their own standards.  We compare ourselves to them, and appraise ourselves by their faulty measure.  And we don’t look so bad.  We can’t imagine that God would be upset with us, would judge us like this.


But we have forgotten that God is not a man like us.  God is perfectly, utterly righteous.  This includes the righteousness of his own character by which he must do right and always does right, perfectly.  “Shall not the judge of all the earth do what is right?” Abraham asked of God?  What is interesting is that God agreed.  And this was just before God incinerated Sodom and Gomorrah, turning their cities and their inhabitants in to vapor and ashes.  But this also speaks of God’s justice whereby he requires perfect righteousness from all his creatures and is unable to overlook even the smallest violation of his law.  


This war is a matter of justice.  On that day the unrepentant will cry out:  “Who will rescue us from this Warrior?”  And the answer is “No one!”  No one can and no one should, because it is right.  This is justice:  “in righteousness he judges and makes war.”    


For God’s people, for his bride, for all those who have hated their sins and turned from them and turned to Christ in faith and obedience, this war is good news.  The Groom comes to rescue his Bride.  He utterly destroys their enemies and they can never afflict her again.  That peer pressure to compromise, that false religion that deceives and leads astray, that glittering allure of the world will be captured and cast alive into complete destruction.  Christ is coming to rescue us from hated sin and temptation and corruption and evil.  Christ is coming in love to release us and set us free.


Have you come to hate your sin and trust in Christ above all, so that he is your joy and your life?  Or are you still resisting him, trusting in your cleverness or your many friends or your great wealth?  He is the King of kings and Lord of lords, and he will not permit you to love and serve any other.  He is coming in righteousness to wage war against all who will not submit to him and love his rule over them.


The world scoffs at the thought of the return of Christ, but he will come nonetheless.  The editor of The Week magazine mocks any thought of the return of Christ.  “Every morning I pass a homeless man who is quite certain that the world is near its end.  He spends most of his time reading the Bible and fervently praying on his knees.  His shopping cart is adorned with a cardboard sign straight from a New Yorker cartoon:  “Repent.  Judgment is coming.”  All of us rushing past have always assumed the poor fellow had stopped taking his medication. But now”, he writes, “I’m wondering” (in view of earthquakes, tidal waves, numerous hurricanes and the threat of avian flu) “if he knows something we don’t.”  By his mocking tone Falk makes it clear that he doesn’t believe in a coming judgment and anyone who does must probably be off their medication as well.   


The Son of God says otherwise.  The Apostle Peter found the same skepticism in his day.  Scoffers arise saying, “Where is the promise of his coming?” And Peter reminds us that it is because of God’s mercy that this terrible end for sinners is delayed:  “The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance.” (2P 3:9)


Come to Christ.  Repent of your sin and believe on him and you will be saved.  And when Christ comes again it will be to rescue you as a part of his beloved Bride.  

A REASON TO CELEBRATE

(Revelation 20:1-15)

The latest fad in Christmas decorating is the upside-down Christmas tree.  The company called Hammacher Shlemmer is sold out already, even though the tree costs a whopping $599.95.  The retail chain Target also offers three similar models of upside-down trees ranging from $300 - $500.  According to Craig Wilson in an article in USA TODAY, “The artificial trees are hung from the wall or ceiling, or come with a weighted base to provide extra stability to prevent tipping and leaning.”   


Sheryl Karas, author of a book on the history and folklore of Christmas decorations notes that the upside-down Christmas tree is not really new, but was actually a 12th-century tradition in Central Europe.  She says she doesn’t want to put a damper on the holidays, but she suspects that “there’s something sinister, almost bad about it.”  She explains that the shape of the tree is symbolic, pointing up to heaven.  “If they thought about it, they wouldn’t turn it upside down.”  

And why an upside-down Christmas tree?  An ad from Target’s website explains its best feature:  "Leaves more room on the floor for gifts!"

Now you may think you know what I’m going to say about this, but you may be mistaken.  Though all this may be a bit misguided, or misdirected, I would suggest to you that it’s not enough.  If we really understood what has happened to our world because of the first Christmas, because of the Son of God taking human flesh and being born into the world, then we would be filled with such an enduring joy and hope that it wouldn’t last a day, or even a season, but would endure our whole life long.


In order to understand what God has done for us in Christ, we look to the last book of the Bible, even the last chapters of that book.  And we turn to one of the most contested and debated parts of all of Scripture.  Our text for today is interpreted in three very different ways.  This is the text that gives rise to three long words describing three perspectives on the future.  They are called “premillennialism”, “postmillennialism” and “amillennialism”.  A millennium is a thousand years.  How do we understand this thousand year period of time, mentioned only hear in all the Bible?


The most popular view today is the premillennial view which says that things will get worse and worse on earth, and then Christ will return and set up his kingdom on earth which will endure for a thousand years.  After this, Satan will be loosed to test the nations, which will rebel against Christ.  And he will decisively destroy them all, and that will be the end.  


But this view is based on a consecutive reading of Revelation in which the events recorded here occur one after another in a linear fashion.  As we have seen, the Revelation is really composed of seven cycles of history, each one telling the same story from a different vantage point, or focusing on different parts of the same story:  the security of believers, the doom of the lost, the vanquishing of worldliness or of Satan.  And I want to suggest to you that chapter 20 is the last of these cycles.  It begins not with the second coming of Christ, but the first coming of Christ, at which Satan is defeated and is bound so that he cannot deceive the nations.  The millennium or thousand-year period is a symbolic number (most of the numbers in Revelation are symbolic) meaning a long time, but one which has been predetermined by God.  And it ends with the second coming of Christ where he ultimately and finally defeats the devil and “comes to judge the living and the dead.”  And I would suggest that if you consider chapter 20 from this perspective, it not only makes good sense, but it is very encouraging, and makes us want to celebrate both the first and second comings of Christ.  


We should rejoice and be glad, because of what Christ has done for us.  Christ’s coming means first…

I. AN UNPRECEDENTED OPPORTUNITY FOR THE GOSPEL.


Satan has been bound.  This is not something yet in the future, but it has already taken place through the first Christ event, through his coming to earth, living a perfect life and fulfilling the Law, and through his death and resurrection from the dead.  John writes:  “1 Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, holding in his hand the key to the bottomless pit and a great chain. 2  And he seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years, 3  and threw him into the pit, and shut it and sealed it over him, so that he might not deceive the nations any longer, until the thousand years were ended. After that he must be released for a little while.

