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What do you do to get moving in the morning? 

Over half the people in the United States can’t start 

their day without a hot, steaming cup of coffee. They 

need that shot of caffeine to give them an energy 

boost. Coffee may give you that surge of energy, but 

how you use that energy is another question! It helps 

some people be sharp and productive, but others just 

get jittery. Coffee helps one person write a profound 
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novel and another rob a bank. The same energy can be 

applied to very different motivations. 

As we begin our study of the book of Revelation, 

we need to recognize that the book is sort of like 

coffee. It’s the caffeinated part of the Bible. Its focus 

on future events energizes people. It gets them 

excited. But how you use that energy is another 

question. I’ve titled our study “Knowledge of the 

Future--Strength to Persevere.” Revelation has the 

potential to help you be spiritually sharp and strong. 

Or, it could just make you jittery, reading every major 

news event as some end times sign. Sadly some have 

also used Revelation to lead people astray into bizarre 

cults. The same energy can be applied to very different 

motivations. 

Peter warned of this in regard to Paul’s letters. 

Second Peter 3:16 says, “There are some things in 

them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant 

and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do 

the other Scriptures.” This warning could certainly be 

extended to include the book of Revelation. So as we 

start into this New Testament book, we need to 
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consider the right reasons to study it. What are your 

reasons? What do you hope to gain from this study? 

The original readers of Revelation received it as a 

letter. The first eight verses introduce the author, the 

recipients, and the theme. Yet within those basic 

components, we can discern nine reasons to study 

Revelation. These reasons expose some of our deepest 

needs, but they also show us how the book of 

Revelation strengthens our faith. 
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The old children’s Sunday school song says, “Be 

careful little ears what you hear.” That is a lesson we 

all need to learn. We are bombarded with so much 

information through television and internet, that it’s 

difficult to discern what is true. Revelation claims to 

be from the ultimate source of truth. It’s a book of 

divine origin. 

The first part of Revelation 1:1 says, “The 

revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to 

show to his servants the things that must soon take 

place.” So the title is not “Revelations” (plural). It is 

the Revelation (singular). The original Greek word 
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used here is carried over to English as apocalypse. 

Though we use apocalypse to speak of the end of the 

world, the Greek word simply means to uncover or 

unveil something. So God gave this revelation of 

future events to Jesus Christ, and he in turn shares it 

with his servants. 

Are you a servant of Jesus Christ? You should be. 

We will see why as we continue through this passage. 

But if you do serve Jesus, God intended this book for 

you. That claim could be said of every book in the 

Bible, but no other book states it this strongly. We 

hear all sorts of dire predictions about the future in 

the news. How do we know what is true? Here is 

truth. God himself has sent you this revelation. 

 



— 6 — 

Our society highly values education. So when 

someone has those letters after their name--PhD--we 

tend to assume that this person must be trustworthy. 

They must be an authority in their field, particularly if 

they graduated from the right school.  Right? Not at 

all. Take it from someone who has engaged in doctoral 

studies. You can get a PhD and still be a crackpot. The 

writer of Revelation could claim an even more 

impressive title.  

Revelation is a book of apostolic authorship, yet 

the writer chose not to highlight this. Continuing in 

Revelation 1:1 into verse 2 we read, “He [Jesus] made 
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it [the Revelation] known by sending his angel to his 

servant John, who bore witness to the word of God 

and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that 

he saw.” This John could be anyone. But the original 

readers knew who he was. Most leaders in the early 

years of Christianity knew that this man was the 

Apostle John, the fisherman who followed Jesus 

throughout his ministry and later wrote the Gospel of 

John and 1, 2, and 3 John. Some people doubt that it 

was the Apostle John that wrote Revelation, but there 

is really no good reason for their doubts. It makes 

complete sense that Jesus would give this revelation 

to the disciple he loved so much.  

So why didn’t John use his title? He was writing to 

people into whom he had poured his life--as we’ll see 

in a moment, people in Asia, modern day Turkey. The 

Apostle Paul had ministered there, but after he was 

martyred, John came to teach the churches in that 

area. They didn’t need a title to know that John was 

trustworthy. They had a relationship with him, and he 

had a relationship with Jesus. Those relationships 

gave John’s writing validity. So we should study 
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Revelation because it was written by one of Jesus’ 

closest followers.  
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When you think of all the blessings in life, I would 

guess that broccoli isn’t high on the list. Even if you 

like broccoli, it’s certainly not the same as eating your 

favorite dessert. But what if you could have the 

nutrition and health of broccoli in something you 

enjoy as much as dessert? A lot of people treat 

Revelation like dessert. It’s okay to have a little once 

in a while as long as you counterbalance it with 

something practical. But Revelation is practical. It’s a 

book of spiritual blessing. 

Revelation 1:3 says, “Blessed is the one who reads 

aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are 
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those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for 

the time is near.” They didn’t have e-books or printing 

presses when this was written, so people didn’t have 

their own copy to read for themselves. The book 

would have been read aloud in a church gathering. So 

the author says those who read or hear this book will 

be blessed.  

But it’s not enough just to read or hear, John adds 

one more note. The words of this prophecy must be 

kept. That’s an expression the Bible uses for 

obedience. We keep God’s word by obeying it, holding 

onto it, making it part of who we are.  There are 

practical lessons in Revelation to learn and keep.  

So how will be blessed?  The verse doesn’t say 

exactly, but it does say “for the time is near.” So part 

of the blessing is that believers know what to expect--

they are prepared! Now this statement about the time 

being near raises a big question. It has been over 

1,900 years since John wrote these words. So how can 

these events be “soon” as it says in verse 1 or “near” as 

it says here?  Some people take this statement to 

mean that many or all of the prophetic events 

described in the book already took place back in the 
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First Century. I don’t think that view does justice to 

the events described in the book, but we will come 

back to it as we walk through the book. Perhaps a 

better way to understand this, is simply to say that the 

events described in Revelation could happen at any 

time. The spiritual blessing is that as we study 

Revelation it prepares us to follow Christ no matter 

what happens around us. It’s as our title says, 

“Knowledge of the future. Strength to persevere.” 
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Telescopes allow us to look far off into space to 

distant stars in other galaxies. The book of Revelation 

allows us to see even farther. It’s a book of heavenly 

insight that takes us beyond the created universe as 

we know it into the presence of God in heaven. 

Revelation 1:4 gives us a preview. It says, “John to the 

seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and 

peace from him who is and who was and who is to 

come, and from the seven spirits who are before his 

throne.” 

The book uses this description of God several 

times. It expresses his eternal nature. He always is; he 
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exists. He had no beginning; he always was. Then we 

would expect John to say in the future tense, “He will 

be.” But he doesn’t. He says, “He is coming.” In other 

words, the division that currently exists between 

heaven and earth will one day disappear. That is when 

we will experience true peace By God’s saving grace. 

Along with God the Father, John mentions seven 

spirits. Later on in chapter 4, John specifically calls 

these the seven spirits of God. Some people think this 

may refer to angels, but it’s best to see this as a 

portrayal of the third member of the Trinity, the Holy 

Spirit. I’ll say more about this image when we get to 

chapter 4. For now, we simply need to understand 

that this book gives us a unique glimpse of God in 

heaven.  
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The Bible can be puzzling to understand, but so 

too is life. We all have questions about why things 

happen and where things are heading. Revelation puts 

all the pieces together. It is a book of fulfilled 

promises.  

The first part of Revelation 1:5 gives us a hint of 

this purpose. John is simply finishing the benediction 

begun in verse 4. Grace and peace from the Father 

and the Spirit, and now the Son. But look at how he 

describes Jesus, “and from Jesus Christ the faithful 

witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of 

kings on earth.” 
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This description lines up with some statements in 

Psalm 89, a psalm that celebrates God’s promises to 

David the king of ancient Israel. God promised that 

one of David’s descendants would reign as king 

forever. So the psalm calls this descendant of David a 

faithful witness, the firstborn, and says that he will be 

the highest of the kings on earth. Jesus is this 

Messiah. As a faithful witness, he reveals God to us. 

Through his resurrection, he conquered death so that 

believers can be resurrected to new life. When he 

comes again, he will rule over the whole earth. So we 

need to study Revelation to see how God brings all of 

this about. 
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Marriage changes a person. I’m thankful for that! I 

can’t even imagine what my life would be like if I 

hadn’t married my wife 20 years ago. Toward the end 

of Revelation, Jesus’ relationship with believers is 

likened to a marriage. In the next part of Revelation 

1:5 and the beginning of v. 6, John speaks of this 

transforming love. He says, “To him who loves us and 

has freed us from our sins by his blood and made us a 

kingdom, priests to his God and Father.” 

So John mentions two expression of Jesus’ love for 

believers. First, he freed us from our sins. When Jesus 

died, he bore the punishment that we deserve for our 
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sins. He freed us from sin’s penalty. But Scripture also 

teaches that he has freed us from sin’s power. We’re 

no longer slaves to sin; we have the ability to choose 

to obey. When he return in the future, he will finally 

free us from sin’s presence, eliminating it completely. 

The next expression of his love is that he made us a 

kingdom, priests to his God and Father. The Old 

Testament used this terminology to refer to God’s 

purpose for Israel. They were supposed to be a 

kingdom with a priestly mission. They were supposed 

to represent God to the rest of the world. So part of 

Jesus’ love for us is that he draws us as believers into 

that same mission, representing God to the world. 

So Revelation isn’t just about lofty promises 

disconnected from our lives. It’s about us, and the 

transformation Jesus will bring about in and for us.  
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When my children were younger, they would 

spend hours playing with toys and pretending. I 

suspect that as God watches us worship it looks 

something like that. We sort of get the idea, but not in 

full. But Revelation exposes us to what worship is like 

in heaven. It is a book of exalted worship. 

This focus particularly comes into view in chapters 

4 and 5. Here in the second half of Revelation 1:5 

John begins to set that focus as he speaks of Jesus and 

says, “To him be glory and dominion forever and ever. 

Amen.” 
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Do we really know what it means to worship? I 

often find my own praise and thanksgiving to be 

pretty shallow. We need to grow up spiritually. We 

need to learn how to celebrate the glory and dominion 

of Christ. Revelation helps us learn. 
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The news this week has been full of stories of the 

terrorist attacks in France. Muslims tried to bring 

about justice in regard to criticism of Islam. That’s 

one of the differences between Christianity and Islam. 

We are taught to wait for the justice of God. 

Revelation is a book of ultimate justice. 

As we’ll find out in chapters 2 and 3, the original 

recipients of Revelation were being persecuted for 

their faith. They longed for justice, but they didn’t 

retaliate. In many part of the world today, Christians 

are still being persecuted, particularly at the hands of 

Muslims. 
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So what is our hope? John speaks of it in 

Revelation 1:7. He writes, “Behold, he is coming with 

the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who 

pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on 

account of him. Even so. Amen.” John’s words here 

echo prophecies from Daniel 7 and Zechariah 12. 

Christ will return, and it will not be in secret. 

Everyone on earth will know, and the response from 

all those who ignored or rejected or even opposed 

Jesus and his followers will be grief. To those 

believers who have suffered deeply, the return of 

Christ in judgment is a great comfort. 
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History is God’s story. He is the author. Revelation 

shows us how the story ends. So throughout the book, 

the sovereign power of God is displayed. It’s a book of 

absolute power. 

Revelation 1:8 says, “‘I am the Alpha and the 

Omega,’ says the Lord God, ‘who is and who was and 

who is to come, the Almighty.’” Alpha and Omega are 

the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. So God 

is the beginning and the end. He’s almighty. 

Revelation teaches us to trust Him. Trust His plan. 

Knowledge of the Future. Strength to Persevere.  
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As John introduces his book, he presents 

compelling reasons for us to study it. Revelation is a 

book of divine origin, apostolic authorship, spiritual 

blessing, heavenly insight, fulfilled promises, 

transforming love, exalted worship, ultimate justice, 

and absolute power.  

Will you personally spend time reading it? Or 

maybe today this introduction to Revelation, could be 

your introduction to a life of trusting our Almighty 

God. Are you ready to begin trusting him, trusting his 

plan? Or maybe today you need to renew your trust in 

God. Or perhaps even, to share your trust in Him with 

someone for whom you care.  

May God deepen our faith in him! 

 



— 24 — 

1. What are some negative ways you have heard 

people approach the book of Revelation? 

 

 

2. How has this passage changed your understanding 

of the book of Revelation? 

 

 

3. What changes do you want God to make in your 

life through this study of Revelation? 
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Certain characters capture our imagination. 

According to Guinness World Records one character 

has been portrayed in more movies than any other: 70 

different actors in over 200 films. That character is 

the great detective Sherlock Holmes.  

Of course, the portrayals of Holmes have changed 

over time. In earlier films he was suave and debonair. 

But in more recent films his obsessive observation 

and hyperactive analysis make him arrogant, 
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awkward, and insultingly direct. His blessing becomes 

his curse.  

I think there’s some truth in that portrayal. We 

need to be analytical and critical sometimes, but when 

left unchecked, that mindset can destroy relationships 

and suck the joy out of life. That kind of thinking can 

also be a blessing and a curse in studying the book of 

Revelation. 

The prophetic visions recorded in the book have 

been subjected to endless analysis. Countless pages 

have been written examining the biblical and cultural 

background of every minute detail and its possible 

fulfillment. As helpful as that is, it can cause us to 

miss the forest for the trees. We have to move beyond 

analysis to see the impact Revelation was supposed to 

have on the original readers. That’s why I have titled 

our study “Knowledge of the Future - Strength to 

Persevere.” 

Today we come to Revelation 1:9-20 where John 

records his vision of Jesus. Though there is a lot of 

symbolism in this vision that we could analyze, John 

simply records what he saw. We need to hear it first 

and foremost in that light. So, before we dig in to the 
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passage, imagine what it must have been like for John 

to experience this encounter.  

I, John, your brother and partner in the 

tribulation and the kingdom and the patient 

endurance that are in Jesus, was on the 

island called Patmos on account of the word 

of God and the testimony of Jesus. I was in 

the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard 

behind me a loud voice like a trumpet 

saying, “Write what you see in a book and 

send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus 

and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to 

Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia 

and to Laodicea.” 

Then I turned to see the voice that was 

speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven 

golden lampstands, and in the midst of the 

lampstands one like a son of man, clothed 

with a long robe and with a golden sash 

around his chest. The hairs of his head were 

white, like white wool, like snow. His eyes 

were like a flame of fire, his feet were like 

burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and 

his voice was like the roar of many waters. 

In his right hand he held seven stars, from 

his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, 

and his face was like the sun shining in full 

strength.  
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When I saw him, I fell at his feet as 

though dead. But he laid his right hand on 

me, saying, “Fear not, I am the first and the 

last, and the living one. I died, and behold I 

am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of 

Death and Hades. Write therefore the things 

that you have seen, those that are and those 

that are to take place after this. As for the 

mystery of the seven stars that you saw in 

my right hand, and the seven golden 

lampstands, the seven stars are the angels of 

the seven churches, and the seven 

lampstands are the seven churches” (Rev. 

1:9-20). 

John didn’t have the opportunity to analyze all of 

this as it happened. The significance of the various 

details of Jesus’ appearance only become clear in 

chapters 2 and 3 in the letters to each of the seven 

churches. In each letter Jesus describes himself using 

the specific characteristics that are relevant to the 

situation in that church. What stands out to me in this 

passage is John’s experience. He had witnessed the 

life, death, and resurrection of Jesus as he recorded in 

his gospel. Later in Revelation he witnesses the return 

of Jesus. But here John witnesses Jesus as he is in the 
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time between, our present time. John models six ways 

to respond to Jesus today. 
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I’ve heard of people spending months backpacking 

across the country. Day after day they press on 

carrying their load each step of the way. Here in the 

U.S. they do it for fun and adventure, but in other 

parts of the world we hear stories of people making 

similar trips as they flee their home because of war, 

famine, or oppression. Those people set out on their 

journey not for fun, but to seek a better place. Every 

Christian is on that kind of journey. We have left the 

old life behind to follow Jesus to a better place, but it’s 

a long journey. 
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Even before Jesus appears in Revelation 1, we see 

that John has already responded with endurance. In 

Revelation 1:9 he says, “I, John, your brother and 

partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the 

patient endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island 

called Patmos on account of the word of God and the 

testimony of Jesus.” 

We tend to assume that there’s a way to fix every 

problem we have here and now. Comfort, health, and 

security are our idols, but here John calls believers 

partners in tribulation. There are places where that 

term “tribulation” is used to refer to a specific time 

period, but here it’s probably used in a generic sense. 

In John 16:33, for example, John tells us that Jesus 

said, “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” [emphasis mine]. Since we live in a fallen, 

sinful world that is filled with all sorts of suffering—

sickness, death, and conflicts—we should expect to 

face tribulation. 

Beyond the general suffering of life, followers of 

Jesus also face tribulation in the form of opposition to 
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their faith. That’s why John was on Patmos. Patmos is 

a rocky little island 40 miles off the coast of modern-

day Turkey. When John says in verse 9 that he was 

there on account of the word of God and the 

testimony of Jesus, it seems as if he must have been 

sent into exile there as a punishment for his ministry. 

At that point in history believers were facing 

persecution from both Jews and from the Roman 

government. Even today, we should expect to 

encounter that kind of opposition. First Peter 4:4 

says, “With respect to this they are surprised when 

you do not join them in the same flood of debauchery, 

and they malign you.” When believers live righteously, 

it convicts people around them and they respond 

negatively. 

Contrary to what the popular book says, your “best 

life” isn’t now. It’s later. John says we are partners in 

the kingdom. The coming of Christ’s kingdom is our 

hope. In 2 Timothy 4:18 Paul put it this way: “The 

Lord will rescue me from every evil deed and bring me 

safely into his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory 

forever and ever. Amen.” Christ’s kingdom is the final 
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destination in our life-long pilgrimage. Only there will 

we be secure and free from suffering. 

So, what about life now? John says we are partners 

in patient endurance. Since the journey to Christ’s 

kingdom is long, life now is all about enduring. The 

Greek word John used pictures someone holding up 

under a heavy weight. Even though we face suffering, 

the Christian life is about pressing on, praying, and 

looking for the kingdom to come. 

John says that all of this--the tribulation, the 

kingdom, and the patient endurance--are all in Jesus. 

Suffering and opposition are a normal part of life in 

Christ. Is that your mindset? Are you ready to endure 

whatever trials may come your way? 
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There’s a certain beauty and simplicity to a 

sailboat—no engine, just riding along on the power of 

the wind. The Holy Spirit is like that. He is the wind in 

our sails.  

In Revelation 1:10 John describes what he was 

doing before Jesus appeared by saying, “I was in the 

Spirit on the Lord's day.” Some people think that “in 

the Spirit” means that John was in an ecstatic trance 

similar to that into which non-Christian prophets in 

the ancient world would enter. But that kind of 

behavior is not consistent with the biblical description 

of the work of the Holy Spirit.  
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In Ephesians 5:18-19 Paul describes the work of 

the Holy Spirit by saying, “And do not get drunk with 

wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the 

Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns 

and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the 

Lord with your heart.” Being filled with the Spirit 

doesn’t mean being out of control. It is just the 

opposite. To be Spirit-filled is to have your mind 

focused on God. In a very similar passage, Colossians 

3:16, Paul describes the same results happening when 

we let the word of Christ dwell richly in us. 