Matthew also mentions this “binding of Satan”.  When our Lord Jesus is accused of casting out demons by the power of the devil, Jesus answers by explaining that the devil would never fight against himself, like a house divided against itself.  Rather, Jesus explains, “How can someone enter a strong man’s house and plunder his goods, unless he first binds the strong man?” (Matt. 12:29) This is precisely what Jesus was doing.  He had come to bind the strong man Satan and plunder his house, saving those long kept in darkness, the nations or the Gentiles.  John records a similar statement by Jesus in chapter 12, verses 31-32: “Now is the judgment of this world; now will the ruler of this world be cast out.  And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.”  Notice again the combination of Satan’s defeat and banishment and the success of the Gospel in winning “all people” to Christ.  Or Colossians 2:15, where Paul writes that in Jesus God has “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him.”

What this means, dear Friends, is that we are now living in a time of unprecedented opportunity for the Gospel.  Satan’s power to deceive the nations, which before Christ seemed so impenetrable and impervious to attack, has now been severely curtailed.  We should always be hopeful and confident and throw everything we have into reaching the nations for Christ, because they are reachable for Christ.  We should be bold and redouble all our efforts.  Our missionaries should be encouraged and give all for the sake of the Gospel, for God is telling us that the wall of darkness has been broken down, and we cannot fail.  That’s good reason to celebrate.


Christ’s coming also means 

II. UNRESTRICTED AND EVERLASTING LIFE.


This one is more personal.  Christ’s coming guarantees life to all who put their faith in him and follow him, even though they die.  4  Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom the authority to judge was committed. Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for the testimony of Jesus and for the word of God, and who had not worshiped the beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. 5  The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended. This is the first resurrection. 6  Blessed and holy is the one who shares in the first resurrection! Over such the second death has no power, but they will be priests of God and of Christ, and they will reign with him for a thousand years.

Those who have trusted in Christ have already come into possession of everlasting life.  That’s because their lives are inseparably linked to God’s own everlasting life through Christ.  And so they cannot die, even if they have their heads cut off for their faith in Christ.  It is no matter, for they enjoy undying life already.  


This new life in Christ, when we are born again and so repent of our sins and put our faith in Christ, is called “the first resurrection.”  And unbelievers do not share in this.  For those who have come to faith in Christ “the second death has no power” (this “second death” is described later in verse 14 as the everlasting fires of hell).  


Oh, this is good news!  Can you believe it?  Can you ever be sad another day in your life, if you have already experienced this first resurrection?  In Christ, you cannot die!  Only if God could die could you ever die, which is utterly impossible!


Armed with this hope you can face with perfect repose:  a frowning doctor, or a reckless driver, or dreaded disease, or a battlefield, or a terrorist’s threat.  Your life is in Christ.  You have already been raised from spiritual death.  You cannot die.  This is very good news.


Christ’s coming also guarantees the 

III. ULTIMATE DEFEAT OF EVIL.


Look with me at what is yet to come in between the comings of Christ:  7  And when the thousand years are ended, Satan will be released from his prison 8  and will come out to deceive the nations that are at the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them for battle; their number is like the sand of the sea. 9  And they marched up over the broad plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, but fire came down from heaven and consumed them, 10  and the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever.

Before Christ comes again, Satan will be released for a short time.  He will again deceive the nations.  Gog and Magog appear to be a reference to the wicked nations who hate God.  They will yet again oppose God by assaulting the church, but they will be utterly destroyed.  And Satan will finally be vanquished.  Our ancient enemy and all the enemies of God’s people will fall under that curse first promised to Abraham, where God tells him in Genesis 12:3:  “I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse.”

And this, too, should be cause for hope and faithfulness and great joy on the part of God’s people.  Satan the accuser, the devil or the adversary will be vanquished and eternally punished for his evil.  Martin Luther thought this theme worthy of song:  

The prince of darkness grim,

We tremble not for him—

His rage we can endure (Why?),

For lo, his doom is sure:

One little word shall fell him.


You can stand firm against his temptations, and you can endure all the hateful trials and insults and wounds he casts your way.  You can carry on in spite of them, because you know he is defeated, “his doom is sure”.  As someone has said more recently, “The next time Satan reminds you of your past, you think about his future.”  The puritan John Donne wrote about the enemy of death, but the same could apply to Satan:

Death be not proud though some have called thee

Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so,

For those, whom thou think’st thou dost overthrow,

Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me.

From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be,

Much pleasure, then from thee much more must flow,

And soonest our best men with thee do go,

Rest of their bones and soul’s delivery.

Thou art slave to Fate, Chance, kings and desperate men,

And dost with poison, war and sickness dwell,

And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well,

And better than thy stroke; why swell’st thou then?

One short sleep past, we wake eternally,

And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.

Christ’s coming means Satan’s doom.


And Christ’s first coming guarantees… 

IV. ESCAPE FROM THE WRATH TO COME.


The chapter closes with chilling, terrifying words:  “11 Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth and sky fled away, and no place was found for them. 12  And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Then another book was opened, which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, according to what they had done. 13  And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they had done. 14  Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. 15  And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”


Here is the most horrifying event in any person’s history:  an unbeliever standing before judgment and being sentenced to spend eternity in the lake of fire.  And perhaps the greatest tragedy is that it is all so unnecessary, because Christ has already endured that horror for all who will humbly trust in him.  


I remember one of my seminary professors, Dr. S. Lewis Johnson, a southern gentleman from North Carolina.  He had a delightful accent.  He would open our class with prayer each day, “Ow-wa Fah-tha….”  Sometimes he knew his accent would make his pronunciation of a word difficult for us to understand, so he would stop and write the word on the blackboard.  


One day he was teaching about the last things.  And he pointed out that there are three types of death mentioned in Scripture:  spiritual death, physical death and everlasting death.  Spiritual death came about as a result of sin.  Everyone is born into the world spiritually dead because of our first parents’ sin.  Physical death is the one we are most familiar with, when the body stops functioning.  And everlasting death is what is described here as “the second death”, God’s judgment and everlasting punishment.  


Dr. Johnson said that some of these deaths had a remedy.  For example, spiritual death is remedied by regeneration, when God makes us alive in Christ and gives us new hearts and new minds that become willing and obedient so that we repent of our sins and put our trust in Christ.  And physical death, said Dr. Johnson, had the remedy of resurrection, when our bodies are raised from the grave as was Christ’s, and our spirits are reunited with our bodies in the age to come.  But, said Dr. Johnson, for everlasting death there is NO REMEDY.  I’ll never forget those words, NO REMEDY.


Christ has come to deliver us from that dreadful second death.  Those who are regenerated or born again in Christ will be raised with Christ and will never experience this everlasting death.   


I don’t care if your Christmas tree is real or imitation, right-side-up or upside-down, or if you have one or not.  It’s no real matter how you celebrate Christmas.  


It’s of utmost importance that we celebrate Christ!  Do you know him?  Have you put your faith in him?  Are you seeking him each day?  Are you living each moment in his love and for his glory?  Are you seeking with all your powers to make him known?  Are you putting to best use all of your resources to honor him? 

As they offered gifts most rare 

At that manger rude and bare,

So may we with holy joy,

Pure and free from sins alloy,

All our costliest treasures bring,

Christ, to Thee our heav’nly King.
AS TRUE AS GOD IS TRUE

(Revelation 21:1-8)


Periodically by way of email I will receive an invitation to be swindled.  The email will purport to be a hard-luck story of a religious person of enormous wealth living in another country whose spouse has just died, and they want to escape their country with their riches.  But in order to do so, they must send their millions to someone in the United States first (to you), and you can keep 10% for all your troubles, usually over a million dollars.  I have never responded to such an invitation, but I have learned that if you do, they will ask you to send them several thousand dollars as a kind of “processing fee” or “customs charge”.  And when you do this, of course, you never hear from them again.  According to one news program I watched, many people have been cheated by this scam.  The old line from the folks at the post office comes to mind:  “If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.”  


And here we are at Christmas time.  Christ has come to earth making an offer that is beyond all hope.  All is ours, and more than all, if we will only turn our backs on sin and self and turn in faith and love to Christ.  If we will only put our faith in him, faith that includes obedience, then, when he comes back, we will be rewarded with glory and joy without measure.  It almost sounds too good to be true.  Is it?


I have to be honest with you.  Many church-goers have concluded that it is not.  Oh, they still show up in church from time to time, perhaps to maintain respectability.  But they have no real faith in Christ, no faith that would cause them to turn from sin and self.  In fact, they live for sin and self.  Part of their church-going is for self, because they would loose the esteem of others if they did not attend.  Most of their good works are done quite publicly because they do not really believe God will reward what is done in secret.  A life of sacrifice, of denying self, of hating and shunning secret sin would seem like a foolish waste.  That’s because they don’t believe it’s true.  Do you?


We’re looking at the last chapters of the Bible during this Advent season.  Christmas is about Christ’s first coming, when he began the good work of the Gospel in carving out of the lost world a people to be his very own.  In the last chapters of Revelation, we look to Christ’s return, when the work begun at Christmas is brought to a conclusion.  As we ask the question, “How can we be sure it is worth it to follow Christ?” we have in our text the best answer, which is the only answer:  Our hope in Christ is only as sure as God is sure.  The promises of Christ for which we surrender all and to which we cling are only as true as God is true.  Notice how prominent is God in this picture of the believer’s hope.   
 

I. GOD WILL PERFECT THE CHURCH (1-2)


In the first two verses we find a picture of the completion of the church.  1 ¶  Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2  And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.  


There is a delicate balance here between continuity and discontinuity.  Here is a replacement of the heavens and the earth, but they are replaced with a new version of the same, and the word “new” means completely new.  It may seem surprising at first that the first heaven is done away with.  But the heaven that was described in the earlier chapters of the Revelation contained elements that restricted access to God, like the sea.  The new heaven knows no such restrictions for God’s people.  The sea is no more.  The sea was the place from which came the first beast.  For the Jews the sea was always a place of uncontrollable danger and unfathomable terrors.  In this renewal it is gone.  


But dominating this image is the holy city of the new Jerusalem.  That this is a description of the church, the people of God is clear, for she is the “bride adorned for her husband”, for Christ.  The bride of Christ is not so much a city (houses, buildings, streets) as it is a people.  And most importantly, she is “coming down out of heaven”, and to be precise “from God”.  God has been creating the people of God, the church.  And now at the end of all things, she is perfected.  She is ready for the consummation.  


One of the reasons why I believe God’s promises is because God takes responsibility for ensuring that they are fulfilled.  Our salvation was won for us (not by us) by the Son of God.  That’s why the church continues to press on through all the ages, “living still, in spite of dungeon, fire and sword”.  God has begun this good work in us.  God himself is perfecting his good work.  And God himself will bring it to completion.  


Secondly, 

II. GOD WILL DWELL WITH HIS PEOPLE (3-4)


Here is repeated for the last time what was promised throughout all of Scripture.  3  And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. 4  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”

This is the age old promise and hope.  You recall how our race began in the Garden in face-to-face fellowship with God.  God had created a people for his very own and he dwelt among them.  This privilege was lost through our first parents’ wicked rebellion.  And yet God came to Abraham and set about to reclaim a people to be his very own.  Ultimately this restoration came about through the first Christmas.  The Word became flesh and dwelt among us once again.  And he fulfilled the Law for us, and then died to suffer the penalty for our sinful rebellion, in order to reconcile us to God through his work for us on the cross.   


And what John foresees is that this work of reconciliation will one day be complete, and God will dwell once again with his purified people.  Now if this promised culmination is not true, then please understand that NONE of the Bible is true, for this is such a central theme.  If this is not true, then all of the Bible is a mistake, wishful thinking, an empty hope.  If this is not true, then the reasonable response is not a half-hearted, lukewarm churchianity, but to flee this place and never come back.  Why labor under this delusion any longer?


But if it is true, then, dear Friend, here is all your hope.  Here is your heart’s true affection and consolation.  God is forever blessed in himself, and he shares this blessing with his people.  “4  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”  Who wipes every tear from our eyes?  God himself!  Who banishes all death and mourning and crying and pain?  God himself!  


If you hope to be with God forever and share in this eternal blessing, why in the world would you not want to be with him now?  If you believe that in God resides all joy and happiness and satisfaction in soul, why do you not seek him each day with all your heart?


God will perfect his church,  God will dwell with his people and 


III. GOD WILL KEEP HIS PROMISES (5)


Rarely in the Revelation are we told that God speaks directly, but here he does:  “5  And he who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”

Oh-oh.  We are forced to make a decision here.  In order to be very clear God gets in our faces and declares that this is true.  We’ve been wondering how we can be sure this remarkable hope is for real, and God makes us decide; and God raises the stakes.  


When God himself declares this to be true, then we have only two choices.  We can believe him and so adjust our lives accordingly, or we must reject him.  You’re thinking that there is a third option, to say you believe, but to live as though you don’t.  Of course you see that God would never accept such a hypocritical response.  He knows our hearts, reads all of our thoughts and sees all of our actions.  John has obediently written this down, and you have heard the declaration.  


It is good news that this is all true!  Here is hope beyond reckoning.  Why not forsake your sin and self and enter into this joy?  Why will you continue in your sad, empty life?  Why will you cling to your sins, to your excuses, to your false dreams, to your selfish pursuits?  What have they ever brought you besides brokenness and shame?  