So, when John says, “I was in the Spirit on the 

Lord's day,” he’s not talking about something only an 

apostle or prophet could do. I think he was talking 

about worship. When he mentions “the Lord’s day” he 

is probably speaking of Sunday, the day that Jesus 

rose from the dead. Even in the early church, believers 

were already gathering to worship together on the 

first day of the week. John was just responding to 

Jesus as all of us should… in worship. 

Do go through life focused on God, worshiping, 

filled with the Spirit?  
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When a fire alarm goes off, it’s shocking. Perhaps 

that happened in your home while you have been 

cooking. Something gets a little burnt in the oven and 

alarms start blaring all over the house. It would be 

nice if they had a more pleasant tone, but that’s not 

the point. Smoke alarms are supposed to wake us up 

and make us alert so that we pay attention to what’s 

happening around us.  

When Jesus spoke to John, it was alarming. In 

Revelation 1:10-11 John continues,  

…and I heard behind me a loud voice like a 

trumpet saying, “Write what you see in a 
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book and send it to the seven churches, to 

Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum 

and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to 

Philadelphia and to Laodicea.”  

In ancient times, horns were used to get people’s 

attention whether it be in calling an army to battle, or 

summoning people for some kind of gathering. In 

John’s case, this alarming voice got his attention. 

These instructions were burned into his memory. He 

was listening and ready for action.  

We need to understand that experiences like 

John’s are rare even in the pages of Scripture, but 

whenever we read or hear the Bible, the effect upon us 

should be similar. Under the convicting work of the 

Holy Spirit, God’s word is alarming. But you know 

what happens when the alarm goes off all the time at 

your house. It becomes familiar, and you begin to 

ignore it. That same complacency can develop in our 

hearts. When it does, we need to pray the words of 

Psalm 119:18, “Open my eyes, that I may behold 

wondrous things out of your law.” We need to give 

Christ our full attention.  
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Raw power is frightening. You might find it 

entertaining to watch a thunderstorm from a distance, 

but when lightning strikes close by, it’s frightening. 

Scientists say that if the power in a large 

thunderstorm could be harnessed, it could power the 

entire United States for twenty minutes. There is so 

much energy in a single lightning strike that the air 

around it is superheated to 20,000 degrees Celsius. 

The rapid expansion of that heated air is what makes 

thunder.  
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When John turns toward this powerful voice, what 

he sees terrifies him far more than any lightning 

strike. He describes it in Revelation 1:12-17. 

Then I turned to see the voice that was 

speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven 

golden lampstands, and in the midst of the 

lampstands one like a son of man, clothed 

with a long robe and with a golden sash 

around his chest. The hairs of his head were 

white, like white wool, like snow. His eyes 

were like a flame of fire, his feet were like 

burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and 

his voice was like the roar of many waters. 

In his right hand he held seven stars, from 

his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, 

and his face was like the sun shining in full 

strength. When I saw him, I fell at his feet as 

though dead.  

One word is used seven times in this translation of 

those verses. It’s the word, “like.” John had a hard 

time putting into words exactly what he saw. Intense 

light poured from this mighty being—white, fire, 

glowing metal, midday sun. His appearance was like 

lightning that doesn’t stop. 

As I said earlier, we’ll see the significance of 

several of the elements of this description in the weeks 
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to come as we study the letters to the churches in 

Revelation 2 and 3. But the part that is not reiterated 

in those letters is verse 13. When John describes this 

being as one like a son of man, he uses the same 

wording that the Prophet Daniel used in Daniel 7:13: 

“I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the 

clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, 

and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented 

before him.” I think both of these men were just trying 

to describe what they saw. They referred to him as a 

son of man because this being appeared in human 

form. Daniel goes on to speak of how dominion and a 

kingdom was given to him. So when Jesus came, he 

referred to himself as “the Son of Man” to identify 

himself with Daniel’s vision. 

The other part of this description that is not 

repeated in the letters to the churches is the detail 

that this person was clothed in a long robe with a 

golden sash around his chest. This kind of clothing is 

similar to what the high priest wore in the Old 

Testament. When you add in the lampstands, what 

John saw was similar to the inside of the temple. Of 

course, the New Testament letter to the Hebrews tells 
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us that the temple was designed to represent the 

presence of God in heaven. So it is as if the barrier 

between this earthly dimension and the heavenly one 

was briefly opened to allow John to see the glorified 

Jesus. 

This wasn’t the first time John had seen the true 

glory of Jesus. The gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 

Luke all speak of an occasion we call the 

Transfiguration when the true glory of Jesus was 

revealed to Peter, James, and John. John’s response 

here in Revelation is the same as it was then—terror. 

He knew Jesus well, but the glory and power of his 

divine nature is intimidating. 

Do you think of Jesus in terms of how John saw 

him in Revelation 1? The reality of who Jesus is 

should lead us to fear too. Proverbs 9:10 says, “The 

fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the 

knowledge of the Holy One is insight.” If we truly 

understand anything at all about the nature and 

power of the triune God, then we will respond with 

reverent fear. 
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It’s a terrible feeling to be locked out. In my first 

decade of driving, I locked myself out of my car more 

times than I can remember. It feels helpless. Once I 

locked myself out of my apartment, and that was even 

worse. Of course, those were just temporary 

situations. When John saw Christ that day on Patmos, 

he was gripped by an even greater sense of 

helplessness. The glory of Christ shows us how far we 

really are separated from heaven. How will we get in? 

What hope could we as sinful human beings ever 

have? 
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In Revelation 1:17-18 John says, “When I saw him, 

I fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right 

hand on me, saying, ‘Fear not, I am the first and the 

last, and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive 

forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and 

Hades.’” Our sin not only locks us out of heaven, it 

locks us into Death and Hades.  

We tend to think of death as a one-time event, 

when our body stops functioning, but from a biblical 

point of view there is more to it. Our souls continue to 

exist after our bodies stop functioning, and because of 

our sin, our souls are sentenced to continue in a state 

of spiritual death apart from God in a place identified 

here as Hades.  

Thankfully, there is a way out. Jesus has the keys 

of Death and Hades because he himself broke free of 

death. That’s why he says that he died and is alive 

forevermore. He also describes himself as the first and 

the last. He exists forever as the eternal Son of God. 

Since he is the living one, he has true life within 

himself. 

So when Jesus tells John, “Fear not,” it’s not as if 

he is simply saying there is no reason to fear. On the 
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contrary, our sinfulness before the purity of Christ’s 

glory gives us every reason to fear. Jesus says, “Fear 

not,” because he came to rescue us from our death 

sentence. In John 11:25-26, John records Jesus 

speaking with Martha whose brother, Lazarus, had 

just died: “Jesus said to her, ‘I am the resurrection 

and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, 

yet shall he live, and everyone who lives and believes 

in me shall never die. Do you believe this?’” 

Revelation 1 never says anything about faith, but 

how else could John respond? Of course, we know 

from the gospels that he believed, but think of his 

situation here and how it illustrates our standing 

before God. When God opens our eyes to see that we 

are hopeless and trapped and we begin to understand 

that Jesus has the key, how else can we respond but to 

place our faith in him?  
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We all know the expression, “Don’t judge a book 

by its cover.” People in the ancient world could have 

said the same thing about pottery. Don’t judge the 

contents by the container. Old decaying pottery could 

contain something spectacular.  

In Revelation 1:19, Jesus entrusts John with a 

spectacular treasure. He says, “Write therefore the 

things that you have seen, those that are and those 

that are to take place after this.” This statement sums 

up the book of Revelation. In addition to what John 

had just seen, Jesus wanted him to write about things 

taking place presently--the letters to the seven 
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churches--and things taking place in the future. John 

had the responsibility and privilege of sharing this 

revelation, but he wasn’t the only one. 

In Revelation 1:20 Jesus explains part of what 

John has just seen. He says, “As for the mystery of the 

seven stars that you saw in my right hand, and the 

seven golden lampstands, the seven stars are the 

angels of the seven churches, and the seven 

lampstands are the seven churches.” Some think that 

these angels are guardian angels assigned to each 

church, but we don’t see this idea anywhere else in the 

New Testament. The word “angel” could also be 

translated “messenger,” so this could refer to human 

messengers, perhaps church leaders from the seven 

churches who would deliver John’s book to them. So 

like John, these messengers had the responsibility of 

proclamation. 

In a lesser sense, all believers have the same 

responsibility and privilege. The whole idea of 

portraying a church as a lampstand points us to the 

church’s mission of communicating God’s truth. 

Matthew 5:16 records that Jesus said, “In the same 

way, let your light shine before others, so that they 
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may see your good works and give glory to your 

Father who is in heaven.” We should all respond to 

Jesus by communicating His glory through what we 

say and do. 

You may feel unworthy for such a task, but that’s 

exactly what God wants. In 2 Corinthians 4:7 Paul 

says, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show 

that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to 

us.” In Revelation 1, Jesus appeared to John in great 

power and glory. But where was Jesus? Revelation 

1:13 tells us that he is in the midst of the lampstands, 

shining his light out to the world through them. Will 

you let God’s light shine through you? 

 

So, this vision of Jesus, shows us Jesus today in 

power and glory concerned about his church. As we 

have seen, John responded to Jesus with endurance, 

worship, attention, fear, faith, and proclamation.  

How do you need to respond to Jesus today? If you 

are unfamiliar with Christianity, a good starting point 

would be to read John’s Gospel and learn more about 

Jesus. Perhaps you have reached a point where you 
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understand who Jesus is and what he has done for us 

and you are ready to embark on a life of faith. If you 

are already a believer, consider whether these 

responses could be better reflected in your life.  

May God fill us with a deep awareness of the glory 

and power of Christ.  

1. Which of these responses to Jesus are most 

evident in your life? How? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these responses are missing from your 

life? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take this week to develop the 

responses you identified in question 2? 
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On three different occasions, I have traveled to 

Central Asia to visit churches, and on each trip I spent 

several hours traveling in church vans across vast 

open spaces on crumbling roads. The drivers took 

their responsibility very seriously. The first thing they 

did when the church received a van was to take it 

completely apart and put it back together again. They 

needed to know how to make any repairs in case the 

van broke down in some remote location. The average 

car has 30,000 parts, but they learned exactly where 
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each one went, what it did, and how it fit together. 

How many of us could do that? Most of us just get in 

and drive with very little understanding of how it 

happens. 

Though it may not seem as complicated as a car, 

the Christian life does have a lot of parts. We have an 

intricate system of knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, 

behaviors, and practices that all have to fit together in 

order for the Christian life to work the way that it 

should. But rather than taking the time to learn and 

understand, most of us just get in and drive. When it 

breaks down, we call the mechanic, a pastor or 

counselor, whether in person or in a book, to fix 

things up. But most of these repairs never work, 

because we are too impatient to learn how to keep our 

spiritual life in tune. 

Church leaders are partly to blame for this 

shallowness. A lot of teaching amounts to nothing 

more than tips for living without any biblical or 

theological substance. Others go to the opposite 

extreme, giving long lectures chocked full of 

knowledge. Their teaching is like a box of parts with 
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no instruction on how they fit together, particularly 

when the focus is the book of Revelation. 

We turn now to a part of Revelation that shows us 

the book’s practical intent. Chapters 2 and 3 consist of 

seven brief letters to the angels or messengers who 

represent the churches in seven cities of Asia Minor, 

an area that is currently part of Turkey. Each letter 

follows a similar pattern. First, Jesus describes 

himself using characteristics that John saw in his 

vision of Christ in chapter 1. Then, in most of the 

letters he commends the church, confronts them, 

instructs them, speaks of consequences for not 

listening, and concludes with a promise describing 

some aspect of eternal life. So, the letters open and 

close with theology about who Christ is and what 

eternity is like, but the middle is practical. Every 

commentary I have consulted identifies these parts 

and explains them, but none of them really explain 

how the theological and practical parts connect. In 

order to grow spiritually strong, we need to 

understand how these parts fit together, so that we 

can learn to put our theology into practice. 
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In the first letter, found in Revelation 2:1-7, Jesus 

says to John, 

To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: 

“The words of him who holds the seven stars 

in his right hand, who walks among the 

seven golden lampstands. "'I know your 

works, your toil and your patient endurance, 

and how you cannot bear with those who 

are evil, but have tested those who call 

themselves apostles and are not, and found 

them to be false. I know you are enduring 

patiently and bearing up for my name's 

sake, and you have not grown weary. But I 

have this against you, that you have 

abandoned the love you had at first. 

Remember therefore from where you have 

fallen; repent, and do the works you did at 

first. If not, I will come to you and remove 

your lampstand from its place, unless you 

repent. Yet this you have: you hate the 

works of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the 

Spirit says to the churches. To the one who 

conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, 

which is in the paradise of God.” 

I think the best way to fit the theological and 

practical parts of this letter together is to focus on 

love. Revelation 2:1-7 shows us six ways to express 
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love to Jesus. At its heart, the Christian life is a 

relationship with Jesus. Do you have a relationship 

with him? Is it strong and vibrant, or have you 

neglected it? Do we even know what this relationship 

is supposed to look like? Here we find six expressions 

of love for Jesus. 
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A simple flip of a switch lights up everything in our 

homes until there is a power outage. Then lighting our 

homes becomes more complicated. Candles or oil 

lamps may set a nice mood for an hour or two, but 

what would it be like if that was your only source of 

light? There is a lot more hassle--filling up oil, 

trimming or replacing wicks.  

In Revelation 2:1 Jesus pictures himself engaged 

in that kind of activity. He says, “To the angel of the 

church in Ephesus write: ‘The words of him who holds 

the seven stars in his right hand, who walks among 

the seven golden lampstands.” 
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Back in Revelation 1:12-13, John saw a vision of 

Jesus dressed like a priest standing among seven 

lampstands. The scene he describes there is similar to 

what you would find in the Old Testament temple, 

which had a massive lampstand with seven oil lamps. 

The priest was responsible to tend to those lamps and 

keep them burning continually, and that is what Jesus 

seems to be doing here. He pours the oil. He trims the 

wicks. In Revelation 1:20 Jesus explained that these 

lampstands represent churches. So as Jesus addresses 

the church in Ephesus, he wants them to envision him 

nearby constantly watching over them to keep them 

burning brightly.  

In Revelation 1:20, Jesus also explained that these 

stars in his right hand are messengers. That is the 

original meaning of the word angel. Scholars debate 

whether these are heavenly messengers or human 

messengers, but notice that the letter here in chapter 

2 is actually addressed to the messenger not the 

congregation. It just doesn’t make sense for Jesus in 

heaven to have John on earth write a book containing 

letters addressed to heavenly messengers. These stars 

are human messengers, leaders who represent each 
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church, and Revelation 2:1 indicates that Jesus is 

holding on to them tightly. 

The point of this description is that Jesus cares 

about his church, and as John says in 1 John 4:19, 

“We love because he first loved us.” He humbled 

himself and became a man for us. He suffered and 

died for our sins. He watches over us now. Our love 

for Jesus is only in response to his incredible love. In 

fact, any genuine love that we show to anyone is only 

possible through the love that Jesus first pours into 

us. Have you responded to the love of Jesus? Do you 

have a relationship with him? 
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What motivates you to work? Is it the money? The 

Bible certainly teaches the importance of providing 

for your family, but if that’s the only reason, then 

what happens when you retire? A lot of people find 

their identity and purpose in their career, and that 

makes retirement a traumatic experience for them.  

From a biblical perspective work isn’t primarily 

about money or family or even about you. We are 

supposed to work for the Lord. 

The believers in Ephesus understood the 

importance of work, and Jesus commends them for 

that. In Revelation 2:2, Jesus says, “I know your 
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works, your toil and your patient endurance.” Of 

course, the works that Jesus mentions encompass 

more than someone’s occupation. He was speaking of 

all their deeds. They were people who sought to obey 

and serve God in everything they did, and they did not 

do it half-heartedly. When Jesus speaks of knowing 

their toil or labor, he probably had in mind their 

diligent effort. When he speaks of their patient 

endurance, he commends them for not giving up. 

A shadow is cast over their good works in verse 4, 

however, when Jesus says that they had abandoned 

their first love. If their good works were not motivated 

by love, then what was the motivation? Jesus would 

not have commended them if they were simply trying 

to impress people. Perhaps the Ephesians were 

motivated by a reverent fear of God or a sense of 

obligation to him. They were doing the right things 

but not from the right heart. 

In 1 Corinthians 13:3, Paul says, “If I give away all 

I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but 

have not love, I gain nothing.” You can be do all sorts 

of righteous, sacrificial deeds, but they fall short if 
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they are not motivated by true love for God. What 

motivates you? Is it love or something else?  
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If your vision becomes blurry, you can always have 

your eyes examined by an optometrist, and they will 

prescribe glasses or contact lenses to correct your 

vision. But what happens when the problem is not 

your visual perception but your spiritual perception? 

How do we determine if our beliefs are blurry and our 

convictions fuzzy? This letter shows us that the 

standard is Jesus.  

In one sense, the believers in Ephesus had very 

good spiritual perception. In Revelation 2:2 Jesus tells 

them that he knows, “how you cannot bear with those 

who are evil, but have tested those who call 
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themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be 

false.” They were able to recognize evil people and 

false teaching. In fact, down in verse 6, Jesus says, 

“Yet this you have: you hate the works of the 

Nicolaitans, which I also hate.” These Nicolaitans are 

mentioned again down in verse 15 in the letter to 

Pergamum, but neither passage really explains who 

they were. Some of the early church fathers taught 

that the Nicolaitans claimed to be Christians but 

participated in idolatry and sexual immorality. 

Whoever they were, the point that stands out in verse 

6 is that the Ephesians viewed these people and their 

works the same way that Jesus did. They were 

thinking like him, and so to some degree their 

spiritual perception was very good. The problem was 

that they were spiritually farsighted. They could see 

sin and bad theology out there in other people, but 

their vision was blurry up close. They were not 

thinking like Jesus when it came to their own lives. If 

they were, they would not have been losing their love 

for him.  

Truth and love must go together, and the believers 

in Ephesus should have known that. Paul wrote a 



— 62 — 

letter to them at least 30 years before Revelation, and 

in Ephesians 4:15 he says, “Rather, speaking the truth 

in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who 

is the head, into Christ.” The concept of truth stuck 

with them, but the part about love did not. Of course, 

many people also fall into the opposite situation. They 

think that love requires them to ignore sin and error 

because they don’t want to make people feel bad, but 

that is not biblical love. If we are going to think like 

Jesus, we have to look through both lenses, love and 

truth. Is that your outlook?  
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When we do the same thing over and over, we talk 

about being in a rut. We are creatures of habit, and 

that can be both good and bad. It can help us be 

faithful and consistent with an important task, but we 

can also forget why we started doing it in the first 

place.  

Jesus commended the believers in Ephesus for 

their consistency. In Revelation 2:3 he says, “I know 

you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my 

name's sake, and you have not grown weary.” They 

were like seasoned runners in the marathon of 

spiritual life. They just kept going, and they did it for 
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the name of Jesus. They were representing him 

faithfully.  

That kind of perseverance is a sign of genuine 

faith. Matthew 10:22 tells us that Jesus told his 

disciples, “And you will be hated by all for my name's 

sake. But the one who endures to the end will be 

saved.” Jesus faced opposition and rejection, and 

anyone who represents him should expect the same.  

Hebrews 12:3 tells us, “Consider him who endured 

from sinners such hostility against himself, so that 

you may not grow weary or fainthearted.” The key to 

perseverance is to keep our minds fixed on Jesus. 

When we think about what Jesus accomplished for us 

through his suffering we are inspired to press on, but 

the believers in Ephesus were starting to lose their 

love for him. I suspect that at the point this letter was 

written they endured because it was their habit. How 

long could they continue that way? True endurance is 

an expression of love for Jesus. Why do you continue 

in your faith? Are you enduring today because you 

love Jesus, or simply because it is your pattern? 
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Weddings are huge events. Most brides plan for 

months and months and spend thousands of dollars 

to make their day everything they dreamed it could 

be. But when that big day finally comes, it passes in 

the blink of an eye. Before long the reality of married 

life sets in, far removed from the carefully 

orchestrated romance of a wedding. The couples who 

stay strong put just as much work, if not more, into 

their marriage as they did into their wedding.  

Christians face a similar challenge in our 

relationship with Jesus. Coming to faith in Christ can 

be a very emotional experience, particularly if you 
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grew up without a church background. The days and 

weeks immediately afterward can be exciting as you 

begin to grow in your relationship with Christ and 

take new steps of obedience, but sooner or later the 

reality of life sets in and our love for Christ can begin 

to fade.  

As we have seen, Jesus confronts this problem in 

Revelation 2:4. He says, “But I have this against you, 

that you have abandoned the love you had at first.” 

The primary idea here is of their love for God--Father, 

Son, and Spirit. But loving God is so closely connected 

with having a love for people, that we really cannot 

separate the two. They were losing any sense of love.  

Jesus reveals the solution to them in verse 5: 

“Remember therefore from where you have fallen; 

repent, and do the works you did at first.” So, Jesus 

gives them and us three steps to take. The first is to 

remember from where we have fallen. We need to 

recall the sense of wonder and gratitude that filled our 

hearts when we first came to understand who Jesus is 

and what he has done for us. Next, Jesus said to 

repent. Repentance is a change of mind. We lose our 

love for Jesus when we no longer think rightly about 
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who he is. We have to review the biblical truth about 

who Jesus is. Finally, Jesus said to do the works you 

did at first. This change of heart and mind must lead 

to action.  

So, what happens if we continue to drift away from 

Christ? In the second half of verse 5, Jesus says, “If 

not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand 

from its place, unless you repent.” As we have seen, 

the lampstand represents the church. Without 

genuine love a church no longer serves its purpose. 

Jesus did not say how it would happen, but at some 

point, the church in Ephesus would cease to exist if 

they did not repent. I suspect it might occur over time 

as later generations saw that their parents stayed in 

their religious rut without any genuine love. Is that 

kind of love evident in your life? If not, we need to 

return to Jesus. 
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In Southern California where I grew up, the 

seasons are not very pronounced. Some trees do lose 

their leaves, but there is still plenty of green all winter 

long. Michigan winters can be bleak and gray, but that 

makes spring all the more stunning and vibrant. We 

forget, however, that life as we know it is one long 

winter. Whether we realize it or not, there is one tree 

for which we all wait.  

In Revelation 2:7, Jesus says, “He who has an ear, 

let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To 

the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of 

life, which is in the paradise of God.” His statement 
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about what the Spirit says to the churches reminds us 

that this letter was not written for Ephesus alone. We 

all have something to learn from it. All seven letters 

end with a promise for the one who conquers. The 

conqueror is the person who stays faithful to the end 

and enters into Christ’s kingdom, so each of these 

promises gives us a glimpse of some aspect of life in 

Christ’s kingdom. Here the focus is on the tree of life.  

The tree of life was the centerpiece of the Garden 

of Eden where Adam and Eve had a perfect 

relationship with God, but that all changed when they 

sinned. Genesis 3:22-23 says, “Then the LORD God 

said, ‘Behold, the man has become like one of us in 

knowing good and evil. Now, lest he reach out his 

hand and take also of the tree of life and eat, and live 

forever—’ therefore the LORD God sent him out from 

the garden of Eden to work the ground from which he 

was taken.” When they lost their access to the tree of 

life, they lost eternal life both physically and 

spiritually. Physically they would face death. 

Spiritually they no longer had the same access to 

God’s presence, but those who enter Christ’s kingdom 

will have access to the tree of life again, and along 
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with it access to the presence of God. Jesus calls it 

paradise. 

So how does this promise speak to the situation in 

the church of Ephesus? Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 

13:13 help us. There he says, “So now faith, hope, and 

love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is 

love.” The Ephesians were strong in faith and hope; 

love was where they were falling short. But one day 

faith will become sight, hope will be fulfilled, and all 

that will be left for us to do is love. Eternal life is about 

having a relationship with God. How can we say that 

we understand eternal life if we lose sight of love? 

Genuine hope in Christ teaches us to love him.  
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Jesus’ letter to the church in Ephesus in 

Revelation 2 teaches us to love him by responding to 

him, working for him, thinking like him, enduring for 

him, returning to him, and hoping in him. Is that how 

you relate to Jesus?  

If you have never had a relationship with Jesus, 

you can begin today. Accept him as your Savior and 

Lord. Begin learning what it means to trust Him and 

follow Him and love Him. If you are not ready to take 

that step, I encourage you to devote some time this 

week to reading 1 John in the New Testament. In that 

book, John teaches us more about having a 

relationship with God through Jesus Christ. If you 

already have a relationship with Jesus, have you 

drifted from your love for Him? If so, I encourage you 

to return to Him today. Follow the steps we learned in 

Revelation 2:4—remembering, repenting, and taking 

action. If your love for Jesus is strong, then I 

encourage you to focus on growing in one of these 

ways of loving Jesus.  

May our lives overflow with a deep love for Jesus.   
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1. Which is stronger your belief or your practice? 

Why? What could you do to strengthen the weaker 

of the two? 

 

 

 

2. What are some unbiblical ways that people might 

try to express love for Jesus? How do you think 

this affects their relationship with him? 

 

 

 

3. What could you do to remind yourself of the love 

Jesus has for us? 
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In 2009 an art collector paid almost $120 million 

for the iconic painting known as The Scream. This 

haunting work of art created by Norwegian artist 

Edvard Munch flows from his own life story. He lost 

his mother at age 5, his father was emotionally 

unstable, his family lived in poverty, and Edvard 

himself was chronically ill as a child and struggled 

with acute anxiety throughout his life. I think The 

Scream is popular because it captures the powerful 

effect of fear in our lives.  
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If left unchecked fear can enslave us, stifling any 

joy and choking out every hopeful thought. What do 

you fear? Embarrassment? Rejection? Pain? Injury? 

Sickness? Poverty? Death? When we give in to those 

fears, they begin to take the place of God in our lives. 

Our fears are our idols. 

Many people consider the contents of the book of 

Revelation to be frightening, but it was written as an 

encouragement for Christian believers. The original 

recipients of the book faced tremendous opposition to 

their faith, particularly in the city of Smyrna. Jesus 

addressed them in Revelation 2:8-11.  

And to the angel of the church in Smyrna 

write: “The words of the first and the last, 

who died and came to life. "'I know your 

tribulation and your poverty (but you are 

rich) and the slander of those who say that 

they are Jews and are not, but are a 

synagogue of Satan. Do not fear what you 

are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is 

about to throw some of you into prison, that 

you may be tested, and for ten days you will 

have tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and 

I will give you the crown of life. He who has 

an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to 
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the churches. The one who conquers will not 

be hurt by the second death.” 

Most of us cannot imagine what it would be like to 

face that kind of persecution for our faith. We might 

assume that this letter does not really apply to our 

situation, but at the center of the letter Jesus says, 

“Do not fear.” Though we live in a country where there 

is a general respect for the Christian faith, we are still 

timid. A lot of Christians only become vocal when they 

are angered by moral issues. Our fears keep us from 

living for God and from boldly sharing the good news 

of salvation in Christ. 

Jesus’ letter to the church of Smyrna comforts us 

with four thoughts to conquer our fears. He was 

preparing the believers in Smyrna to be “faithful unto 

death.” They faced the possibility of martyrdom. So if 

these thoughts prepared those believers to conquer 

the ultimate fear, they can certainly help us find 

victory over lesser fears.  
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When Neil Armstrong set foot on the surface of the 

moon in 1969, it seemed as if mankind had broken 

through a barrier showing American power in the 

midst of the Cold War. Yet since that point, only 

eleven other men have walked on the surface of the 

moon, all of them over 40 years ago. That barrier was 

stretched but not really broken.  

Jesus, on the other hand, demonstrated his power 

by shattering the ultimate barrier, death itself. 

Revelation 2:8 shows us two ways that Jesus has 

power over death. Jesus says, “And to the angel of the 
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church in Smyrna write: ‘The words of the first and 

the last, who died and came to life.’” 

First, Jesus has power over death because of his 

divine nature as the Son of God. When he calls 

himself “the first and the last,” he is expressing the 

fact that he is eternal. He has always existed and will 

never cease to exist. He is not affected by death or 

decay or age; his power is constant. This attribute of 

God has always been a source of comfort for believers. 

In Psalm 90:1-2, Moses said, “Lord, you have been our 

dwelling place in all generations. Before the 

mountains were brought forth, or ever you had 

formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to 

everlasting you are God.” Things in our world are 

constantly changing, but God does not. We can have 

stability in our lives, even in the face of death, by 

having a relationship with the eternal God. 

Jesus also has power over death because of his 

resurrection. He describes himself in Revelation 2:8 

as the one “who died and came to life.” Even though 

Jesus is eternal, he became human in order to 

experience death for us, but he did not stay dead. The 

Bible speaks of a handful of people who were brought 
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back to life after they died. The Old Testament 

prophets Elijah and Elisha both raised people from 

the dead. Jesus also brought people back to life during 

his ministry, but these miraculous resuscitations were 

only temporary. All of these individuals died again, 

but that is not what happened with Jesus. When he 

appeared to John in Revelation 1, he said, “I died, and 

behold I am alive forevermore.” Jesus broke through 

that barrier completely.  

Paul explains the powerful effect of Christ’s 

resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15:20-22,  

But in fact Christ has been raised from the 

dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen 

asleep. For as by a man came death, by a 

man has come also the resurrection of the 

dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in 

Christ shall all be made alive. 

The resurrection of Jesus was more than a one-time 

event. He removed the barrier of death, so that 

everyone can be resurrected. In 1 Corinthians 15:54-

55 Paul says,  

“When the perishable puts on the 

imperishable, and the mortal puts on 

immortality, then shall come to pass the 
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saying that is written: ‘Death is swallowed 

up in victory.’ ‘O death, where is your 

victory? O death, where is your sting?’”  

In those moments when we are tempted to fear 

death or any lesser fear, we need to remember and 

celebrate the power of Jesus.  
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The Bible is not complimenting us when it 

compares us to sheep. Sheep are unable to find their 

own food or water, they are prone to wander away and 

get lost, and they are easy prey for predators.  

The one benefit of our similarity with sheep is that 

Jesus cares for us like a good shepherd. When we 

suffer, we may think that we are alone and no one 

understands, but Jesus knows and he feels deep 

compassion for us. In Revelation 2:9, Jesus 

demonstrates his compassion for the believers in 

Smyrna. He says, “I know your tribulation and your 

poverty (but you are rich) and the slander of those 
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who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a 

synagogue of Satan.” 

The book of Revelation was probably written over 

sixty years after the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

By that point the gospel had spread throughout the 

Roman Empire and beyond. There were already 

hundreds, if not thousands, of Christians, but Jesus 

was still aware of the circumstances faced by the 

church in Smyrna. In fact, the connection between 

Jesus and his followers is so strong that he 

experiences our suffering with us. Prior to his 

conversion the Apostle Paul, or Saul as he was then 

known, persecuted Christians, but Acts 9:4-5 tells us, 

“And falling to the ground he heard a voice saying to 

him, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?’ And he 

said, ‘Who are you, Lord?’ And he said, ‘I am Jesus, 

whom you are persecuting.’” Whenever we as 

Christians suffer, Jesus shares that experience with 

us.  

In the case of the believers in Smyrna, Jesus uses 

three words to describe their suffering. First, he 

speaks of tribulation. They were under pressure for 

their faith. Smyrna was known for devoutly 
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worshiping the Roman emperor. The unwillingness of 

Christian to participate would make them seem like 

political traitors. That perception may explain why 

they also suffered poverty; people might have avoided 

doing business with them. Finally, Jesus speaks of 

slander. Church history records that several false 

accusations were regularly made against Christians 

during the first few centuries of the church’s 

existence. They were considered cannibals for eating 

Christ’s flesh and drinking his blood. Some thought 

they must be sexually immoral because they referred 

to one another as brothers and sisters.  

In Smyrna, these slanderous attacks came from 

the Jewish community. Outsiders tended to see 

Christianity as a Jewish sect and for good reason. 

Christians accepted the fundamental teachings of the 

Jewish faith, they simply believed that Jesus is the 

promised Messiah of the Old Testament. The Jews 

who rejected Jesus wanted to distance themselves 

from Christians and discredit them. Lest there be any 

doubt among the Christians about whether the Jews 

were justified in their attacks, Jesus says they are not 

true Jews. He even calls them a synagogue of Satan. 
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Even in the midst of their suffering and poverty, 

Jesus says that they were actually rich. When life is 

going well and we have all that we need, we are 

tempted to ignore God. But when we lean upon Christ 

in hard times, we begin to see how blessed we are. 

Paul speaks of this paradox in 2 Corinthians 12:9, 

“But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for 

my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I 

will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so 

that the power of Christ may rest upon me.’” 

Whenever you are tempted to fear any kind of 

suffering, remind yourself of the close connection we 

have with Jesus, our compassionate shepherd.  
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Going to the doctor’s office is seldom an enjoyable 

experience. From an early age we learn that doctors 

want to stick sharp needles into us. If anyone else did 

that to us, we would call it assault, but we trust that 

doctors make us suffer for a good purpose. We rely 

upon their medical wisdom.  

When we face suffering in life, we need to have a 

similar, but much greater confidence in Jesus. The 

first part of Revelation 2:10 gives us the perspective 

we need to think this way. Jesus says, “Do not fear 

what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about 
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to throw some of you into prison, that you may be 

tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation.” 

We need to realize that suffering often comes into 

our lives at Satan’s initiative. The name Satan means 

adversary. From the Old Testament we learn that he 

was an angelic being who rebelled by wanting God’s 

glory for himself. Soon after creation he was there in 

the garden tempting Adam and Eve to disobey God’s 

command. Here he is called the devil, which means 

accuser. Job 1:11 records the accusations he made to 

God against Job, “But stretch out your hand and 

touch all that he has, and he will curse you to your 

face.” Satan was the one who brought suffering into 

Job’s life, but he could not do so without God’s 

permission. 

In Revelation 2:10, Jesus reveals that Satan is 

going to have some of the believers in Smyrna thrown 

into prison. They were going to experience ten days of 

intense suffering. Some people think that this period 

of time may have some kind of symbolic significance, 

but nothing in the text suggests that. Just as in the 

case of Job, Satan is not able to act here without God’s 

permission. Jesus says that this trial would happen in 
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order to test them. In his perfect wisdom, he was 

using even the vicious attacks of Satan to refine their 

faith. As Paul says in Romans 8:28, “And we know 

that for those who love God all things work together 

for good, for those who are called according to his 

purpose.”  

Are you confident in the power and wisdom of 

Jesus? Nothing is outside of God’s ultimate 

control.  God is at work in any trial that comes your 

way, even if it is initiated by Satan. Trust the wisdom 

of Christ! 
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No matter how many people compete in an 

Olympic race, only one runner receives the gold 

medal. No one receives a prize just for finishing.  In 

ancient times cities like Smyrna held athletic events, 

and the victor was crowned with an olive wreath.  

Jesus draws upon that familiar picture in the 

second half of Revelation 2:10. He says, “Be faithful 

unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.” We 

need not fear death. A prize awaits us, like a victor’s 

crown, except that it is awarded to everyone who stays 

faithful to the finish. The prize is new life forever in 
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the presence of God. Death is the end of our race here 

and the beginning of an eternal celebration. 

Jesus describes the reward from a different 

perspective in verse 11. He says, “He who has an ear, 

let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The 

one who conquers will not be hurt by the second 

death.” So what is the second death? As we saw earlier 

Jesus broke through the barrier of death by his 

resurrection, so that all people, believer and 

unbeliever, will be resurrected, brought back to life in 

a physical body just like Jesus was. Every person must 

stand before God to be judged.  

Revelation 20:12-15 describes this judgment. John 

says, 

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. 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. 

Then Death and Hades were thrown into the 

lake of fire. This is the second death, the 
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lake of fire. And if anyone's name was not 

found written in the book of life, he was 

thrown into the lake of fire. 

So the second death is a way of referring to hell. Some 

are resurrected to enter eternal life in God’s kingdom, 

but others are resurrected to face eternal punishment 

in the lake of fire.  

How can you know whether your name is written 

in the book of life, whether you will receive this crown 

of life? From God’s perspective the decision has 

already been made. He chose the names to enter in his 

book of life, not according to our works, but purely by 

His grace. Ephesians 1:5-6 says, “He predestined us 

for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according 

to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious 

grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved.”  

From a human perspective, however, the life of 

faith seems like a daily battle to conquer the trials and 

temptations that threaten to pull us away from God. 

In Revelation 2:11 Jesus promises us that those who 

conquer, who persevere in the faith, can rest assured 

that their name has been written in the book of life.  
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 So how does this reward of Jesus help us 

conquer fear? In Matthew 10:28-31, Jesus says, 

And do not fear those who kill the body but 

cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who 

can destroy both soul and body in hell. Are 

not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not 

one of them will fall to the ground apart 

from your Father. But even the hairs of your 

head are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; 

you are of more value than many sparrows. 

If we are are right with God through faith in Jesus 

Christ, we have nothing to fear. Stay focused on the 

reward of Jesus. 
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Is fear keeping you from following Jesus? Are you 

afraid of what people might say? This letter to Smyrna 

shows us that following Christ is worth the risk of 

slander, poverty, prison, or even death. If you have 

not yet made a commitment to follow him, would you 

take that step today? Place your faith in the eternal 

one who conquered death. Receive his forgiveness for 

your sins and begin to walk with him.  