God declares that he is making all things new.  Won’t you believe him, and be made new yourself?  Throw away your selfishness and pride, your love of prestige and possessions.  Give it all away, and you will have hope in this life, and everlasting joy in the life to come.  If you will not believe him, and turn to him, then you call God a lie, who has sworn this to be trustworthy and true, as true as God is true.  Believe him, and turn your whole life over to him.


And even more…


IV. GOD WILL FINISH WHAT HE STARTED (6-8)


6  And he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end.”  “Alpha” is the first letter of the Greek alphabet.  “Omega” is the last.  God is saying that he is the originator and is also the consummator.  What he starts he finishes.  


One of the reasons we can be sure that God’s promise is true, and not some eternal hoax or cosmic swindle is because God has started this good work.  Nothing less than the power of almighty God could explain the continued existence and expansion of the church.  Think of it:  our founder was a condemned criminal, who died naked, nailed to a cross of shame, to all eyes, an utter failure.  How could that disaster have endured a single minute beyond his death, except that he who was crucified was raised from the dead and is declared to be both Lord and Christ? And how many millions upon millions throughout the ages have testified that God has begun a good work in them.  That they have believed upon Christ and found him faithful.  


There is no reasonable doubt that God has begun this good work in the coming of Christ.  Why would there be any reasonable doubt that God would not bring his work to completion?   

God will complete his work of salvation.  “To the thirsty I will give from the spring of the water of life without payment. 7  The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God and he will be my son.”  That eternal thirst will be satisfied.  That eternal longing for belonging will be fulfilled.  God has begun this work, and he will finish it.  He is the Alpha AND the Omega, the beginning and the end.


But he will also complete is work of judgment upon the unfaithful.  “8  But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.”  The “cowardly, the faithless and the detestable” are those who fall away, those who turn their backs on God’s salvation, because the going gets tough or because they simply lose interest.  And notice in this listing that these are mentioned prominently, and that in this listing they are considered worse than murderers or the sexually immoral, or sorcerers, or idolaters or liars.  


It is of utmost importance that you see that it is God himself who is seated on the throne who is speaking here, the God before whose face you and I will one day stand, and every secret will be exposed and every motive of heart will be laid bare.  


Here we find very harsh language, but if you quit running the race, if you give up, GOD SAYS, God’s assessment of you is that you are a vile and faithless coward, worse than a murderer, a promiscuous pervert, a sorcerer, idolater or a liar.  And the most horrific and everlasting punishment awaits you.  


Will you still cling to your sin knowing that you will stand before God and one day give an account?  How will you explain to almighty God how you were just too busy to give him the time of day? 


You’d better start rehearsing your excuses? Which one do you think God will accept? Perhaps it would work to tell God that you valued worldly possessions more than you valued his beloved Son.   How about telling God that those mindless sitcoms were so terribly interesting but that his holy Word, or his divine worship was just so dull and boring?  Try telling him that you felt it your duty to chat with your friends and even strangers on MSN all night long, but that you couldn’t force yourself to talk with your Creator and Redeemer even five minutes a day.  Can you hear yourself saying to God:  “I cared more what others thought of me than what you thought of me”?  


Why this grave warning in the midst of this description of such hope and joy?  Because of God’s great love.  He is not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance.  He stands ready to embrace you, and welcome you, if you will only turn from your sin and flee to Christ.  The stench of death and hell is all around you, but the sweet air of Christ’s beauty and glory awaits.  Why tarry any longer?  Settle it today.  Turn away from sin and self, and find your everlasting hope and comfort in Christ.  


“1  Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2  And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3  And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. 4  He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.”

Will you walk away from that?  As the writer of Hebrews asks:  “How shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation?”

THE GLORY OF THE BRIDE

(Revelation 21:9-27)


Judging from the income garnered by spiritualists, psychics, fortune tellers and palm readers, it is apparent that Americans want to know the future.  Unfortunately this desire will have to go unfulfilled.  Those clairvoyants to whom people turn are more often wrong than they are right.  For example, in 1975 The People’s Almanac did a study of 25 of the best psychics.  Their success rate?  Out of 72 predictions, 66 or 92% were completely wrong and the other 8% could easily be explained away.   


Jeanne Dixon was probably the best-known of the psychics whose predictions were routinely published in the National Enquirer about this time each year.  She was most famous for supposedly prophesying the assassination of President John F. Kennedy while he was in office.  What she actually predicted, however, was a bit less specific.  On May 13, 1956 her famous “prophecy was described in these terms:  “As for the 1960 election Mrs. Dixon thinks it will be dominated by labor and won by a Democrat.  But he will be assassinated or die in office ‘though not necessarily in his first term.’”  But what is often overlooked is that four years later, in 1960, she forecast that Kennedy would not win the coming election.  She is credited with supposedly predicting his assassination, when, in fact, she also “predicted” that he would never be president.  And even more telling, in 1996 she prepared her predictions for the coming year:  who she thought would marry and divorce, who would become famous and who would die.  But she missed one.  On January 25, 1997, Jeanne Dixon died of a heart attack.  Why did she not publish the prediction of her own death?  Because she did not know it. 


As God’s people, we need not turn to such foolishness (in fact God forbids it with the most severe penalties).  Rather, we can turn to God’s Word.  No, God has not told us specific details about our personal lives in the Bible.  God almost never reveals those particulars, because he wants us to trust him for the future, to live by faith and not by sight.  But what God does is paint the picture of our future as his people in broad strokes, to encourage our faith and draw us to faithfulness in hope.  


People usually want to know the future in order to gain some advantage:  how to avoid some danger or choose a successful path.  Following Christ is the way of complete security and everlasting success.  Because God has promised us a glorious future, we must put our trust in him.  

I. THE BEAUTY OF THE BRIDE.


There is much, rich symbolism in this text, and I’m truly sorry that we will not be able to unpack it all.  This description of the splendor and unimaginable value of this city is in obvious contrast to that of the prostitute of chapter 17.  She is Babylon, the world-city in opposition to God, enticing the people of the world and oppressing the people of God.  This prostitute is adorned luxury and grandeur, with gold and precious stones and pearls.  But if you look more closely, you can see the caked make-up hiding the wrinkles and cracks of her worn out features and the moth-eaten holes in her shabby garments; and you can smells the reek of her cheap perfume covering the disgusting stench of her corruption.  


But here we have the pure, virgin bride of Christ, beautiful and undefiled and everlasting in her brilliance.  Now it is clear that John is using symbolic language in describing the glory of our future in Christ.  He uses images that could not be understood in any other way.  He describes the bride, the wife of the Lamb.  “9 Then came one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues and spoke to me, saying, “Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the Lamb.”  So she is a beautiful woman.  And yet instead of expressing her magnificence in terms of here hair color, perhaps her perfect skin and the twinkle in her eyes, he pictures her as a city.  Whose walls are made of transparent gems, her foundations studded with every manner of precious jewel, her twelve gates each fashioned out of a single, enormous pearl, and the entire city, including her streets made of pure gold.  