If you are still debating in your mind whether 

following Christ is worthwhile, would you read the 

fourth chapter of the book of Acts. That chapter tells 

us of the opposition the early Christians faced and 

shows us how important Jesus was to them. You will 

be inspired by their example.  

Are you struggling with fear? We face all sorts of 

fears, but none of them are worse than the second 

death that Jesus mentioned in this letter. Fill your 

mind with the thoughts we have considered today of 

the power, compassion, wisdom and reward of 

Jesus.  It might help you to commit Matthew 10:28-31 

to memory so that you can meditate on those words 

when you are tempted to be afraid. 
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Finally, be bold for Christ. People need to hear of 

the power of Jesus over death, of his compassion and 

his wisdom. They need to hear how they can be saved 

from the second death in the lake of fire. Share Christ 

with someone.  

May we all conquer fear through the power of 

Christ. 

1. What fears do you have and how do they exercise 

control over your life?  

 

 

 

2. Which of these four thoughts are most 

encouraging to you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What steps do you need to take to be more bold in 

representing Christ? 
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Businesses go to ridiculous lengths to warn 

consumers of obvious dangers associated with their 

products. One maker of sleeping pills warns 

customers that the product may cause drowsiness. 

Several manufacturers of chainsaws have begun using 

labels that read, “Danger! Do not hold the wrong end 

of a chain saw.” We also find warnings on food like the 

label that says, “This product may contain eggs,” 

which can even be found now on some cartons of eggs. 

Sometimes we have to state the obvious.  
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Perhaps we need similar warnings about the Bible. 

People use it and misuse it in all sorts of ways without 

really knowing what they are getting themselves into, 

particularly when it concerns the book of Revelation.  

We have been studying the letters in Revelation 2 

and 3 that Jesus gave John to send to seven churches 

in Asia Minor, and today we consider his letter to a 

city called Pergamum. Pergamum was known as the 

home of a famous library in the ancient world. In fact, 

the name Pergamum could be translated as 

parchment. Many ancient scrolls were written on 

papyrus that was very fragile, but Pergamum 

popularized the use of durable parchment made from 

animal skins. The people of Pergamum knew the 

importance of words.  

We find Jesus’ letter to the believers in this city in 

Revelation 2:12-17. 

“And to the angel of the church in 

Pergamum write: ‘The words of him who 

has the sharp two-edged sword. 

“‘I know where you dwell, where Satan's 

throne is. Yet you hold fast my name, and 

you did not deny my faith even in the days 

of Antipas my faithful witness, who was 
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killed among you, where Satan dwells. But I 

have a few things against you: you have 

some there who hold the teaching of 

Balaam, who taught Balak to put a 

stumbling block before the sons of Israel, so 

that they might eat food sacrificed to idols 

and practice sexual immorality. So also you 

have some who hold the teaching of the 

Nicolaitans. Therefore repent. If not, I will 

come to you soon and war against them with 

the sword of my mouth. He who has an ear, 

let him hear what the Spirit says to the 

churches. To the one who conquers I will 

give some of the hidden manna, and I will 

give him a white stone, with a new name 

written on the stone that no one knows 

except the one who receives it.’” 

This letter has all the same components as the 

other letters in Revelation 2 and 3. Jesus describes 

himself using a characteristic from John’s vision in 

chapter 1. Then he proceeds to commend them, 

confront them, counsel them, warn them of 

consequences, and proclaim a promise for those who 

conquer. The piece that seems to pull it all together is 

the sharp two-edged sword mentioned twice in the 

letter. This sword coming from Christ’s mouth 

pictures his words as a dangerous weapon. Since 
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Hebrews 4:12 and Ephesians 6:17 also use the image 

of a sword to describe all of God’s Word, we need to 

see that everything God has revealed in the Bible is 

equally dangerous.  

Jesus’ letter to the church of Pergamum displays 

five warnings about God’s Word. If you are not 

familiar with the Bible, these warnings will help you 

understand its intent and purpose. If you are familiar 

with the Bible, then let these warning remind you of 

its true power. 
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A tiny seed dropped into soil can sprout roots that 

dig deep. Those roots can take over, splitting rocks 

and breaking up concrete to make a strong foundation 

for a massive tree. God’s word may seem as small and 

insignificant as a seed, but it has the power to 

penetrate even the hardest heart to produce a life of 

faith. This penetrating power was clearly displayed in 

the lives of the believers in Pergamum.  

In Revelation 2:13, Jesus says, “I know where you 

dwell, where Satan's throne is. Yet you hold fast my 

name, and you did not deny my faith even in the days 

of Antipas my faithful witness, who was killed among 
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you, where Satan dwells.” Pergamum was clearly a 

hard place for Christians to live. I will say more about 

that opposition in a moment. At this point, I simply 

want to point out that in spite of severe persecution, 

these believers held fast to Christ.  

We see the power behind their perseverance when 

Jesus says, “You did not deny my faith”. We often 

speak about faith as something personal to us as 

individuals, but here Jesus speaks of them holding to 

his faith. Faith doesn’t spring from our hearts; it’s not 

something we come up with on our own. Romans 

10:17 says, “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing 

through the word of Christ.” Jesus plants faith in us 

through his word, and because it comes from him it 

will endure. 

So be warned! The Bible is not a collection of cute 

little thoughts for daily inspiration. God’s word 

penetrates deep into our hearts to produce life-

transforming faith. Is that what you expect when you 

read Scripture? Do you come to it ready and willing to 

be transformed? 
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Even the most docile animal will attack if it feels 

threatened. When we catch our pet dachshund eating 

something that he is not supposed to eat or laying 

somewhere that he is not supposed to lay, he 

instinctively begins to growl and bare his teeth. He 

may even bite. People have the same instinct. They 

don’t like feeling convicted, but that is what God’s 

word does, so they often respond to it with anger. 

Revelation 2:13 shows us the opposition Christians 

faced in Pergamum. Jesus says,  

I know where you dwell, where Satan's 

throne is. Yet you hold fast my name, and 
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you did not deny my faith even in the days 

of Antipas my faithful witness, who was 

killed among you, where Satan dwells. 

Bible scholars suggest several reasons why Jesus 

would connect Pergamum with Satan. Some say that 

Jesus was referring to a huge altar to the Greek god 

Zeus that was there. Others say that Jesus had in 

mind a temple to the Greek god Asclepius, the god of 

medicine who was associated with serpents. A more 

likely suggestion is that Jesus was thinking of the 

worship of the Roman Emperor. The Old Testament 

prophets recognized Satan at work in and through the 

most powerful foreign leaders of their day. Isaiah 

spoke this way of the king of Babylon, and Ezekiel saw 

the same in the king of Tyre. Jesus may have been 

making the same connection with the Roman 

emperor. Even though the emperor was in Rome, 

Pergamum was one of the first cities in Asia to erect a 

temple for the emperor. Their passion for the emperor 

was nothing short of satanic.  

Since Christians refused to worship the emperor, 

they were seen as political traitors. That perspective is 

probably what motivated people in Pergamum to put 



 

— 101 — 

this man Antipas to death. In Greek, his name means, 

“Against all,” and that phrase captures his life. The 

deep-rooted faith of Antipas stood in stark contrast to 

the idolatry of Pergamum. His obedience to God must 

have convicted people and stirred up intense anger. 

We should not be surprised if people mock or 

attack Christians for their faith. John 3:19-20 tells us 

that Jesus said,  

And this is the judgment: the light has come 

into the world, and people loved the 

darkness rather than the light because their 

works were evil. For everyone who does 

wicked things hates the light and does not 

come to the light, lest his works should be 

exposed. 

Jesus was speaking of himself; he is the light. But as 

we obey his word, his light shines through us exposing 

wickedness around us. When that exposure happens, 

it provokes opposition. 

We like to think that we can get along with 

everyone, and we should certainly try to do so. But as 

God’s word transforms us, people may be convicted 

and respond to us with anger. It is a dangerous thing 
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to obey God’s word. Do you recognize this risk? Are 

you willing to accept it? 
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The same weapons that law enforcement officers 

use to protect are also used by criminals to hurt. 

Power can be misused. The same can be said about 

the Bible. The same words that faithful Bible teachers 

use to instruct and encourage are also twisted by false 

teachers to lead people astray. 2 Peter 2:1-2 says, “But 

false prophets also arose among the people, just as 

there will be false teachers among you, who will 

secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying 

the Master who bought them, bringing upon 

themselves swift destruction. And many will follow 

their sensuality, and because of them the way of truth 
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will be blasphemed.” We have seen how Satan uses 

external opposition to stifle Christianity, but he also 

uses internal deception. The church in Pergamum was 

facing attacks on both fronts. 

In Revelation 2:14 Jesus says,  

But I have a few things against you: you 

have some there who hold the teaching of 

Balaam, who taught Balak to put a 

stumbling block before the sons of Israel, so 

that they might eat food sacrificed to idols 

and practice sexual immorality. 

Most of us remember Balaam because God enabled 

his donkey to speak to him. His story is told in 

Numbers 22-24. Balaam was a prophet at the time 

when God was leading the nation of Israel out of the 

wilderness into the promised land. Balak was king of 

one of the nations bordering that land, and he wanted 

to Balaam to curse Israel. Every time Balaam tried, 

however, God took control of him and he pronounced 

a blessing instead, so Balaam devised a different 

approach. He realized that if the Israelites began to 

disobey God’s commandments, then God himself 

would bring judgment upon them. So rather than 

fighting the Israelites, Balak had his people befriend 
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them. They invited the Israelites to share in their 

sacrificial feasts. Their women seduced the Israelite 

men to commit sexual immorality. In response, God 

brought a terrible plague upon Israel. Balaam used his 

knowledge of God’s revelation in an attempt to 

undermine God’s plan, and apparently someone was 

using the same strategy against the church of 

Pergamum.  

In Revelation 2:15 Jesus says, “So also you have 

some who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans.” This 

statement could mean that these Nicolaitans were the 

ones perpetrating Balaam’s strategy or that they were 

pushing some other deception. With all of the Greek 

religious temples in ancient Pergamum and the 

centrality of those temples to the city’s culture, there 

must have been tremendous pressure to compromise. 

I suspect the Nicolaitans argued, “Why not go along to 

the temple festivals if it will alleviate some of the 

opposition? And if those festivals happened to involve 

sexual immorality of some sort, what’s the big deal? 

Aren’t we saved by God’s grace?” 

Are we facing that kind of deception today? We do 

not face the pressure to participate in false religion in 
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our culture, but there are other types of gods. 

Colossians 3:5 says, “Put to death therefore what is 

earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, 

evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.” Are 

you covetous? Do you worship stuff? Are there false 

teachers within the church who encourage that kind of 

idolatry? And what about sexual immorality? Is that 

not a form of worshiping ourselves, making our 

desires more important than God’s? Is there not 

teaching in the church that shrugs off sexual 

immorality as insignificant? More importantly, do you 

recognize when someone is misusing God’s Word?  
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Though they may not be too positive about 

Christians or the church, most people still like Jesus 

because of the way he challenged authority and 

accepted people. But that is only half of the picture. 

Their Jesus is not the real thing. He is a cheap plastic 

replica. If they came to understand the full picture of 

who Jesus is, they would probably reject him.  

Revelation 2:16 shows us that other side of Jesus. 

There he says, “Therefore repent. If not, I will come to 

you soon and war against them with the sword of my 

mouth.” This stern side of Jesus is consistent with the 

way he preached during his first coming. He spoke 
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often of judgment and eternal punishment. Luke’s 

gospel records eight occasions when Jesus called 

people to repentance.  

It might surprise you that this call to repentance in 

the letter to Pergamum is not directed at the false 

teachers. The letter is addressed to the angel or 

messenger of the church. As I have said in previous 

weeks, I think this was probably a church leader. 

Jesus commands him, and through him the entire 

church, to repent over the presence of false teaching 

in Pergamum.  

Jesus held them all responsible because they 

should have recognized this false teaching and 

confronted those who accepted it. Jude 3 speaks of 

this responsibility: “Beloved, although I was very 

eager to write to you about our common salvation, I 

found it necessary to write appealing to you to 

contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to 

the saints.” If we tolerate false teaching within our 

church, Jesus calls us to repent. 

Jesus also warned the church of Pergamum what 

would happen if they did not repent. He said, “If not, I 

will come to you soon and war against them with the 
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sword of my mouth.” His statement raises two 

questions. First, when he says he will war against 

them, does he mean those holding to false teaching or 

the entire church? Since he seems strikes a deliberate 

contrast between you and them, those who are 

holding to false teaching seem to be his target.  

Second, when he says that he will come, is he 

speaking about his bodily return at the second coming 

or about some temporal spiritual discipline or 

judgment specific to Pergamum that would happen 

before his second coming? I cannot decide. His use of 

the word “quickly” pushes us to see this as a more 

immediate disciplinary action. The mention of war, 

however, fits best with Revelation 19:15 where John 

describes the return of Christ. He says,  

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. 

Whether Jesus meant an immediate coming to 

Pergamum or his ultimate return, the prospect of his 

judgment is frightening, and it is all carried out by 
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means of his word. It sets the standard of judgment 

and announces the verdict.  

Do you fear the word of God? In Isaiah 66:2 God 

says,  

All these things my hand has made, and so 

all these things came to be, declares the 

Lord. But this is the one to whom I will look: 

he who is humble and contrite in spirit and 

trembles at my word. 

When we have this attitude about God’s word, we will 

be quick to repent when we learn of sin in our lives. 

Only this kind of attitude will enable us to contend for 

the faith without becoming arrogant.  
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Bread has fallen on hard times with the nutrition 

fads of our day. Some people avoid carbohydrates and 

others cannot eat gluten, but all of that is temporary. 

In eternity we will eat bread. At least, Jesus uses 

bread as a picture in the first part of Revelation 2:17. 

He says, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the 

Spirit says to the churches. To the one who conquers I 

will give some of the hidden manna.”  

Manna was the flaky, bread like substance that 

God miraculously provided for the people of Israel six 

days a week after their exodus from Egypt during their 

journey through the wilderness. They even preserved 
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some of it in a jar in the tabernacle to remember God’s 

provision. When Jesus speaks of the one who 

conquers receiving some of the hidden manna he 

seems to have that jar of manna in mind.  

We may or may not feast on literal manna for 

eternity, but there is much more to this idea. At the 

end of their wilderness wandering, Moses explained 

God’s purpose behind his provision of manna. In 

Deuteronomy 8:3 he says of God,  

And he humbled you and let you hunger and 

fed you with manna, which you did not 

know, nor did your fathers know, that he 

might make you know that man does not 

live by bread alone, but man lives by every 

word that comes from the mouth of the 

Lord. 

God’s Word is more important to your life than bread, 

and in eternity we will know and understand God’s 

word far more than we ever could in this life. We will 

feast on the knowledge of God.  

In the second part of Revelation 2:17 Jesus adds, 

“and I will give him a white stone, with a new name 

written on the stone that no one knows except the one 

who receives it.” Scholars have come up with several 
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ideas about the significance of this stone. In light of 

the connection with manna, I think it makes sense to 

see this stone as an invitation or a ticket to enter the 

feast and as that happens God gives each of us a 

unique name. Whenever God names someone 

elsewhere in Scripture, the name always reflects the 

unique part that person plays in God’s plan. Right 

now we are still wandering in the wilderness, but 

when we enter that eternal feast, God will give us each 

a special name that will put all that we have endured 

into perspective. Until we get there, hang on to what 

you know of God’s word. Let it sustain your life. 

The most dangerous book ever written is the 

Bible.  It is the word of God that penetrates hearts, 

provokes opposition, and can be misused, but it also 

executes judgment and sustains life.  

How do you relate to his word? Do you accept the 

Bible as the Word of God? If so, do you read it? Do 

you know it well enough to recognize if someone is 

distorting its teaching? And if you really know how 



— 114 — 

precious God’s Word is, do you ever share it with 

others? May we be people of the book! 

1. How did our study of this passage change your 

view of God’s Word? 

 

 

 

2. What role has God’s Word played in your life? 

How does that role need to change in light of what 

you have learned today? 

 

 

 

3. Which of these warnings is most needed in the 

church today? Why? 
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The age-old question is whether you see the glass 

as half empty or half full, but the situation is more 

complicated than that. Some of us see our glass as half 

full and everyone else’s glass as half empty. That 

outlook is arrogant. Some of us see our glass as half 

empty and everyone else’s glass as half full. That 

outlook is jealous. Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is 

deceitful above all things, and desperately sick; who 

can understand it?” 
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Our deceitful hearts are a major hindrance as we 

read Scripture. The book of Revelation teaches us 

knowledge of the future and the strength we need to 

persevere, but our hearts easily lose sight of that 

practical goal.  

We also see the heart’s deception in how people 

approach the letters to the seven churches in 

Revelation 2 and 3. Some take a “half empty” 

approach, skipping over Jesus’ commendations to 

focus on each church’s problem. Others take a “half 

full” approach, minimizing the problems to focus on 

the promises Jesus makes to each church. Some are 

only positive about the church that seems most like 

their own. Revelation 2 and 3 remind us that then and 

now every church has strengths and weaknesses. 

There is no justification for arrogance or jealousy 

before Jesus. 

The church of Thyatira is one of those churches 

that people tend to look down on. They certainly had 

significant problems, but they also had great 

strengths. The letter to them is found in Revelation 

2:18-29. 



 

— 117 — 

And to the angel of the church in Thyatira 

write: ‘The words of the Son of God, who 

has eyes like a flame of fire, and whose feet 

are like burnished bronze. 

‘I know your works, your love and faith and 

service and patient endurance, and that 

your latter works exceed the first. But I have 

this against you, that you tolerate that 

woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 

prophetess and is teaching and seducing my 

servants to practice sexual immorality and 

to eat food sacrificed to idols. I gave her 

time to repent, but she refuses to repent of 

her sexual immorality. Behold, I will throw 

her onto a sickbed, and those who commit 

adultery with her I will throw into great 

tribulation, unless they repent of her works, 

and I will strike her children dead. And all 

the churches will know that I am he who 

searches mind and heart, and I will give to 

each of you according to your works. But to 

the rest of you in Thyatira, who do not hold 

this teaching, who have not learned what 

some call the deep things of Satan, to you I 

say, I do not lay on you any other burden. 

Only hold fast what you have until I come. 

The one who conquers and who keeps my 

works until the end, to him I will give 

authority over the nations, and he will rule 

them with a rod of iron, as when earthen 
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pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself 

have received authority from my Father. 

And I will give him the morning star. He 

who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit 

says to the churches.’ 

Thyatira was located in a wide fertile valley down 

the road from Pergamum. Throughout history 

whenever a group wanted to attack Pergamum, they 

went through Thyatira first, because with no natural 

defenses it made an easy target. The city was 

physically fruitful but practically defenseless. The 

same could be said of this church’s spiritual condition. 

Jesus’ letter to them reveals six practices they must 

develop to overcome evil. 