And she is absolutely impregnable and secure because here walls are 72 yard thick and each gate is guarded by an angel, and, by the way, all her enemies have already been destroyed anyhow.  She shines with the glory of God, which is undoubtedly her most remarkable feature.  Her twelve gates bear the names of the twelve tribes of Israel, and her twelve foundations the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb, showing that God’s plan has been fulfilled, to make one people of the two:  the Old Testament Israel and the New Testament Church.  


We could dwell here many weeks, wringing every bit of comfort and joy out of each of these images of hope and glory, so lavishly, so wondrously poured out upon the people of God, each phrase overflowing with expectation and delight.  

II. THE SHAPE OF THE CITY.


But I want to focus on only one aspect of this city, one seemingly insignificant detail that is so brimming with promise that it truly brings me to tears.  The tiny little feature, which might easily be overlooked, is in the dimensions of the city recorded in verse sixteen, and even more specifically, in the shape of this city.  


Let’s look at its dimensions.  15  And the one who spoke with me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city and its gates and walls. 16  The city lies foursquare; its length the same as its width. And he measured the city with his rod, 12,000 stadia. Its length and width and height are equal. (Doesn’t that bless your soul?)  Now I was not a math major in college, but I can handle multiplication and division, and so let’s work out the numbers.  


First of all, it’s important to remember the symbolism of the number 12,000.  Twelve is the number of the people of God.  This is multiplied by one thousand, the number of completion.  So this city represents the complete people of God, just as we saw with the symbolic number 144,000 or 12,000 x 12 in chapters 7 and 14.  


But the dimensions of the city are 12,000 stadia by 12,000 stadia or 144 million square stadia.  That’s enough for 1,000 square stadia for each of the 144,000.  

But that still doesn’t tell us much because we don’t regularly deal in stadia.  So let me tell you that 12,000 stadia is equal to 1,500 miles!  The dimensions of this city are 1,500 miles by 1,500 miles, roughly a third of the continental USA.  But this isn’t open range, this is a city.  And that would mean that the area of this city is two-and-a-quarter-million square miles, or 1,440,000,000 acres.  Comparatively, John is saying that the city is large enough to afford 10,000 acres for each of the 144,000.  Now the precise numbers are not what’s important since they are symbolic.  What John is saying is that this is a city of unimaginable magnitude, unlike anything on earth, incomparably greater than the world-city of the prostitute Babylon, incomparably greater than all the kingdoms of the world combined.  


But that’s not the best part, not even close.  We forgot one dimension.  The city is also 12,000 stadia in height, 12,000 by 12,000 by 12,000:  not simply a perfect square, but a perfect cube.  This is truly astounding, and let me explain why.


After God called his people out of Egypt in the Exodus, they traveled together, following him to the Promised Land.  They moved around a lot, so they lived in tents.  And God said to them, “Build me a tent, and I will come and dwell in your midst.”


Now this tent was quite unusual because it was really three tents in one.  There was the tent of the outer courtyard which was a rectangle, 100 cubits by 50 cubits by 10 cubits high, or a ratio of 10 to 5 to 1.  Inside was a smaller tent called the “Holy Place” where only the priests could go, and its dimensions were 20 by 10 by 10 cubits high, or a ratio of 2 to 1 to 1.  So this tent was a little more proportional.  But behind the Holy Place and adjacent to it was an even smaller tent called the “Holy of Holies”.  And this is the precise spot where God said he would take up his residence on earth.  It is called Holy of Holies or “Most Holy Place” as a reminder that God is altogether holy and that sinful man dare not approach his presence.  In fact, only one person, the High Priest, could enter that tent, and only for a few minutes on only one day of the year, and only after the High Priest had be consecrated with blood, and only if he was carrying blood in order to make atonement for the people.  


This Holy of Holies was the dwelling place of God on earth, but you could never go in there.  God came and dwelt close by, but always restricted, because God is holy, and we are sinners. The dimensions of this tent of the Holy of Holies were 10 by 10 by 10 cubits, a perfect cube.  It is no coincidence that the holy city of the New Jerusalem which is coming down out of heaven from God is likewise a perfect cube.  It is the true Holy of Holies, of which that little room in the tabernacle was but a foreshadowing.


Godly people in the Old Testament often expressed their deep longing to be near God or to dwell in his presence.   For example, in Psalm 63:  “O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water. 2  So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, beholding your power and glory.  3 Because your steadfast love is better than life, my lips will praise you. 4  So I will bless you as long as I live; in your name I will lift up my hands.”

Or from Psalm 73:  “25  Whom have I in heaven but you? And there is nothing on earth that I desire besides you. 26  My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever.”

Or from Psalm 84:  “How lovely is your dwelling place, O LORD of hosts! 2  My soul longs, yes, faints for the courts of the LORD; my heart and flesh sing for joy to the living God. 3  Even the sparrow finds a home, and the swallow a nest for herself, where she may lay her young, at your altars, O LORD of hosts,         my King and my God. 4  Blessed are those who dwell in your house, ever singing your praise!”


Or from Psalm 100:  “Come into his presence with singing! 3  Know that the LORD, he is God! It is he who made us, and we are his; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture. 4  Enter his gates with thanksgiving, and his courts with praise!”


  Such deep desire! Such depth of longing!  But please note that they were all longing just to live near or be close to God in the outer courtyard.  They would never hope to dream of living with God in the most holy place.  


In the Old Covenant, God had said, “I will come and pitch my tent in your midst.  But let’s be clear.  You have your tent, and I have my tent.  You can come and visit in the vestibule, but you can never come into my most holy place.”  


And then Jesus came, the Son of God.  
The Word became flesh and made his dwelling (literally pitched his tent) among us.” (John 1:14)  And when he gave his life on the cross to reconcile us to God, do you remember that most remarkable miracle that took place on that day?  Matthew (27:51) records in his gospel that the curtain in the temple that separated the courtyard from the most holy place was torn in two from top to bottom.  Now, through faith in Christ, we have access to God, even into the most holy place!  


And, beyond all wonder and hope, at life’s end, God says to his faithful people, “Your tent is no good any more.  Why don’t you come live in mine?  And not just out in the courtyard any more.  You come live with me in the most holy place, forever.  


Here is our hope.  Here is what the future holds for the faithful people of God.  Lift up your heart and rejoice in the Son of God, who has drawn near, to draw us near.  Put your hope in him!  