Most of us reserve the word “evil” for acts of 

extreme violence, but the book of Revelation 

challenges us to examine our worldview. There is 

more evil around us and within us than we recognize. 

I challenge you to resist your heart’s deceitfulness to 

see the pervasive influence of evil and your desperate 

need of help to overcome it. 
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Winter days here in Michigan are mostly drab and 

gray. Our homes seem bright and well lit until a 

cloudless day comes. When it reflects off the stark 

white snow, the winter sun is painfully bright. Once 

our eyes adjust, colors take on an incredible vibrancy. 

We see the deep green of a fir tree and the sparkling 

blue of the sky, but when we step back inside, we 

realize how dark our homes are.  

Knowing Jesus has that same effect on our 

perception of good and evil. When the Old Testament 

prophet, Isaiah, saw God in his holiness, Isaiah 6:5 

tells us that he said,  
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Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of 

unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a 

people of unclean lips; for my eyes have 

seen the King, the Lord of hosts! 

Isaiah was convicted about the impurity of his words. 

The holiness of God exposes our sin making even our 

best deeds seem dingy and dark.  

As Jesus addresses the believers in Thyatira, he 

reminds them of his holiness. In Revelation 2:18 he 

says,  

And to the angel of the church in Thyatira 

write: “The words of the Son of God, who 

has eyes like a flame of fire, and whose feet 

are like burnished bronze.”  

Jesus begins by reminding them of his deity. Though 

he became human, he is still God, and that sets him 

apart from us. He is holy and all knowing, so his white 

hot gaze is intense and penetrating. It burns through 

any facade. Every thought we have is visible to him, 

our holy and perfect judge. Finally, Jesus describes his 

feet. In that sandal wearing culture people’s feet were 

often dirty and smelly, but Jesus’ feet are pure and 

glowing like molten metal straight out of a furnace, 

ready to crush all evil.  
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Is that how you think of Jesus? As we become 

more aware of his holiness and purity, we become 

more sensitive to the presence of evil, in our world 

and, even more importantly, in our own hearts. We 

cannot even begin to overcome evil without seeing it 

for what it is, an offense against a perfectly holy God.  
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When spring comes, it does not take long for 

weeds to start cropping up in our lawns. But when 

your lawn is healthy and thick, weeds have a hard 

time taking root. In the same way, the more you grow 

in goodness, the less room there will be for evil to take 

root in your life.  

The church in Thyatira was experiencing genuine 

growth in goodness. In Revelation 2:19 Jesus 

commends them by saying, “I know your works, your 

love and faith and service and patient endurance, and 

that your latter works exceed the first.” Works or 

deeds show what fills someone’s heart. The actions of 
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the believers in Thyatira showed that their hearts 

were filled with love for God and people and with deep 

reliance upon God. These heart attitudes came out in 

the way they served one another. Plus, they were 

enduring, bearing up under difficulty. Best of all, 

these works were increasing and multiplying.  

In Romans 12:21 Paul said, “Do not be overcome 

by evil, but overcome evil with good.” There does not 

seem to be any neutral ground. Either we grow in 

good works, or evil begins to take over. In Romans 

13:14 Paul explains the same battle by saying, “But put 

on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for 

the flesh, to gratify its desires.” When we grow in 

goodness, we become more like Jesus. When that does 

not happen, we leave open patches in our lives where 

sin can take root. Whether we realize it or not, we are 

making provision for the flesh when we fail to pursue 

goodness. Are you growing and changing for the 

good? Are you pursuing spiritual growth? 
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When  parents let their children do whatever they 

want without any guidance or restraint, most of us 

would consider them irresponsible and neglectful. 

Part of caring for children is loving them enough to do 

the hard work of disciplining them. As a church, we 

have a similar responsibility to care for one another. 

In spite of the impressive spiritual growth in the 

believers in Thyatira, that loving discipline for some 

within their church was not happening.  

In Revelation 2:20 Jesus says,  

But I have this against you, that you tolerate 

that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 
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prophetess and is teaching and seducing my 

servants to practice sexual immorality and 

to eat food sacrificed to idols. 

The church in Thyatira was dealing with the same 

issues faced by the other churches Jesus addressed: 

participating in the feasts and sexual immorality 

associated with idolatry. The difference was the role 

played by this woman that Jesus calls Jezebel.  

In the Old Testament, Jezebel was the wife of Ahab 

the king of Israel’s ten northern tribes. We find her 

story in 1 Kings 16-2 Kings 9. Jezebel was not an 

Israelite and she did not worship the true God. She 

took advantage of Ahab’s weakness to lead Israel into 

the worship of false gods. This woman in Thyatira 

seems to have exercised a power in the church that 

rivaled Jezebel’s influence in Israel.  

This woman claimed to be a prophetess. God 

worked through prophets to reveal His word and 

establish the early church. In Ephesians 2:20 Paul 

speaks of the apostles and prophets as the church’s 

foundation, and in 1 Corinthians 11, Paul spoke of 

both men and women filling this important role. 

Prophets did not function independently, however. 
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They were supposed to be held accountable. First 

Corinthians 14:29 says, “Let two or three prophets 

speak, and let the others weigh what is said.” The 

leaders of the church had a responsibility to 

determine whether any prophecies given were 

consistent with what God had already revealed, but 

that evaluation was not happening in Thyatira.  

Apparently, this New Testament Jezebel was 

ignoring church leaders and claiming her own 

authority to teach in spite of Paul’s instructions in 1 

Timothy 2:12. There Paul says, “I do not permit a 

woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man; 

rather, she is to remain quiet.” He did not mean that 

women are not supposed to speak at all, but simply 

that they were not to fill that authoritative role 

reserved for the elders of the church. Paul says 

something similar in 1 Corinthians 14.  

Jesus’ concern was that the believers in Thyatira 

were tolerating this woman’s influence. They should 

have taken steps to discipline her. Matthew 18:15-17 

tells of a step by step process Jesus taught believers to 

take when a fellow believer is caught up in sin.  
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If your brother sins against you, go and tell 

him his fault, between you and him alone. If 

he listens to you, you have gained your 

brother. But if he does not listen, take one 

or two others along with you, that every 

charge may be established by the evidence 

of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to 

listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he 

refuses to listen even to the church, let him 

be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  

Revelation 2:21 suggests that they may have begun 

the process, but failed to follow through. Jesus says, “I 

gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of 

her sexual immorality.” Jesus may have confronted 

this woman, but it seems more likely that he is 

referring to the efforts of church leaders in Thyatira. 

Since they had not followed through, however, Jesus 

threatens to intervene in verses 22 and 23:  

Behold, I will throw her onto a sickbed, and 

those who commit adultery with her I will 

throw into great tribulation, unless they 

repent of her works, and I will strike her 

children dead. 

Since the Bible often pictures idolatry as spiritual 

adultery, scholars are unsure whether to view her 
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adultery and children as literal or as a way of referring 

to her followers. Either way, Jesus’ intervention would 

certainly be stronger and more frightening than 

anything the church would have done. 

Jesus describes the purpose of this discipline in 

verse 23: “And all the churches will know that I am he 

who searches mind and heart, and I will give to each 

of you according to your works.” Discipline is 

designed to show the holiness, authority, and 

judgment of Christ. It reflects the characteristics Jesus 

mentioned in verse 18. If we believe in those 

characteristics of Christ, we have to take sin seriously. 

Sin is destructive. If we love God and we love people, 

we can’t neglect sin. In order to overcome evil, the 

church must practice discipline. 
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I do not have anything against my mechanic, but I 

would be glad to see him less often. It would be great 

if someone could build a car that would never need to 

be repaired, but in this world everything breaks down 

and wears out.  

When you buy a car, you expect to have repairs. 

When a baby is born, we expect that he or she will get 

sick and need to see a doctor. The same is true with 

your spiritual life. If we are going to overcome evil, we 

have to expect that there will be moments when we 

succumb to sin, and when that happens, we will need 

to repent.  
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Repentance is particularly emphasized in Jesus’ 

letter to the church of Thyatira. In Revelation 2:21-22 

Jesus says,  

I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to 

repent of her sexual immorality. Behold, I 

will throw her onto a sickbed, and those 

who commit adultery with her I will throw 

into great tribulation, unless they repent of 

her works (emphasis mine).  

The absence of repentance suggests that these people 

are not true believers.  

John has given us clear instruction about our 

sinfulness in 1 John 1:8-9. He says,  

If we say we have no sin, we deceive 

ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we 

confess our sins, he is faithful and just to 

forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 

unrighteousness. 

When we become a believer, we embark upon a life of 

repentance. We confess our sin over and over again. 

Sometimes it is the same sin that keeps tripping us up. 

Other times God opens our eyes to recognize sins that 

may have been a part of our lives for a long time. 
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We may not have a modern day Jezebel in our 

midst, but we still succumb to temptation. How would 

you respond if someone confronted you about a sin in 

your life? We cannot take the view that my glass is 

half-full, but yours is half-empty. Are you humble and 

teachable, or does pride blind you to your sin? 
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In old stories, when a sailing ship faced a terrible 

storm, the only way the crew could keep from being 

washed overboard was by lashing themselves to the 

mast. I don’t know whether that ever happened in real 

life, but it certainly gives us an accurate illustration of 

spiritual life. The evil in our world is like a powerful 

storm, and we have no hope of overcoming in our 

strength. We can’t hold on. We can’t swim. Only our 

connection with the saving grace of Christ will carry 

us through. 

In Revelation 2:24-25, Jesus says,  
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But to the rest of you in Thyatira, who do 

not hold this teaching, who have not learned 

what some call the deep things of Satan, to 

you I say, I do not lay on you any other 

burden. Only hold fast what you have until I 

come. 

 Some think Jesus was exposing this Jezebel’s so 

called “deep theology” as Satanic. Others think that 

she may have actually taught her followers to immerse 

themselves in evil to deepen their understanding. 

Whatever Jesus meant in that regard, he tells the 

believers to hold fast to what they have. 

What did they have? To what were they supposed 

to hold fast? They were holding fast to Jesus and his 

gracious promise of salvation. He was their anchor as 

people around them gave way to these deep things of 

Satan. In Romans 8:38-39, Paul said,  

For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor 

angels nor rulers, nor things present nor 

things to come, nor powers, nor height nor 

depth, nor anything else in all creation, will 

be able to separate us from the love of God 

in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Are you holding fast to him? Is he your anchor?  
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When something gets broken, we like to think that 

it can be repaired, but sometimes that is simply not 

possible. The world in which we live is beyond repair. 

The evil that controls it must be shattered, and that is 

what happens when Christ returns.  

Each of the letters to the seven churches ends with 

a promise related to eternity. The promise to Thyatira 

is about overcoming evil. In Revelation 2:26-29 Jesus 

says,  

The one who conquers and who keeps my 

works until the end, to him I will give 

authority over the nations, and he will rule 
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them with a rod of iron, as when earthen 

pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself 

have received authority from my Father. 

And I will give him the morning star. He 

who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit 

says to the churches. 

 This idea of the rod of iron is taken from Psalm 

2. There it is the Messiah who bears the iron rod, but 

here Jesus grants that authority over the nations to 

his followers. If we keep his works, overcoming evil in 

our own lives by his grace now, then we will rule with 

him when he returns to overcome evil forever.  

As described here, this shattering of evil seems to 

be a process. Some Christians believe that process 

takes place prior to the return of Christ, but 

Revelation 19 and 20 uses similar terms to describe 

the first thousand years after Christ’s return.  

Scholars aren’t quite sure what to make of the 

“morning star” It could speak of Jesus himself, or it 

could be a symbol of the position of authority that 

believers will have.  

Jesus taught us to pray for this final conquering of 

evil. Matthew 6:10 tells us that he taught his disciples 

to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on 
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earth as it is in heaven.” The ruling process described 

in Revelation 2 is how God’s will comes to be done on 

earth. Do you pray for that time to come? Do you long 

for the time when evil will be fully and finally 

shattered? 
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Evil must be overcome within our hearts, within 

our churches, and ultimately throughout the world. It 

all begins on a personal level as we know the judge 

and grow in goodness. Within the church we must 

dare to discipline and plan to repent when others 

confront us, clinging to God’s grace while we long for 

the kingdom to come. Perhaps this vision of Christ’s 

judgment has brought to mind ways you have 

succumbed to evil in the sins you have committed. If 

you have never done so, I encourage you to receive 

God’s saving grace today. If you have already received 

his grace, you may still need to repent of a sin. Make a 

commitment to grow in goodness, and if you know of 

someone caught up in sin, consider lovingly 

approaching that person about the issue in private. 

May God purify our hearts as we wait for Christ! 
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1. What good works has God cultivated in your life? 

How did he bring these about? 

 

 

 

2. What temptations have the strongest pull on you? 

Why? 

 

 

 

3. How have you used these six ways to overcome 

sin? On which ones do you most need to focus? 
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Going to a supermarket is like an intense quest for 

those of us who are not the regular shopper in the 

family. You just need one or two items, maybe a box of 

cereal. It should be an easy task, but you find a huge 

aisle stocked with choices. Corn, rice, oats or wheat? 

Flakes, rings or squares? With fruit or nuts or 

without? What kind of fruit? Sweetened or 

unsweetened? Generic or name brand? Which name 

brand? Regular size, family size, or mega-value size? 

With or without a toy inside?  
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Even when I think I have found the right item, I 

almost always end up calling my wife to confirm. Why 

do we need a hundred cereals from which to choose? 

As overwhelming as that may be, we love being able to 

choose whatever we want.  

This culture of choice also impacts the way we 

approach religion. There are over two hundred 

churches in the Kalamazoo area. You can find any 

flavor of theology, personality, or style at a size and 

location to fit your preference. In 1 Timothy 3:15, the 

Apostle Paul called the church the household of God. 

We are supposed to be committed to one another as a 

spiritual family, but our culture of choice undermines 

that commitment. If someone is involved at a church, 

and something gets a little off, most people just move 

on to another one.  

Today we come to a passage of Scripture where 

Jesus addresses a dying church. He does not tell the 

congregation to give up and move on to another 

church. There was only one church in each city. They 

did not have the option to move on, and even if they 

did, I doubt Jesus would have told them to do that. 

Jesus wanted to revive the church. We find this 
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passage in the book of Revelation that Jesus gave us 

not only so that we could know the future, but so that 

we could have strength to persevere even in a dying 

church. The church was located in a city called Sardis, 

and Jesus’ letter to them is found in Revelation 3:1-6. 

And to the angel of the church in Sardis 

write: “The words of him who has the seven 

spirits of God and the seven stars. ‘I know 

your works. You have the reputation of 

being alive, but you are dead.  

“‘Wake up, and strengthen what remains 

and is about to die, for I have not found 

your works complete in the sight of my God. 

Remember, then, what you received and 

heard. Keep it, and repent. If you will not 

wake up, I will come like a thief, and you 

will not know at what hour I will come 

against you. Yet you have still a few names 

in Sardis, people who have not soiled their 

garments, and they will walk with me in 

white, for they are worthy. The one who 

conquers will be clothed thus in white 

garments, and I will never blot his name out 

of the book of life. I will confess his name 

before my Father and before his angels. He 

who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit 

says to the churches.’” 
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This letter shows us six essentials of spiritual 

revival. Though Jesus directs his words to a whole 

church, the church is made up of individuals. Spiritual 

revival begins in the hearts of a few individuals and 

spreads through the church. As we walk through this 

letter in more detail, I challenge you to consider 

whether these essentials are evident in your life.  
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If you have a problem with an appliance or an 

electronic device and you call the manufacturer’s 

support number, the first question they always ask is 

insultingly obvious. They ask whether your device is 

plugged in. Power is essential for something to work, 

and in spiritual life both for an individual and for the 

church that power comes from the Holy Spirit.  

In Revelation 3:1 Jesus identifies himself to this 

dying church as the one who has the seven spirits of 

God. John used this same expression in his opening 

prayer back in Revelation 1:4-5a. He says,  
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John to the seven churches that are in Asia: 

Grace to you and peace from him who is and 

who was and who is to come, and from the 

seven spirits who are before his throne, and 

from Jesus Christ... 

Even though the number seven is used, it makes sense 

to understand this expression as a reference to the 

Holy Spirit since God the Father and Christ are 

included in the series. Many scholars suggest that the 

number seven suggests the Spirit’s perfection. 

John 6:63 tells us that Jesus said, “It is the Spirit 

who gives life; the flesh is no help at all. The words 

that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.” Spiritual 

life and vitality will only come about in your life and in 

the church as the Holy Spirit works through God’s 

Word. It is the Holy Spirit who enables us to 

understand God’s truth and convicts us of sin. It is the 

Holy Spirit who gives us the power to resist 

temptation and to develop a genuine love for God.  

In Galatians 5:16 Paul says, “But I say, walk by the 

Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.” 

We must go through life relying upon the Holy Spirit’s 

strength every step of the way. Apart from him we can 

make an outward show of spirituality, but it will not 
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be genuinely fruitful. Are you relying upon the Holy 

Spirit? 
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Our country’s democratic process has a dramatic 

influence over the way we relate to leaders. We, the 

people, elect a president or a governor, and as soon as 

that person is in office, we begin to criticize them and 

tear them down. Many people who claim to be 

Christians treat church leaders the same way, and that 

kind of behavior has killed many churches.  

As Jesus addresses the church in Sardis he 

identifies himself in Revelation 3:1 as him who has the 

seven stars. These stars were part of John’s vision of 

Christ back in chapter 1. There Jesus explained that 

the stars were the messengers of the churches. Since 
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the Greek word for messenger is the word from which 

we get the English word angel, some understand these 

messengers to be guardian angels watching over each 

church. But since this letter was spoken by Jesus to 

the Apostle John to communicate to the messengers, I 

think it makes more sense to understand these 

messengers to be representatives of the churches, 

leaders who came to visit John in his place of exile. As 

we have seen, this letter is confrontational. The people 

would not want to hear what this messenger had to 

say, so when Jesus referred to these stars, he was 

reminding the people of Sardis that their messenger 

was his personal representative. 

The New Testament teaches that other leaders in 

the church have that same kind of connection with the 

Lord. Though all of us in the church play a part in the 

process of selecting leaders, the end result is under 

God’s control. Paul made this point in Acts 20:28 as 

he addressed the elders from the church of Ephesus. 

He said, “Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all 

the flock, in which the Holy Spirit has made you 

overseers, to care for the church of God, which he 

obtained with his own blood.” 
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So, if leaders in the church are put into place by 

the Holy Spirit, then how should we relate to them? 

Hebrews 13:17 says, 

Obey your leaders and submit to them, for 

they are keeping watch over your souls, as 

those who will have to give an account. Let 

them do this with joy and not with groaning, 

for that would be of no advantage to you. 