THEY WILL SEE HIS FACE

(Revelation 22:1-5)


The small boy looked dejectedly at his Christmas present.  His brothers and sisters each had a pile of presents under their stocking, but he only had one.  He had made a long list, and yet there was only this one large box.  Reluctantly he tore it open.  It was a big box; it must have some big gift.  What he found within filled him with wonder.  Inside the box were numerous smaller presents, each one individually wrapped.  With growing excitement he began unwrapping one after another.  When he was finished, he found within that one box all of his Christmas wishes and more.  


Kids, don’t get your hopes up of receiving everything on your list.  But I use this story as an illustration of the great hope we have in the Christ of Christmas.  The gift of love we receive in Christ is a manifold gift, many gifts all wrapped up together.  We sometimes lump them all under one category called “salvation”.  But if we would be filled with faith in Christ, and hope for the future, and courage in the face of every trial, we must unwrap each part of the gift of salvation.  The Apostle Paul writes in Philippians 3:  “Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14  I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.” And my desire for you, Beloved in the Lord, is that each day you are pressing “on toward the goal for the prize”.  


What is that prize?  We’ve been looking at different component parts of it from the last chapters of the Bible.  The writer, John, knows that God’s people are facing grave temptations to give up the prize.  On the one hand they are facing increasing hostility toward their faith from both Jewish and Gentile authorities.  On the other hand, they see the relative ease of the ungodly who are enjoying all the comforts of the world.


How can they endure? How can they stand firm? The only way is through a steadfast faith in Jesus Christ and his promises.  John describes the surpassing greatness and glory of our hope in Jesus Christ.  And I am anxious that you see the same thing, and are steadfast in your hope and faith in Christ as well.

I.  A RETURN TO THE GLORY OF THE GARDEN.


Once again, I wish that we had weeks and months to mine and quarry every detail of this description of our hope. I wish that we could dig out every gold nugget of glory that is depicted here, for the picture John paints is truly wonderful.  He clearly intends for us to see that our future hope involves a return to the Garden, where we began.  We find a reassembling of the key elements of that place, only on a grander scale and with greater privilege.  


1.  For example, we find a river in the city of God, just as there were rivers flowing all through the garden.  “1 Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb 2 through the middle of the street of the city….”  This theme of the living water of God, given to fully quench our dissatisfaction in this life runs all through the Scriptures.  The Lord is our Shepherd who “leads us by the quiet waters” according to Psalm 23, and in the holy city on Mount Zion “there is a river whose streams make glad the city of God” according to Psalm 46.  The Prophet Zechariah sees a day when streams of living water flow out of Jerusalem (14:8) and the Prophet Ezekiel is given a vision of a river that flows out of the temple, a river so deep and wide that it cannot be crossed.  It flows east out of Jerusalem and down into the Dead Sea, making it come alive with all manner of fish and sea creature.  


Trees spring up on both sides of the river which Ezekiel sees, and these trees produce a crop every month, and the leaves of the tree have healing properties.  This theme of the living water or river of life comes to it fullness in our Lord Jesus Christ who declared that he could give the water of life, and that “whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty forever. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” (John 4:13-14) 


2.  And we see in this city a tree, the tree of life.  “(A)lso, on either side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding its fruit each month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations.” It is no wonder that the evergreen was chosen as a symbol of Christmas, for in a sense it is a “tree of life”, a tree that appears to be green and alive in whatever season.  But this tree was also found in the garden, a tree from which our first parents could eat whenever they chose, for as long as they remained in fellowship with God, they enjoyed everlasting life.  


John Calvin suggests that the tree of life in the Garden did not actually confer life, but only represented the life that Adam and Eve had as a gift from God.  It was to be a perpetual sign to them that they did not have life in themselves, but only enjoyed life as an external gift conferred upon them.  It was like a sacrament, an outward sign picturing an inward reality.  When our first parents sinned, they forfeited this life, and so they were banished from the garden and from access to the tree, because it would no longer signify a truth for them, and so that, as Calvin says, “by taking away what he had given, would cause man to seek new assistance elsewhere”, namely in Christ.  “It is indeed certain, that man would not have been able, even if he devoured the whole tree, to enjoy life against the will of God.”  “In short, God resolved to wrest out of the hands of man that which was the occasion or ground of confidence, lest he should form for himself a vain hope of the perpetuity of the life which he had lost.” (in loc)


But here, in heaven, in the New Jerusalem, the sign of the tree is restored, because the reality has been restored, and God’s people enjoy everlasting life, not in and of themselves, but because their lives are forever linked to the life of the immortal God.  Jesus himself has become this tree of life, the bread of life, true nourishment to fill us and sustain us, curing our death.  


3.  And in the city, as in the garden, there is the restoration of true light.  In Scripture the image of darkness is covers a wide range of meanings, most all negative.  Darkness stands for ignorance and fearful uncertainty, but it also extends to unbelief and wickedness.  Our first parents walked in the light in the garden, but there was also the corresponding darkness of night.  Not so in the reconstructed garden of the heavenly city:  “5 And night will be no more. They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign forever and ever.”  John tells us in his Gospel, speaking of Christ, that “4  In him was life, and the life was the light of men.  5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 9  The true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world.”  (John 1:4,5,9) And less we miss the point, Jesus declared, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12)  So in the new garden of the heavenly city we have greater privilege because there is no more night and we always walk in the light of the glory and holiness of our God. 


So we find a river forever quenching our dissatisfaction, a tree forever curing our death, and the true light forever dispelling our darkness.


But that’s not the best of it, not even close.
II. “THEY WILL SEE HIS FACE.”


Verse four contains a small statement that should enflame our minds with anticipation and set our hearts singing for joy:  “They will see his face….”  If you are a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, this is what you have been waiting for all your life.  This will be your moment of greatest joy, incomparably greater than all the joys of earth combined, a gladness that will make every sorrow of this life seem like the vague memory of a dream that you have long forgotten and will remember nevermore.  It seems like such a simple statement of fact:  “They will see his face….” And yet here is the pinnacle, the apex of the entire book of the Revelation.  Higher and higher we have soared with the Apostle, and here we are at the summit.  Here is privilege beyond all hope, beyond all comprehension.


In order to understand how great is this privilege, we must consider who was NOT granted this vision.  


1.  For example, the four living creatures that surround the throne and constantly declare the holiness of God do not see his face.  John tells us in chapter 4 that these creatures have six wings.  Isaiah saw the same thing, but he tells us why they had six wings:  “with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew.” (Is. 6:2)  Isaiah calls these four “seraphim” which means “burning ones”.  But these holy angels cover their faces in the presence of God’s all-surpassing holiness.


No angel in the sky can fully bear that sight


But downward bends his wondering eyes 


At mysteries so bright.


2.  And Moses, that greatest of all Old Testament prophets was forbidden to see the face of God.  Moses had asked that God would go with them through the wilderness, and God granted this request.  Then Moses asked on more thing, “Please show me your glory.”  But this one was refused to Moses.  God explained, “you cannot see my face, for man shall not see me and live.”

God came in Jesus Christ.  The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.  Theologians call this the “incarnation”. “Carne” is Latin for flesh, so “incarnation” is literally the “enfleshment” of the Son of God.  Toward the end of his life, Philip asked Jesus, “Show us the Father”, and the Lord Jesus told him, “If you have seen me, you have seen the Father.”  Yet the godhead was “veiled in flesh”, or else a look at his face would have slain the multitudes, even his disciples, those he came to save.   


3.  What’s remarkable is that there is no mention that even our father Adam saw God.  Every description of God’s interactions with Adam and Eve in the garden refers to ORAL communication alone.  Now it may be that Adam saw God in the form of a pre-incarnate Christ as did others in the Old Testament period.  But there is no mention that even the sinless Adam saw the face of God.  


And yet we will!  “They shall see his face….”


We see many marvels on earth, but their wonder always fades away.  You may be amazed the first time you see the ocean or the mountains or the face of your baby.  Soon the wonder passes into the familiar, and the familiar into the routine.  I am told that first-time visitors to the Swiss Alps gasp in amazement at their beauty.  But after a few days, they’re back to watching TV instead.  


We seem to be programmed for desiring to see wonders and marvels.  People flock to gape at what appears to be a picture of the Virgin Mary made by a water stain on the side of a highway underpass.  Hollywood makes multiple millions each year trying to dazzle us with big screen marvels, illusions created with special effects.  Out capacity for seeing wonders seems insatiable, and yet the spectacle always fades, and we long for something greater.  And the reason is simple:  we were made with a desire to see God.  Of course nothing less will satisfy us.  


But someday, “they shall see his face.”  


And John was confident that in that hope, God’s people of his day could stand firm.  What they saw at present was loss and trouble, the brooding storm clouds of opposition and persecution on the horizon heading their way and eventually crashing down on their heads with a furious vengeance.  


Yet they stood firm, and surrendered their lives because the promise of this hope was ringing in their ears, and a solid faith was living in their hearts.  And they were not disappointed, for they did indeed see his face.  


That’s the prize.  That’s pearl of great price, the treasure uncovered in a field and hid again, for which the wise man would trade his fortune, his life.  “They shall see his face.”  Let that promise ring in your ears, and true faith live in your heart.  Let it carry you through every trial and brace you in every temptation.  “They shall see his face.”  


The Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther, lay on his deathbed.  His close friend and confidant, Philip Melanchthon sat beside him.  Luther awoke in pain, and in his weakness whispered, “What will it be like, Philip? What will we do in heaven?”  Melanchthon answered, “They shall see his face.”  And Luther quieted and said, “Yes, that is enough.”  

 
“They shall see his face.”  “58 Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.”

NOT A BABY ANYMORE

(Revelation 22:6-21)


The comic strip “Zits” is about a teenager, Jeremy, and the humorous side of adolescence.  Jeremy is an only child, and Jeremy and his parents often find it hard to understand each other.  Last Sunday, the comic featured Jeremy’s mother, daydreaming that he was her little baby boy once again, when she was the center of his world, and all the delightful times they had together.  Suddenly this illusion disappears, and he’s this big, strange, apathetic lug once again.  His mother sighs deeply, and Jeremy whispers to his dad, “She’s been doing that all day.”  Little children grow up, and suddenly they’re not a baby any more. 


We come together on this Christmas morning to celebrate the birth of Christ, to celebrate a baby.  Babies are cute and cuddly, helpless and harmless, and dependent on others.  But in time they grow up and begin to assert themselves.  At first you don’t pay much attention:  they’re only children, after all.  But they keep growing, and keep asserting, and the time comes when you must take them seriously.  They may challenge our preconceptions and ask difficult questions and require us to respond.  


Jesus was a little baby, but he’s not a baby any more.  We sing in that Christmas song:

Infant holy, Infant lowly, for His bed a cattle stall;

Oxen lowing, little knowing Christ the Babe is Lord of all.

Christ the Babe who is Lord of all has grown to full manhood.  And as the Son of God and heir of all things, he is even now asserting his Lordship.  He is challenging your preconceptions and asking you difficult questions, and he requires you to respond.  We can deal with a baby, we can walk away and dismiss and even abandon a baby.  What can a baby do?  But what we must understand is that he’s not a baby anymore.  He has come to deal with us, and we cannot avoid him.  Someday we will stand before him and give an account.


In the last chapter of the Bible, Jesus declares three times that he is coming soon.  He came once at Christmas to begin the work of the Kingdom.  But he is coming again, soon, and he tells us this three times for emphasis, so there can be no mistake.  You can take that message in two ways.  For example, if your father says, to you, “I told you to clean up your room, and you still haven’t done it.  Now I have to run an errand, but I am coming back soon!” then you know this statement of fact is really a threat.  


But if you have been rear-ended in traffic and you are hurt and bleeding, and you call your father on a cell phone, and if he says, “I am coming soon”, you know this statement is a blessing.  He will quickly come and help you.  What’s interesting is that we can tell from the context that Jesus meant both of these, both a warning and a blessing when he said three times in the last chapter of the Bible, “I am coming soon.”  


First, he says that…

I. HE IS COMING SOON TO EXCLUDE THE FAKERS.

That seems like a harsh word, “faker”.  Actually it’s quite mild compared to what our Lord Jesus says here.  He is coming to banish the pretenders from any possibility of hope for the future.  “12  “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone for what he has done. 13  I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.” 14  Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life and that they may enter the city by the gates. 15  Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and the sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices falsehood.”

We have been studying through this marvelous book of Revelation.  The basic need John seeks to address in this book is the coming persecution of God’s people and their need to stand firm against the pressures and deceptions and temptations of the evil one, who often controls governments and cultures and uses them to deceive the world and to oppress God’s people.  A very real danger is that many who profess a faith in Christ are really faking it.  Oh, they may have some attraction to Christ or even desire for his help, they may have some historical connection or sentimental attachment to the church, but at the end of the day, they are really pretenders.  


Here is repeated what we have already seen back in chapter 21.  Those who are only pretenders are warned with the most severe language.  “15  Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and the sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices falsehood.”  That last group, those who love and practice falsehood is a clear reference to the fakers, those who have professed some sort of faith in Christ, but, when the going gets tough, they do not stand firm, but flee.  If you are only pretending, if you give up on following Christ once you’ve begun, then Jesus says your pretending does you no good, because, at heart, you are the same as those whose lives are ruled by greed and hatred and lust and superstition.  And your lot will be the same as theirs:  banished forever from any part in the blessed garden-city of God.  