The author of Hebrews urged believers to be receptive 

and cooperative toward leaders, not critical and 

disrespectful. This verse does not imply that church 

leaders are always right. Sometimes we need to be 

confronted. Some leaders may even need to be 

disciplined. The issue here is a matter of the heart. Do 

you respect and appreciate the way God works 

through the leaders he raises up for the church? 
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The oldest part of the city of Sardis was built on a 

high plateau with steep sides rising 1,500 feet above 

the valley below. This location made Sardis a nearly 

impregnable fortress, but the city had been conquered 

twice in its history. The people were so confident in 

their position, that guards did not bother keeping 

careful watch. In 549 B.C., however, the Persians 

gained entrance to the city by scaling the sides of the 

plateau one by one. Then three hundred and fifty 

years later the Greeks hired a mountain climber to 

help them find an obscure path up the plateau into the 

city. In spite of those humiliating defeats, the city 
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must have still had an air of reckless overconfidence 

because Jesus confronts that attitude in the church 

when he says, “I know your works. You have the 

reputation of being alive, but you are dead” (Rev 3:1). 

In Revelation 3:2, Jesus gives the church a 

command that several Bible versions translate as, 

“Wake up.” A more literal translation of the phrase is 

“Become watchful.” Jesus’ letters to other churches 

speak of the dangers of false teachers within the 

church and the temptation to participate in the 

idolatrous feasts and sexual immorality taking place 

outside the church. He does not mention any of these 

concerns to Sardis, but they were probably still 

present. The church was simply oblivious to these 

dangers. 

The Greek word for watchfulness occurs thirty 

times in the New Testament. Often the word is used to 

speak of watching for Christ’s return. In Matthew 

24:42, for instance, tells us that Jesus said, 

“Therefore, stay awake, for you do not know on what 

day your Lord is coming.” Jesus also spoke of 

watchfulness in the garden of Gethsemane the night 

before his crucifixion. Matthew 26:41 tells us that he 
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said, “Watch and pray that you may not enter into 

temptation. The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh 

is weak.” Christians are always supposed to be alert, 

watching both for Christ’s return and for anything 

that might lead us off into sin.  

This watchfulness is essential to spiritual revival. 

Without it, individuals and churches become easy 

prey for false teachers. Are you alert and watchful? 
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I am not a golfer, but on the few occasions when 

someone has dragged me along, they always talk 

about following through on your swing. We tend to 

think that all we need to do is make contact with the 

ball, but there is more to it. The same tendency 

hinders our spiritual growth. We look for an 

immediate emotional experience that will simply 

change everything, but there is more to the Christian 

life than that.  

In Revelation 3:2 Jesus says, “Strengthen what 

remains and is about to die, for I have not found your 

works complete in the sight of my God.” The members 
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of the church of Sardis had started into spiritual life. 

They had professed their faith in Christ. They had 

probably been baptized, but there must not have been 

any substantial change in their lives. They had come 

into contact with the gospel, but there was no follow 

through.  

The New Testament letter written by James, the 

brother of Jesus, addresses this same problem. James 

2:14-17 says,  

What good is it, my brothers, if someone 

says he has faith but does not have works? 

Can that faith save him?” If a brother or 

sister is poorly clothed and lacking in daily 

food, and one of you says to them, “Go in 

peace, be warmed and filled,” without giving 

them the things needed for the body, what 

good is that? So also faith by itself, if it does 

not have works, is dead. 

We are not saved by doing good works. No amount of 

good works can make up for the sins we have 

committed. We are saved by God’s grace through faith 

in Christ, but genuine saving faith changes how we 

live. The presence of good works in our life shows that 

our faith is real. 
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What would Jesus say about you? Does your faith 

really make a difference? Would he find your life filled 

with good works or just good intentions? 
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Countless adventure stories have told of someone 

uncovering a pirate’s long-lost buried treasure. There 

is no historical record of this ever happening, but that 

has not stopped people from searching. I dug several 

holes in my grandparents’ backyard one summer back 

in the early 80s. We may know better than to search 

for pirate’s treasure, but our hearts do pursue other 

things. Proverbs 23:23 shows us the smartest pursuit: 

“Buy truth, and do not sell it; buy wisdom, 

instruction, and understanding.” 

The members of the church in Sardis were not 

seeking God’s truth, so in Revelation 3:3 Jesus says to 
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them, “Remember, then, what you received and 

heard. Keep it, and repent.” The Christian life begins 

when someone hears the truth of the gospel and 

receives it as true. You must receive the truth that God 

is our creator. You must receive the truth that God has 

a standard of right and wrong by which he will judge 

us, and all of us have violated that standard. You must 

receive the truth that Jesus is God’s Son who became 

a man, died, and rose again to save us from the 

punishment we deserve for our sins. If these truths 

really get ahold of your heart, you will remember and 

keep them. They become your treasure. 

King David talked about God’s Word this way back 

in Psalm 19:7-10.  

The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the 

soul; the testimony of the LORD is sure, 

making wise the simple; the precepts of the 

LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; the 

commandment of the LORD is pure, 

enlightening the eyes; the fear of the LORD 

is clean, enduring forever; the rules of the 

LORD are true, and righteous altogether. 

More to be desired are they than gold, even 

much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and 

drippings of the honeycomb. 



 

— 157 — 

There can be no true revival apart from a growing 

love for God’s truth. In Sardis, the members of the 

church were not treasuring the gospel, so Jesus calls 

them to remember and repent. What place does God’s 

word have in your life? Do you view the gospel as a 

great treasure? 
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When some people get ready to travel, they 

prepare well in advance. They plan out their itinerary. 

They buy their ticket as soon as they can. They shop 

for any clothes they will need on the trip. They make 

sure everything is packed. They arrive early to the 

airport. When the plane begins to board, they are 

ready. Other people are not that prepared. Everything 

is haphazard and last minute. They may even miss 

their flight. The overarching message of the book of 

Revelation is that Christians must be ready for Jesus 

to return, but just like with travel some are ready, and 

some are not.  
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Both categories of people were present in Sardis. 

Jesus first addresses those who were not ready and 

waiting. In Revelation 3:3 he says, “If you will not 

wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not 

know at what hour I will come against you.” Believers 

are supposed to be alert and watchful as we said 

earlier, if not the return of Jesus will catch them 

completely off guard just like a thief sneaking into 

your home. These people won’t just miss a flight. 

Jesus said that he would come against or upon them. 

Their lack of readiness reveals their unbelief and that 

puts them at odds with Jesus.  

Jesus addresses those who are ready in verses 4 

and 5:  

Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, 

people who have not soiled their garments, 

and they will walk with me in white, for they 

are worthy. The one who conquers will be 

clothed thus in white garments, and I will 

never blot his name out of the book of life. I 

will confess his name before my Father and 

before his angels.  

Their readiness for the return of Christ is evident in 

how they live. They have lived in a worthy way. They 
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have not soiled their garments. In other words, they 

did all that they could to avoid sin. That is how you 

live when you expect that Jesus could come at any 

time.  

Jesus mentions two rewards enjoyed by all who 

are prepared for his return. First, they will be clothed 

in white garments. Why do they need new garments, if 

they have kept theirs clean? Their cleanness is a 

relative cleanness, but the garments that Jesus 

provides are entirely pure. The thing that clothes 

them and makes them acceptable in Christ’s kingdom 

is the righteousness that he provides. Paul put it this 

way in Romans 5:19, “For as by the one man's 

disobedience the many were made sinners, so by the 

one man's obedience the many will be made 

righteous.” Those who have trusted in Christ and lived 

for him, will be clothed with the righteousness of 

Christ so that they can live forever with him in his 

kingdom.  

The other reward is to have Jesus confess their 

name. Jesus spoke of this reward during his ministry. 

Matthew 10:32-33 tells us that he said,  
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So everyone who acknowledges me before 

men, I also will acknowledge before my 

Father who is in heaven, but whoever denies 

me before men, I also will deny before my 

Father who is in heaven. 

Jesus’ acknowledgment is what enables us to enter 

God’s kingdom. Apart from that we would be lost, but 

when Jesus identifies with us in this way, it lasts 

forever. He says that the one who conquers will never 

have his name blotted out from the book of life.  

Are you ready for Jesus to return? Are you 

avoiding sin and confessing his name? Or are you 

oblivious, relying on some empty hope that everything 

will just work out? Don’t be haphazard about eternity! 

 

Jesus’ letter to the church of Sardis demonstrates 

his mercy. Though the church was dying, he gave 

them the opportunity to be revived through relying 

upon the Spirit, following their leaders, being 

watchful, following through, treasuring God’s truth, 

and being ready for Jesus. Living by those essentials 

will transform both an individual and a church.  
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Do you need spiritual revival today? Spiritual life 

begins when you believe in Jesus, because it is at that 

moment that the Holy Spirit enters your life. Do you 

need to receive the Holy Spirit? Maybe this is new and 

you need to learn more about how God’s Spirit works 

in His church. I would encourage you to devote some 

time to reading the second chapter of the New 

Testament book of Acts. 

Maybe today your life is like the church in Sardis, 

with good intentions but incomplete works? Take 

Jesus’ words to heart. Strengthen what remains. 

Follow through on the commitment you have made to 

Christ. Maybe your spiritual life is lacking in one of 

these essentials. Would you focus on growing in that 

area?  

May God’s Spirit help us to live for Him! 
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1. Which of these essentials are most evident in your 

life? Why? 

 

 

2. Which of these essentials are least evident in your 

life? Why? 

 

 

3. What steps will you take to grow in these 

essentials?  
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One of the most familiar stories from the Old 

Testament tells of a time when the nation of Israel 

was locked in battle with the Philistines. The powerful 

giant Goliath challenged Israel to send out a man to 

engage in single combat, but no one would go. They 

assumed that the only way they could win was by 

having a giant warrior of their own.  

The only person willing to face the giant was a 

shepherd boy named David who was probably in his 

teens. He seemed foolish and weak. He had no battle 
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experience. He was not accustomed to wearing armor 

or fighting with a sword, so David faced Goliath with a 

sling, five stones, and one other resource that made all 

the difference. First Samuel 17:45 tells us,  

Then David said to the Philistine, “You 

come to me with a sword and with a spear 

and with a javelin, but I come to you in the 

name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the 

armies of Israel, whom you have defied.” 

David’s personal weakness was irrelevant because he 

found strength in the power of God to defeat Goliath. 

This fundamental lesson about the source of true 

power occurs repeatedly throughout the Bible, but we 

continue to miss the point. We think that size, money, 

physical strength, and worldly wisdom are what we 

need even in the church. In 1 Corinthians 1:22-23 Paul 

said,  

For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek 

wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a 

stumbling block to Jews and folly to 

Gentiles, but to those who are called, both 

Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God 

and the wisdom of God. 
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Are you willing to devote your life to following a 

Savior that people consider weak and foolish? 

It should not surprise us that many people also 

consider the prophecies of the book of Revelation to 

be foolish. God gives us this knowledge of the future, 

however, so that we will find strength to persevere 

through whatever trials we may face. The clearest 

statement of the book’s purpose might be found in the 

letter Jesus wrote to the church in the ancient city of 

Philadelphia in the part of the world we now call 

Turkey. We find the letter in Revelation 3:7-13. 

“And to the angel of the church in 

Philadelphia write: ‘The words of the holy 

one, the true one, who has the key of David, 

who opens and no one will shut, who shuts 

and no one opens.  

“‘I know your works. Behold, I have set 

before you an open door, which no one is 

able to shut. I know that you have but little 

power, and yet you have kept my word and 

have not denied my name. Behold, I will 

make those of the synagogue of Satan who 

say that they are Jews and are not, but lie--

behold, I will make them come and bow 

down before your feet, and they will learn 

that I have loved you. Because you have kept 
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my word about patient endurance, I will 

keep you from the hour of trial that is 

coming on the whole world, to try those who 

dwell on the earth. I am coming soon. Hold 

fast what you have, so that no one may seize 

your crown. The one who conquers, I will 

make him a pillar in the temple of my God. 

Never shall he go out of it, and I will write 

on him the name of my God, and the name 

of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, 

which comes down from my God out of 

heaven, and my own new name. He who has 

an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to 

the churches.’” 

The church of Philadelphia only had a little power. 

They do not seem to be large in number or influence, 

since the New Testament only mentions them here 

and in Revelation 1. They were not doing anything 

particularly commendable like other churches; they 

simply kept Christ’s word and did not deny his name. 

They also were not doing anything particularly worthy 

of confrontation like other churches. They must have 

faced some opposition from local Jews, but not on the 

level of the hostility faced by other churches. 

Some might consider them a boring little church, 

but in his letter to the church of Philadelphia, Jesus 
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shares four promises to help them and us find 

strength to persevere, even when life seems boring or 

insignificant.  
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When I was in high school someone invited me 

and three of my friends to a concert. The person said 

that tickets would be waiting for us at the will call 

window, but when we showed up there were only two 

tickets. We had driven together, so two of us were 

stuck waiting outside. Jesus promised the church of 

Philadelphia that nothing like that would happen to 

them when he returns to establish His kingdom. 

Jesus presents himself as the one with the 

qualifications and the authority to control who enters 

the kingdom. Only those who are pure may enter the 

kingdom, so Jesus describes himself in Revelation 3:7 
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as the holy one. His identity as the Son of God sets 

him apart, and during his time on earth he lived a 

perfectly sinless life. 

Jesus also describes himself as the true one. The 

New Testament anticipates that false messiahs or 

antichrists will come, but the one who speaks here is 

the real thing. He claims to have the key of David. The 

same David who defeated Goliath, became king over 

Israel and received a promise from God that one of his 

descendants would rule the nations forever. This key 

symbolizes the power to determine who enters the 

king’s presence. As the verse says, this power is 

absolute, he is the one who opens and no one will 

shut, who shuts and no one opens. He and he alone 

determines who will enter the kingdom.  

In verse 8, Jesus says to the believers in 

Philadelphia, “I have set before you an open door, 

which no one is able to shut.” Since Paul uses the 

phrase “open door” a few times to speak about 

opportunities for preaching the gospel, some 

interpreters say Jesus had evangelism in mind here. 

But in light of how Jesus describes himself in verse 7, 

it makes more sense to understand this open door as 
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the opportunity to enter Christ’s kingdom. The 

believers in Philadelphia could be certain that they 

would spend eternity with Christ in his kingdom and 

no one could hinder that from happening. This is a 

promise of admission. 

Do you know for certain where your will spend 

eternity? How can someone know for sure that they 

will be allowed to enter Christ’s kingdom? As Jesus 

said to the believers in Philadelphia in verse 8, he 

knows our works. We are not holy; all of us have 

sinned. How could he possibly open the door to us? 

He says that the believers in Philadelphia had kept his 

word and not denied his name. In other words, they 

believed in him enough to obey him and to speak of 

him, but that did not earn them entrance to the 

kingdom.  

Paul speaks of entering the kingdom in 1 

Corinthians 6:9-11. He says,  

Or do you not know that the unrighteous 

will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not 

be deceived: neither the sexually immoral, 

nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who 

practice homosexuality, nor thieves, nor the 

greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor 
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swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 

And such were some of you. But you were 

washed, you were sanctified, you were 

justified in the name of the Lord Jesus 

Christ and by the Spirit of our God. 

The certainty of entering Christ’s kingdom is not 

based on what we do, but what Christ has done. The 

holy one makes us holy. Trust in the work of Christ.  

So how does this promise of certain admission into 

Christ’s kingdom strengthen us? It shows us that 

whatever sacrifices we make in following Christ will 

not be in vain. Some of these Philadelphian Christians 

may have originally been part of the synagogue and 

been shut out when they began to follow Christ, but 

no one could shut them out of Christ’s kingdom. The 

same is true of us. Do you believe? Is this your 

confidence? 
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At some point in school most of us have had to 

deal with a bully. They use physical strength and 

demeaning words to harass and intimidate, but time 

has a way of changing things. Years later you often 

find that those difficult people end up reaping the 

consequences of their behavior. You cannot help but 

feel a little bit of satisfaction when that happens, but 

there is no guarantee. Some bullies manage to keep on 

bullying their way up the corporate ladder. When 

bullying happens because of religious differences, we 

call it persecution, and the believers in Philadelphia 

faced persecution from Jews in the city. To give them 



 

— 175 — 

the strength to persevere, Jesus promises that they 

will be vindicated.  

In Revelation 3:9, Jesus says, 

Behold, I will make those of the synagogue 

of Satan who say that they are Jews and are 

not, but lie—behold, I will make them come 

and bow down before your feet, and they 

will learn that I have loved you. 

It may seem harsh for Jesus to use this phrase 

synagogue of Satan, but he made similar comments 

about Jewish leaders during his ministry. John 8:44 

tells us that he said, 

You are of your father the devil, and your 

will is to do your father's desires. He was a 

murderer from the beginning, and does not 

stand in the truth, because there is no truth 

in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his 

own character, for he is a liar and the father 

of lies. 

Jesus was not bad-mouthing these people; he was 

simply stating the truth. Until Jesus saves us, all of us 

are under Satan’s control, even if we are religious. 

Though these people in Philadelphia claimed to be 
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Jews, they sided with Satan when they chose to reject 

their Messiah.  

Jesus promised that at some point things would 

change for these Jews. They would come and bow 

down before the feet of the believers, and they would 

learn of their Messiah’s love for the church. Some 

interpreters say that these actions show that these 

Jews will be converted either through the witness of 

the Philadelphians or through events leading up to 

Christ’s return. Zechariah 12 prophesies a time of 

Jewish repentance in the end times, but these actions 

are often connected with judgment. In Philippians 

2:9-11 Paul says, 

Therefore God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, so that at the name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 

glory of God the Father. 

Everyone will bow and confess Christ’s lordship, but 

after they die or after he returns, those actions will not 

save them. I think Jesus’ promise in Revelation 3:9 
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seems more like a prophecy of judgment than 

conversion. 

Whether these people would bow down willingly 

after being converted or forcefully at the judgment, 

Jesus was encouraging the Philadelphian Christians 

that their faith would be vindicated. The opponents 

who mocked and rejected them would someday see 

the truth. The same is true for us, so do not lose heart. 

Do not be shaken by opposition. The truth will be 

known. 
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I never experienced a tornado warning until I 

moved to Michigan. Homes in California, where I 

grew up, did not have basements, but they are 

essential in the Midwest. Basements provide shelter 

and protection when tornado warnings sound. 

The book of Revelation is like one of those 

warnings alerting us to the storm of God’s future 

judgment. The only protection and shelter from that 

storm is Jesus. In Revelation 3:10, Jesus gives the 

believers in Philadelphia a specific promise of 

protection. He says, “Because you have kept my word 

about patient endurance, I will keep you from the 
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hour of trial that is coming on the whole world, to try 

those who dwell on the earth.”  

To understand this verse, we first have to 

determine what this hour of trial is. Some scholars 

argue that the hour of trial was a time of intense 

persecution from the Roman government that 

happened soon after Revelation was written, but 

Jesus says that this hour will try all who dwell on the 

earth, not just Christians. Most scholars understand 

this hour of trial to be the series of judgments 

described in Revelation 6-18. We see the word used 

this way in Revelation 14:7, where an angel says, “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.” 

God is going to bring these judgments upon the earth 

to humble people so that they will repent.  