I’ve seen it all too often, and every time it breaks my heart. Someone shows an initial attraction to Christ and to the things of God.  And they plunge in with both feet.  They come to church every Sunday, and get involved in Sunday School and Bible studies.  They witness to their friends and invite them to church.  But then something happens.  The first flush of excitement cools, or they miss a few Sundays for some reason.  Soon they drop out of Sunday School and Bible study.  They stop witnessing to their friends.  They settle into a hit or miss (usually miss more than hit) pattern, and become cold and dull to the things of God.  Maybe you only see them on special occasions, like Christmas and Easter.  


What’s happened? Well, it is quite possible that they were pretenders.  And Jesus says that he is coming soon to expel, to exclude these fakers.  Here is, in my opinion, one of the most serious problems facing the church today.  Many people have been added to the rolls of our churches on a weak profession of faith in Christ, perhaps after a confirmation class or a crisis experience.  But it never really takes, and they disappear.  But they have been assured that all is well with heaven, and they are duped and deluded and will never see the joys of the Lord.   


And here we see a positive reason why the Lord allows, even causes trouble and hardship to come into our lives.  It is a test, either to expose us as pretenders who fall away, or to demonstrate the we truly are among those who believe.  The Apostle Peter makes this inspired observation as he writes to a people under severe trial:  “In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7  so that the tested genuineness of your faith––more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire––may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 1:6-7)  In fact, John has already written in the revelation that their troubles have come as a testing:  

(from Revelation 2:10)  “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.”

And from Revelation 3:10  “Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth.”


Jesus Christ is coming soon, and he’s not a baby anymore.  In the creed we confess that “he ascended into heaven and sitteth on the right hand of God the Father almighty.  From thence he shall come to judge the living and the dead.”   He knows the hearts and mind of all people.  He knows those who know him and those who are mere pretenders, and nobody escapes his watchful eye.  Is your faith real, or will it vanish at the first sign of trouble?  Perhaps you already know the answer to this question, because you see your own disinterest in the things of God.  You only go to church because it’s expected.  It’s time to quit pretending, because Jesus is not a baby anymore.  And he will come to judge the living and the dead.  


But the text is equally clear, that….

II. HE COMES TO EMBRACE THE FAITHFUL.


Some will indeed, by the grace of God, pass the test.  And Jesus is coming soon to rescue his faithful people from all their distresses and to lead them into his everlasting kingdom of joy, this garden-city of eternal blessing.  Jesus is coming again soon, to deliver us from all trouble. “12  “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone for what he has done. 13  I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.” 14  Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life and that they may enter the city by the gates.”

I find it exceedingly remarkable that, in the mystery of God made flesh and born of a woman, the Baby Jesus had to be protected from external threats.  Herod was perhaps the shrewdest of all of the characters in the Christmas drama.  He understood very well that babies grow up, and that babies who are born the king of the Jews tend to take up the royal throne, the throne he was currently occupying.  He saw the handwriting on the wall, and sought to destroy the One who had come to the true king.  He was a pretender.  


Jesus, the Baby, had to be protected.  It boggles the mind:  Joseph and Mary fled to Egypt with Jesus in order to protect Almighty God from human hatred.  Jesus was a baby.  He couldn’t protect himself.  


But he’s not a baby any more.   He is now the King of the great and everlasting garden-city.  It is a city where there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.  It is a city that is the true Holy of Holies, the eternal dwelling place of God.  It is where we will find our greatest joy in seeing the face of God.  He comes to embrace and welcome into his eternal dwellings all who trust in him.   


There is a story in the Bible that demonstrates this change in Christ from helpless baby to Lord of all.  Interestingly it involves his mother, Mary, who perhaps had trouble herself noting the difference.  The first miracle Jesus that Jesus performed, according to the Gospel of John, was changing water into wine.  He was attending a wedding in the next town over, Cana.  The wedding host had committed an unforgivable blunder:  he ran out of wine.  This was considered a social disgrace and disaster.  John tells us what happened:  “3  When the wine ran out, the mother of Jesus said to him, “They have no wine.” 4  And Jesus said to her, “Woman, what does this have to do with me? My hour has not yet come.”  Actually, he says something stronger:  “woman, what have you to do with me?” (RSV)


This must have been most difficult for poor Mary.  She raised Jesus.  She nursed him and bathed him and changed his diapers.  But he’s not a baby anymore.  He was in fact her Lord and her God, and their relationship had to change.  She could no longer treat him as she had before.  She, too, must repent of her sins and trust in the Son of God to save her from her sins. 


What I’m saying is that it must be the same for all of us as well.  He’s not a baby anymore.  He is the Lord of all.  He is the Maker, and he is the Redeemer.  And if you will not now bow before him and own him as your Lord, as the one who deserves all your loyalty and love, then you will cower before him as your judge, only it will be too late.  For he has declared that he is coming soon, and I assure you, he’s not a baby anymore.  


I think of the picture of a small boy being beat up by the cruel bully.  The fiend takes wicked delight in harming the boy, blow upon blow.  The boy cries out in his helpless distress.  And here comes his father, running, charging, rolling like a locomotive, a look of wrath and resolve and fierce determination on his face.  
Now each of the two, the boy and the bully, will respond very differently to the sight of that raging father.  One will shout in hope, the other will shriek in terror—at the same sight!  


And here’s the little church on earth, attacked and set upon by the Satan and by the world and by the false church.  Satan laughs with glee that he could so harass the body and bride of Christ.  The church cries out in her distress.  And here comes the Lord Jesus, rolling like a mighty flood, a look of wrath and resolve and fierce determination on his face.  He’s not a baby anymore!  Christ the Babe is Lord of all.  And he’s coming again, “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me, to repay everyone as he has done.”  


Won’t you put all your trust in Christ? It is as simply as turning from your sins and turning to Christ, throwing away all your pride and false hopes, and throwing your whole life on him, on the one who alone can save you.  The faithful are describes as “those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life and that they may enter the city by the gates.”  This washing is nothing we accomplish or achieve by our good works or self effort.  John has already told us that this washing is accomplished through the work of Christ.  Revelation 7:14 tells us that the redeemed “have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”  Christ has paid for our sins with his precious blood on the cross.  He paid the penalty, and offers us forgiveness and reconciliation with God as a free gift.  He invites us to come to him, to know his love, to accept his gift of salvation and to walk with him now and forever in a new life.  You come and trust him today.  Give up all your pretending, and put your faith in Christ.  I honestly could not think of a better time.  You trust Christ today.


17  The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come.” And let the one who hears say, “Come.” And let the one who is thirsty come; let the one who desires take the water of life without price.
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