Next we need to consider how Jesus keeps 

believers from this hour of trial. Even though this is 

directed to the believers in Philadelphia, verse 13 

extends the application of these promises to all 

believers. Many interpreters say that Jesus will 

protect us within the hour of trial by keeping us from 
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Satan’s attacks. They base this interpretation on a 

similar phrase that Jesus used in John 17:15. He was 

praying and said, “I do not ask that you take them out 

of the world, but that you keep them from the evil 

one.” So those who take this view hold that believers 

will live through the judgments described in 

Revelation. The problem with this view is that in John 

17:15 Jesus is talking about keeping us from the evil 

one in normal daily life, not this hour of trial.  

A more natural way to interpret Revelation 3:10 is 

to say that Jesus keeps believers from the hour of trial 

completely. Those who hold this view usually point to 

1 Thessalonians 4:16-17 to explain how Jesus keeps 

us. There Paul says,  

For the Lord himself will descend from 

heaven with a cry of command, with the 

voice of an archangel, and with the sound of 

the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ 

will rise first. Then we who are alive, who 

are left, will be caught up together with 

them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the 

air, and so we will always be with the Lord.”  

This event is what is known as the Rapture, and I 

personally think it gives us the best explanation for 
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how Jesus keeps us from the hour of trial. He catches 

us up to meet him in the air before the events of 

Revelation 6-18 begin to unfold. So some people ask 

why Jesus would bother telling us about those events 

if we will be removed from them. I will say more about 

that as we make our way through those chapters in 

the weeks to come. 

However you interpret Revelation 3:10, we still 

need to see that the main idea is that Jesus protects 

us. His instruction to the people of Philadelphia is 

brief. He simply says in verse 11, “I am coming soon. 

Hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize 

your crown.” Back in Revelation 2:10 Jesus spoke of 

the crown of life. When you have an inheritance in 

Christ’s kingdom, it is like having a crown. All we 

need to do is hold fast to Christ and his gospel. 

A lot of people watch world events and read 

Revelation with a great sense of worry. Opportunistic 

teachers even exploit that worry to sell books. When 

we are tempted to worry about the end times or about 

anything, we need to remember that Jesus has 

promised to keep us. Rest and take comfort in his 

protection.  
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In the United States we are impressed when we see 

a building that has existed more than a hundred years, 

but elsewhere in the world you find structures that 

have endured much, much longer. The Parthenon in 

Athens, Greece, for example, was built over 2,400 

years ago. Structures like that can change the way you 

think about time, change, and stability.  

Jesus finishes his letter to the church of 

Philadelphia with a promise of a permanent home in 

the presence of God. In Revelation 3:12 he says,  

The one who conquers, I will make him a 

pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall 
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he go out of it, and I will write on him the 

name of my God, and the name of the city of 

my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes 

down from my God out of heaven, and my 

own new name. 

Obviously, Jesus is using a figure of speech here. 

Believers do not become literal pillars. In fact, in 

Revelation 21:22 as John sees the new Jerusalem in 

the new heaven and earth he says, “And I saw no 

temple in the city, for its temple is the Lord God the 

Almighty and the Lamb.” We will be God’s temple 

because he will be present among us. We are pillars in 

the sense that our nearness to God will be permanent.  

In 1 Corinthians 3:16 Paul uses the same imagery 

to say that we already experience this nearness to 

some degree. He says, “Do you not know that you are 

God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you?” As 

a believer, you are always in God’s presence, but we 

will experience that to a much greater degree in 

eternity. 

Going back to Revelation 3:12, Jesus speaks of 

writing names on us. These names show where and to 

whom we belong. We belong in the new Jerusalem. 

We belong to God and to Jesus. If you believe in 
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Christ, you already belong to him. Paul makes this 

point in Romans 7:4 when he says,  

Likewise, my brothers, you also have died to 

the law through the body of Christ, so that 

you may belong to another, to him who has 

been raised from the dead, in order that we 

may bear fruit for God. 

Do you live as someone who has entered into a 

permanent relationship with God? Do you live as one 

indwelt by the Spirit, as one who belongs to Christ? 

The strength of the church is not found in our size 

or our influence. Our strength flow from promises of 

Christ. We know that we have admission into his 

kingdom. We know that we will be vindicated. We 

know that he will protect us, and we know that we will 

be with him forever.  

If you have never placed your hope in Christ’s 

promises, would you do so today? Believe in Jesus and 

his message of salvation. If you are not yet ready to 

take that step, would you at least learn more? I would 

encourage you to read 1 Peter 1. That chapter speaks 
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of the great hope of having an inheritance in Christ’s 

kingdom.  

If you are a believer, are you content with 

appearing weak and foolish to the world? Or are you 

always frustrated, trying to gain power and control? 

Perhaps today you need to make a commitment to 

being content with weakness for Christ’s sake. Or 

maybe today you need to share Christ’s promises with 

someone. Would you make a plan to do that? Share 

the hope you have in him.  

May God help us find true strength in the promises 

of Christ. 
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1. What things in your life tend to stifle your hope in 

Christ? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these promises are most important to 

you? Why? 

 

 

 

3. Who in your life might be receptive to hearing 

about these promises? What can you do to share 

these truths? 
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There are two approaches to gift buying. The first 

is to buy a gift that you know the person wants. The 

second is to buy a gift that you think the person needs. 

Sometimes those approaches align, but often they do 

not, making for some awkward situations.  

I cannot remember whether my wife and I listed a 

waffle maker on our wedding registry, but four 

different people thought that we needed one. My 

brother, on the other hand, included a top of the line 

Craftsman tool box on his wedding registry at Sears, 
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but strangely no one thought that was really necessary 

for married life.  

The same conflict can arise as we pray. We ask 

God for what we want, but as our Creator, he knows 

what we truly need. Jesus spoke of this in Matthew 

6:7-8,  

And when you pray, do not heap up empty 

phrases as the Gentiles do, for they think 

that they will be heard for their many words. 

Do not be like them, for your Father knows 

what you need before you ask him. 

God is not a magic genie who grants wishes if you say 

them in a certain way. He is your heavenly Father; he 

does what is best for you.  

So, what does God want for us? We could turn to 

any number of passages in the Bible to answer that 

question, and one of them is found the book of 

Revelation. Revelation shows us the ultimate 

fulfillment of all God’s plans for the world. As we have 

seen, it gives us a knowledge of the future, so that we 

can have strength to persevere while we wait.  

Revelation was originally addressed to seven 

churches in Asia Minor with brief letters from Jesus to 

each of those churches in chapters 2 and 3. The last 
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church on the list was in a city called Laodicea, and as 

Jesus spoke to them in Revelation 3:14-22 he 

expressed what he wanted for them. He says, 

And to the angel of the church in 

Laodicea write: 'The words of the Amen, the 

faithful and true witness, the beginning of 

God's creation.  

"'I know your works: you are neither 

cold nor hot. Would that you were either 

cold or hot! So, because you are lukewarm, 

and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out 

of my mouth. For you say, I am rich, I have 

prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing 

that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, 

and naked. I counsel you to buy from me 

gold refined by fire, so that you may be rich, 

and white garments so that you may clothe 

yourself and the shame of your nakedness 

may not be seen, and salve to anoint your 

eyes, so that you may see. Those whom I 

love, I reprove and discipline, so be zealous 

and repent. Behold, I stand at the door and 

knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens 

the door, I will come in to him and eat with 

him, and he with me. The one who 

conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on 

my throne, as I also conquered and sat 

down with my Father on his throne. He who 
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has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says 

to the churches.'" 

Throughout this letter to the church of Laodicea, 

Jesus speaks of four things he desires us all to have. In 

a sense, the entire book of Revelation is designed to 

bring about these experiences in our lives. They begin 

as soon as we place our faith in Christ but they will 

not be experienced in full until we reach eternity. 
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I have never been a coffee drinker, but while 

traveling in Central Asia and the United Kingdom, I 

picked up the habit of drinking tea. Very few places 

around my town, however, serve a decent cup of tea. 

Several times when I have ordered a cup of tea at local 

coffee shops, the water has been lukewarm. Iced tea is 

good, and hot tea is good, but lukewarm tea is awful.  

Jesus uses a similar picture in Revelation 3:15-16 

to describe the church of Laodicea. He says, “I know 

your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that 

you were either cold or hot! So, because you are 
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lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out 

of my mouth.” 

Laodicea was located close to two other cities: 

Hierapolis and Colossae. Hierapolis was known for its 

hot springs, and Colossae for its fresh, cold of water. 

Laodicea, however, had a very poor water supply. 

Residents had to pipe water into the city through an 

underground aqueduct, but they found it to be 

sickening. Jesus felt the same way about the church’s 

spiritual condition. He threatened to spit them out! 

So, what exactly does it mean to be spiritually hot? 

In verse 19, Jesus commands them to be zealous. The 

Greek word for hot and the word for zeal both come 

from the same root word that means boiling. Paul 

used that root word in Romans 12:11 to speak of being 

fervent. He said, “Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent 

in spirit, serve the Lord.”  

So, to be zealous is to be bubbling over with 

passion that prompts you to take action. We see this 

characteristic in the life of Jesus. John 2:17 tells us 

that after Jesus drove the moneychangers out of the 

temple, “His disciples remembered that it was written, 
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‘Zeal for your house will consume me.’" His life was 

controlled by a consistent passion for God.  

What about being cold? Scholars debate what 

Jesus means in verse 15 when he says, “Would that 

you were either cold or hot!” Some say that Jesus is 

simply using the city’s water problems to show that 

their spiritual condition is bad. But since being hot 

connects with being zealous, others say that to be 

spiritually cold means to clearly reject the gospel, and 

that Jesus prefers outright rejection to partial half-

hearted acceptance. That thought should concern us.  

There are millions of lukewarm Christians in the 

world. They claim to believe in Jesus, but their lives 

do not reflect it. Jesus considers that response 

disgusting. Jesus warned people about nominal 

Christianity. Matthew 7:21, tells us that he said, “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.” When Jesus talks about 

spitting out the lukewarm, he means that those people 

will not be allowed to enter his kingdom. Their 

lukewarm response to him, shows that they are not 

truly saved.  
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So what is your spiritual temperature? Are you 

hot, cold, or somewhere in the middle? And if you are 

lukewarm, what can you do about it? Can we really 

cultivate a zeal for Jesus in our lives? With God at 

work in our lives, I believe we can. Jesus commanded 

them to be zealous. He did not intend spiritual life to 

be boring and dull. He wants us to have a vibrant 

relationship with him, but how do we do that?  

I face this struggle every week as I prepare to 

teach. When I start to study a passage of Scripture at 

the beginning of the week, I seldom feel any sense of 

passion or zeal. I think of it like the story in Genesis 

32 of Jacob wrestling with the angel of the Lord all 

night. Genesis 32:26 tells us that the angel said to 

him, “‘Let me go, for the day has broken.’ But Jacob 

said, ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me.’” To 

cultivate zeal, we need that kind of determination.  

As we study the Bible, as we pray, as we worship 

and serve God, we have to be tenacious.  If you simply 

follow your feelings, you will get tired and bored, and 

you will give up. Don’t let go until God blesses you. 

True zeal for Christ is a result of discipline.  
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Hans Christian Andersen told the tale of an 

emperor who loved fancy clothes. One day two men 

came before him claiming to be skilled weavers who 

could make him a spectacular one-of-a-kind outfit 

that could only be seen by those who are worthy. The 

emperor paid them richly and provided them space to 

work with looms and abundant silk and gold.  

Whenever anyone checked on them, they were 

quick to show off their work. No one, not even the 

emperor, could see anything, but they were all afraid 

to admit it. None of them wanted anyone to think 
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them unworthy. They pretended that the clothes were 

the finest they had ever seen. 

Finally, the time came for the emperor to wear his 

new clothes in public in a great procession. Everyone 

talked about how great they were until a little child 

spoke the truth and said, “But he has nothing on.” The 

emperor ignored the truth and continued on anyway.  

The church of Laodicea found themselves in a 

similar situation. In Revelation 3:17, Jesus says to 

them, “For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I 

need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, 

pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.” Laodicea was known 

for its wealth, and material wealth tends to blind us to 

our true spiritual condition. 

Money gives the appearance that we have life 

under control. We feel self-sufficient. Remember the 

story of the rich young ruler who came to Jesus asking 

about eternal life. He thought he had obeyed all the 

commandments. Jesus tested him by telling him to 

sell all that he had and give the money to the poor, but 

he would not do it. His wealth was more important to 

him than God was. Mark 10:25 tells us that Jesus said, 

“It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
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needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of 

God.” 

You may not consider yourself rich, but we are 

wealthy compared to most people in the world today. 

Does that blind you to your spiritual need? Do you 

grasp the truth that apart from Christ we are 

wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked? How do 

we respond to that reality? Do we bluff our way 

through like the emperor in the story?  

Back up in Revelation 3:14 Jesus presents himself 

as, “the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the 

beginning of God's creation.” He is the authoritative 

source of truth, and his truth is often painful because 

it exposes our sinfulness. But in verse 19 Jesus says, 

“Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline, so be 

zealous and repent.” Jesus wants us to have truth 

because he loves us. He does not want us going 

through life deceived, but as we learn his truth we 

must respond by repenting. To repent is change your 

mind. We have to accept the truth that Jesus 

proclaimed, and his truth then changes our condition. 

Jesus speaks of this change In Revelation 3:18. He 

says, 
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I counsel you to buy from me gold refined 

by fire, so that you may be rich, and white 

garments so that you may clothe yourself 

and the shame of your nakedness may not 

be seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, so 

that you may see. 

What does he mean by all of this? The gold that he 

offers is an inheritance in his kingdom. 2 Corinthians 

8:9 says, “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he 

became poor, so that you by his poverty might become 

rich.”  

The white garments that he gives are his perfect 

righteousness to cover the shame of our sin. Shame 

entered the world when Adam and Eve sinned, but 

Galatians 3:27 says, “For as many of you as were 

baptized into Christ have put on Christ.” He is the one 

who clothes us. 

The salve that he gives to heal our sight is his Holy 

Spirit whom he sends to dwells within us when we 

believe. John 16:13 tells us that Jesus said, “When the 

Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the 

truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but 

whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to 
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you the things that are to come.” All of this becomes 

ours when we repent and believe the gospel.  

Have you accepted God’s truth? Does it shape how 

you view yourself? If so, we cannot think of ourselves 

as self-sufficient. We are completely dependent upon 

Christ. 
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Our homes are designed to have front doors that 

are visible and obvious. Even when a home is covered 

in drab earth tones, the front door is often painted 

with a bright inviting color. But if you have ever 

knocked on doors for any reason, you quickly discover 

that brightness of the door has nothing to do with 

whether the owner is warm and welcoming.  

Most people in our society have come to resent the 

intrusion of someone unexpectedly knocking on their 

door. Isn’t that how you feel? We don’t like people 

invading our space or taking up our time, and yet that 

is exactly what Jesus does in Revelation 3:20. He says, 
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“Behold, I stand at the door and knock. If anyone 

hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to 

him and eat with him, and he with me.” 

Jesus wants us to have fellowship with him. I 

hesitate to use that term because it is a churchy word, 

but I could not think of any other word to sum up 

what Jesus is saying here. It is not just that Jesus 

wants to be friends. He wants to share a meal. He 

wants to share life--he with us, we with him. To have 

fellowship is to share life. You can be friends with 

someone, but not really share life. You can be related 

to someone without really sharing life, but Jesus 

wants to be a part of all that happens in your life.  

Another word for fellowship is communion. When 

we celebrate communion, we are symbolizing our 

connection with Jesus. Paul speaks of this in 1 

Corinthians 10:16. He says, “The cup of blessing that 

we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of 

Christ? The bread that we break, is it not a 

participation in the body of Christ?” Communion is 

only a symbol; it represents our connection with 

Christ in his death for us. We share in the spilling of 
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his blood and the bruising of his body, so that we can 

be forgiven of our sins.  

We do not enter this connection with Christ 

through a ceremony, but through believing the gospel. 

John speaks of this in 1 John 1:3. He says, “that which 

we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so 

that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed 

our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son 

Jesus Christ.” The gospel unites us as believers, so we 

speak of having fellowship together, but the 

connection is broader than that. The gospel brings us 

into an ongoing relationship with God and with 

Christ.  

This fellowship should have a transforming effect 

on us. John continues to speak of fellowship in 1 John 

1:6-7. He says,  

If we say we have fellowship with him while 

we walk in darkness, we lie and do not 

practice the truth. But if we walk in the 

light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship 

with one another, and the blood of Jesus his 

Son cleanses us from all sin.  



 

— 203 — 

These words apply to the situation with the church in 

Laodicea. They claimed to have fellowship with God, 

but it was all a lie. Jesus was locked out.  

Is Jesus locked out of your life, or have you invited 

him into every part? Is he a part of your marriage, 

your family, your work, your recreation, your 

entertainment? Or would you rather Jesus just stay at 

church on Sunday morning? He wants complete 

access. He wants to guide you and strengthen you 

through everything.  

If you do share life with Jesus now, he will share 

life with you forever. Matthew 8:12 tells us that Jesus 

said, “I tell you, many will come from east and west 

and recline at table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in 

the kingdom of heaven.” Eternal life is like sharing a 

meal with God himself. He created us to live in 

constant communion with Him. Jesus wants to 

restore that fellowship. Is that what you want? 
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The concept of a throne is foreign to us in the 

United States. The closest parallel we have to a throne 

room is probably the Oval Office in the White House, 

but the differences are stark.  

Our president sits behind a desk like the head of 

any business. He is supposed to be one of us. We 

expect him to work, and his office reflects that 

expectation. Throne rooms, on the other hand, are 

elaborate places that reflect the unique power and 

authority of a king. No one sits on a king’s throne, but 

Jesus changes that restriction. In Revelation 3:21 he 

promises, “The one who conquers, I will grant him to 



 

— 205 — 

sit with me on my throne, as I also conquered and sat 

down with my Father on his throne.” 

At the beginning of this letter to the church in 

Laodicea, Jesus described himself in verse 14 as the 

beginning or chief of God’s creation. He was involved 

in the work of creation, and from the very outset of 

creation God created humanity to exercise power. 

Genesis 1:26 tells us,  

Then God said, “Let us make man in our 

image, after our likeness. And let them have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over 

the birds of the heavens and over the 

livestock and over all the earth and over 

every creeping thing that creeps on the 

earth.” 

God created man to rule, but when Adam and Eve 

succumbed to the serpent’s temptation, they 

abdicated that responsibility.  

Human attempts at ruling quickly degenerate into 

conflict and violence because we cannot even rule our 

own hearts. Jeremiah 13:23 says, “Can the Ethiopian 

change his skin or the leopard his spots? Then also 

you can do good who are accustomed to do evil.” God 
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gave the ancient Israelites his Law to guide their 

behavior, but they disobeyed over and over again.  

The only hope for our power to be restored rests 

upon two promises. First, God promised that a perfect 

king would come. Isaiah 9:6 says,  

For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; 

and the government shall be upon his 

shoulder, and his name shall be called 

Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, 

Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. 

 God also promised to bring about a change in 

people’s rebellious hearts. Ezekiel 36:27 says, “And I 

will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in 

my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.”  

Revelation 3:21 shows us the final fulfillment of 

both promises. Jesus is that perfect king reigning in 

power with his father. Those who overcome by the 

power of the Holy Spirit show that we are ready to 

resume the role for which God created us. Jesus will 

invite us to share his throne, ruling with him.  

Is God’s power evident in your life now? Is there 

spiritual fruit, evidence of the Holy Spirit’s work? In 

Galatians 5:16 Paul says, “But I say, walk by the Spirit, 

and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.” Are 
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you walking by the Spirit? Are you relying upon his 

power? 

 

Jesus’ letter to the church of Laodicea gives a 

glimpse of his wish list for all of us: zeal, truth, 

fellowship, and power. He knows exactly what we 

need, but we must respond.  

Do you need to cultivate greater zeal for Jesus? 

Have you accepted God’s truth? Do you need to invite 

Jesus into every part of your life? Are you relying 

upon God’s power?  

May God stir up in us a desire for all the things 

that Jesus wants for us! 
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1. What similarities do you see between yourself and 

the church of Laodicea? 

 

 

 

2. How does this passage of Scripture change your 

view of Jesus? 

 

 

 

3. How do your desires align with what Jesus wants 

in this passage? How do they differ? 
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On February 20, 1962, John Glenn became the 

first American to orbit the earth. In 1998 at the age of 

77, Glenn became the oldest person to orbit the earth 

when he returned to space on the Space Shuttle 

Discovery. During that flight he said,  

I pray every day and I think everybody 

should. I don't think you can be up here and 

look out the window as I did the first day 

and look out at the Earth from this vantage 

point. We're not so high compared to people 

who went to the moon and back. But to look 

out at this kind of creation out here and not 
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believe in God is, to me, impossible. It just 

strengthens my faith. 

A different point of view can dramatically change the 

way we think about life, but Glenn never went beyond 

350 miles above the earth’s surface. Today we come to 

a passage of Scripture that takes us beyond the 

physical realm as we know it into God’s presence in 

heaven. In Revelation 4, John says,  

After this I looked, and behold, a door 

standing open in heaven! And the first 

voice, which I had heard speaking to me like 

a trumpet, said, "Come up here, and I will 

show you what must take place after this." 

At once I was in the Spirit, and behold, a 

throne stood in heaven, with one seated on 

the throne. And he who sat there had the 

appearance of jasper and carnelian, and 

around the throne was a rainbow that had 

the appearance of an emerald. Around the 

throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated 

on the thrones were twenty-four elders, 

clothed in white garments, with golden 

crowns on their heads. From the throne 

came flashes of lightning, and rumblings 

and peals of thunder, and before the throne 

were burning seven torches of fire, which 

are the seven spirits of God, and before the 
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throne there was as it were a sea of glass, 

like crystal. And around the throne, on each 

side of the throne, are four living creatures, 

full of eyes in front and behind: the first 

living creature like a lion, the second living 

creature like an ox, the third living creature 

with the face of a man, and the fourth living 

creature like an eagle in flight. And the four 

living creatures, each of them with six 

wings, are full of eyes all around and within, 

and day and night they never cease to say, 

"Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, 

who was and is and is to come!" And 

whenever the living creatures give glory and 

honor and thanks to him who is seated on 

the throne, who lives forever and ever, the 

twenty-four elders fall down before him who 

is seated on the throne and worship him 

who lives forever and ever. They cast their 

crowns before the throne, saying, "Worthy 

are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory 

and honor and power, for you created all 

things, and by your will they existed and 

were created." 

Several books have been published in recent years 

by people who claim to have been taken to heaven 

during a near death experience. Some of them have 

even topped the bestseller lists. I have read a few of 
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them, and I am very skeptical about their claims, in 

part because of the way they seek to make money off 

of their supposed experience. You may have heard 

that one of the people recently admitted that their 

story was entirely fabricated.  

My biggest reason for doubting those stories is 

that they never reflect the sense of awesome majesty 

that we find here in John’s account. John had nothing 

to gain through this, no book sales or celebrity status. 

His account is consistent with the rest of biblical 

teaching and the church received it as inspired by the 

Holy Spirit and therefore bearing God’s authority. 

Don’t waste your time with those other stories. John 

relates a true vision of heaven. 

John experienced this vision so that he could share 

it with the churches in seven cities of Asia Minor. 

Each church faced significant challenges, a mix of 

persecution, false teaching, temptation, and spiritual 

coldness. From an earthly point of view, life often 

feels like it is completely out of control. A lot of people 

think that the book of Revelation is about life getting 

even more out of control, but that understanding 

misses the whole point of the book. Revelation 
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presents a knowledge of the future, so that believers 

can have strength to persevere now. The judgments 

that begin to unfold later on in Revelation 6 have to be 

viewed in light of John’s vision of God in heaven in 

Revelation 4.  

John’s vision of heaven reveals eight 

characteristics of God that give us the perspective we 

need in order to have strength. As we walk back 

through this chapter and observe these 

characteristics, I challenge you to consider whether 

you think of God this way, and if so, how your view of 

God shapes your perspective on life. 
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Though the concept of royalty is foreign to our 

country, some nations still have monarchs who sit on 

thrones, such as Queen Elizabeth II in Great Britain. 

The throne room in Buckingham Palace is very 

impressive, but its significance is only symbolic and 

ceremonial. Great Britain is ruled by a constitution 

with laws enacted by parliament under the leadership 

of a prime minister. The British throne has political 

influence, but no real authority to govern. That is not 

the case with the throne John sees in Revelation 4.  

Everything in Revelation 4 is described in relation 

to the throne and the one seated upon it. John 
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introduces the throne in verse 2, but then he speaks of 

what is around the throne, what comes from the 

throne, what is before the throne, what is beside the 

throne, and what is directed toward the throne. God is 

at the center of everything. He is the absolute king of 

the universe. Nothing is outside of his ultimate 

control.  

Even powerful human kings have been forced to 

acknowledge the absolute power of God. When the 

Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar grew prideful after 

conquering Israel in the sixth century before Christ, 

God struck him with some form of insanity that 

caused him to live like a wild animal until he humbled 

himself. Daniel 4:34-35 records his testimony:  

At the end of the days I, Nebuchadnezzar, 

lifted my eyes to heaven, and my reason 

returned to me, and I blessed the Most 

High, and praised and honored him who 

lives forever, for his dominion is an 

everlasting dominion, and his kingdom 

endures from generation to generation; all 

the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as 

nothing, and he does according to his will 

among the host of heaven and among the 

inhabitants of the earth; and none can stay 
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his hand or say to him, "What have you 

done?”  

The throne in Revelation 4 represents this kind of 

power.  

God is sovereign, and John’s vision of his throne 

reminds us that everything prophesied in the book of 

Revelation will fulfill his plan and purpose. Even 

when life seem to be falling apart, God is in control. Is 

that your perspective? Do you recognize and trust his 

power and authority? We find strength in knowing 

that God is king! 
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The only precious stone I have ever purchased was 

the engagement ring I gave my wife. I remember her 

being very distracted in church during our 

engagement, because she kept looking at how the 

diamond sparkled with so many lights overhead. 

Jewelers always have strong, focused lights to dazzle 

shoppers with that same sparkle.  

As John looks at the one sitting upon the throne, 

he sees something like a precious stone, but far more 

brilliant and dazzling. In Revelation 4:3 he says, “And 

he who sat there had the appearance of jasper and 
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carnelian, and around the throne was a rainbow that 

had the appearance of an emerald.” 

Some scholars try to find some symbolic 

significance behind each of the jewels that John 

mentions here. For instance, one commentator says 

that jasper represents the holiness of God, carnelian 

the judgment of God, and emerald the grace and 

mercy of God. Nothing in the text, however, suggests 

that we should look for such hidden meanings. 

Scholars are not even certain which stones John had 

in mind. This kind of hyper-analysis actually obscures 

the main point of the verse. John is simply trying to 

describe the dazzling flood of colorful light shining 

from God’s throne. The glory of God was 

breathtakingly beautiful.  

David spoke of God’s beauty in Psalm 27:4, saying, 

One thing have I asked of the LORD, that 

will I seek after: that I may dwell in the 

house of the LORD all the days of my life, to 

gaze upon the beauty of the LORD and to 

inquire in his temple. 

Is that what you seek? We are all tempted to fix our 

gaze on earthly things of beauty, whether it be a 

person, some human creation, or even nature. But 
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nothing will genuinely fill our hearts or satisfy our 

souls like witnessing the glory of God. The sequence of 

events throughout the book of Revelation culminates 

in that one final goal. We need this perspective 

because whatever darkness we carry from suffering 

now, will be driven away completely by the light of his 

glorious presence. Set your heart on seeing his glory! 
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There are certain occasions like birthdays or 

Christmas when we give gifts in our culture. But how 

would you feel if someone close to you didn’t give you 

a gift? They did not forget, they just chose to not give 

anything, not even a card. Would you be hurt? 

Somewhere along the way we stop thinking of those 

presents as gifts and start thinking of them as 

something we deserve. It becomes a right not a gift. 

That same perspective can seep into our view of God, 

but God does not owe anyone anything. Everything he 

gives is a gift by His grace. God is gracious. 
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Revelation 4:4 shows us an amazing gift of God’s 

grace. John says, 

Around the throne were twenty-four 

thrones, and seated on the thrones were 

twenty-four elders, clothed in white 

garments, with golden crowns on their 

heads. 

God is king on his throne, and yet he graciously allows 

this group of elders to share in his power and 

authority.  

So who are these individuals? Some say they are 

angels. This group always seems to be associated with 

other angelic beings, but there is only one other place 

where angels may be called elders, and that reference 

is debatable.  

I think it is more likely that these elders are men, 

since John describes them in terms he has just used 

chapter 3. The letter to Laodicea ends in Revelation 

3:21 with a promise of sitting with Christ on his 

throne, and these twenty-four elders are sitting on 

thrones. In Revelation 3:18 Jesus told the Laodiceans 

to buy white garments to cover the shame of their 

nakedness, and the elders are all wearing white 
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garments. In Revelation 2:10 Jesus promised to give 

the believers in Smyrna the crown of life, and in 3:11 

he told those in Philadelphia to hold fast so that no 

one would seize their crown. These elders are all 

wearing golden crowns. So these men probably 

represent believers down through the ages, with one 

from each of Israel’s twelve tribes along with the 

twelve apostles.  

These elders stand as our representatives close to 

the throne of God in the position that God graciously 

gives to every believer. We have no right to it, and we 

certainly do not deserve it, but God shows us 

abundant grace. So do you approach life from a 

perspective of gratitude or entitlement? Whatever 

trials you face, don’t forget God’s abundant grace. 
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Scientists give dispassionate technical 

explanations of lightning. They speak of the friction 

from a storm building up a negative electrical charge 

on the cloud until it finally discharges to the earth. 

They turn one of nature’s most powerfully frightening 

displays into something boring. Pastors and 

theologians can have the same problem when they 

speak of God. Don’t miss the terrifying power of 

John’s description. In the first part of Revelation 4:5 

he says, “From the throne came flashes of lightning, 

and rumblings and peals of thunder”.  
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Lightning and thunder is often present when God 

appears throughout the Bible, and it seems to express 

his anger over sin. The Israelites experienced these 

phenomena when God gave them the Ten 

Commandments at Mount Sinai. Exodus 20:18-20 

says,  

Now when all the people saw the thunder 

and the flashes of lightning and the sound of 

the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the 

people were afraid and trembled, and they 

stood far off and said to Moses, "You speak 

to us, and we will listen; but do not let God 

speak to us, lest we die." Moses said to the 

people, "Do not fear, for God has come to 

test you, that the fear of him may be before 

you, that you may not sin." 

Our sins create friction between us and God, irritating 

and provoking him, so that he builds up a negative 

charge of anger over sin. The book of Revelation tells 

us about when his wrath will finally burst forth like a 

bolt of lightning. 

Do you fear God? Do you think of him as a judge 

who watches everything we do, say, and think? 

Believers have forgiveness through the death of Christ 

on our behalf, but that does not change the reality of 
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who God is. God is judge, and even when we have 

escaped his wrath, we should maintain a perspective 

of reverent fear of his awesome power. 
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Have you ever been afraid of the dark at any point 

in your life? Nothing really changes when we shut the 

lights off at night, but our minds begin to imagine all 

the things that could be out there in the dark. There is 

no darkness, however, in the presence of God.  

The next part of Revelation 4:5 says, “and before 

the throne were burning seven torches of fire, which 

are the seven spirits of God.” These seven spirits were 

first mentioned back in Revelation 1:4-5 in 

combination with God the Father and Jesus Christ. So 

it seems obvious that this is a reference to the third 

member of the Trinity, the Holy Spirit. In a world 
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without electric lights, torches provided light so that 

people could see. In a spiritual sense, God’s Spirit 

shines forth his truth to illumine a dark world.  

One of the primary roles of the Holy Spirit is the 

communication of God’s truth. The Spirit guided the 

authors of the various biblical books so that their 

writings can be considered the Word of God. The 

Spirit is the one who convicts the world of sin. The 

Spirit is also the one who enables believers to 

understand God’s truth. Paul speaks of this in 1 

Corinthians 2:12. He says, “Now we have received not 

the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, 

that we might understand the things freely given us by 

God.” The Spirit is involved in every aspect of making 

God’s truth known.  

As John continues to describe his vision in the first 

part of Revelation 4:6 he says, “and before the throne 

there was as it were a sea of glass, like crystal.” Again 

scholars try to find some symbolic significance for this 

sea, but since John uses the same preposition here as 

he does to describe the torches, it may be best to take 

the two together. Imagine the light from the torches 

reflecting from and shining through this crystal sea. 
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The entire scene captures the truth of God shining 

forth from heaven. 

How do you determine what truth is? Do you rely 

upon God’s Spirit shining through his word? Do you 

allow him to guide you through life?  
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A few weeks back we had freezing rain that gave all 

the snow a glassy coating, and then to top it all off we 

had some perfectly clear nights with a full moon. It 

was so bright that you would almost think that the 

moon shone with a light of its own, but, of course, that 

is not the case. The moon only reflects the light of the 

sun.  

The next part of John’s vision shows the reflection 

of God’s holiness. Beginning in the middle of 

Revelation 4:6 and continuing down through verse 8 

we read,  
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And around the throne, on each side of the 

throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes 

in front and behind: the first living creature 

like a lion, the second living creature like an 

ox, the third living creature with the face of 

a man, and the fourth living creature like an 

eagle in flight. And the four living creatures, 

each of them with six wings, are full of eyes 

all around and within, and day and night 

they never cease to say, "Holy, holy, holy, is 

the Lord God Almighty, who was and is and 

is to come!" 

In the prophet Ezekiel’s vision of God, he gives a 

similar description of beings like this surrounding the 

throne of God. There they are identified as cherubim, 

the highest class of angelic beings. Down through the 

centuries Christians have spent a lot of time trying to 

discern the significance of their appearances. Some 

have tried to connect them with the four gospels, but 

there’s really no good support for that conclusion. 

Some say their different appearances represent the 

different abilities these beings have. At the very least, 

they do seem to be a cross section of all creation. 

Here again we can miss the forest for the trees in 

all of this speculation. The obvious lesson from these 
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strange and unique beings comes out in their words. 

They exist to reflect the holiness of God. He is set 

apart, unlike anything in creation, existing in perfect 

purity. For these angelic beings, God is the center of 

their existence, the focus of their gaze, and the theme 

of their proclamation. They teach us that all creation 

was designed to reflect the holiness of God. Is that 

your perspective? Does your life reflect his holiness? 
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People used to worry about the effect television 

would have on children’s attention span. Old 

television shows seem to crawl along compared to 

social media and games and everything else kids carry 

around on smart phones today. It used to be a thirty 

minute program. Now it’s a 140 character tweet or a 

six second video. What could possibly keep us 

occupied for eternity? John tells us in Revelation 4:9-

10. He says,  

And whenever the living creatures give glory 

and honor and thanks to him who is seated 

on the throne, who lives forever and ever, 
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the twenty-four elders fall down before him 

who is seated on the throne and worship 

him who lives forever and ever. They cast 

their crowns before the throne. 

An eternal God who lives forever deserves worship 

that never ends. Notice the words John uses to 

describe the response to God. He mentions three 

activities of the living creatures. To give glory to God 

is to acknowledge who he is and what he is like. To 

honor God is to express how valuable he is. To thank 

God is to acknowledge all of his gifts. The elders fall 

down before him, expressing a humble physical 

posture. They also worship him, expressing their love 

and devotion. Finally, they cast their crowns before 

the throne giving even his gifts back to him.  

When you consider all that we have already seen of 

God in this passage--his sovereign power, his glorious 

beauty, his grace, justice, truth, holiness, and 

eternality--we begin to see that there will always be 

something more in the character of God to learn and 

celebrate. When the hindrances of this life are 

removed so that we know God far more than we can 

now, we will find joy in spending all of our time 
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worshiping him. So shouldn’t we begin practicing 

now?  
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We have all heard the story of Pinocchio, the little 

wooden puppet who was brought to life. Gepetto the 

woodcarver was both his maker and his father, so 

when Pinocchio disobeys him and lies about it, it 

seems doubly bad. We all want him to treat Gepetto 

well, but we miss the application to our own lives. 

We all have a maker who relates to us as a Father, 

and Revelation 4:11 shows us the proper way to treat 

him. The twenty-four elders all say, “Worthy are you, 

our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and 

power, for you created all things, and by your will they 

existed and were created.” 



— 236 — 

Everything we have considered thus far in this 

passage shows us God’s worthiness and convinces us 

that we should worship him, but this verse goes 

farther. Worship is not a gift that we can choose to 

give to God or not. Since God has made us, worship is 

his right. When we do not worship him, we are 

turning our back on the one who made us and 

sustains us. When we fail to worship God, we rebel 

against the purpose for which he made us.  

John 4:23 tells us that Jesus said, 

But the hour is coming, and is now here, 

when the true worshipers will worship the 

Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is 

seeking such people to worship him. 

Even though we have turned our backs on him, he 

seeks to lead us to turn back to him in worship. Have 

you come to that point in your life? Do you worship 

your Creator?  
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The highlight of heaven will not be pearly gates or 

lost loved ones or angels or any of the things on which 

those popular books focus. The highlight of heaven is 

God himself--the glorious and gracious king, the 

awesome judge, the source of all truth who is holy and 

eternal, our creator. If you are not yet a worshiper of 

God, I urge you to begin today.  

If you have already become a worshiper of God, 

would you seek to deepen your worship by deepening 

your understanding of who he is? It may help you to 

spend more time focusing on one of the 

characteristics we have considered today. I would add 

that the worship of God is not private. Praise for him 

should overflow into our conversations. Maybe this 

week you need to seek out an opportunity to tell 

someone how great God is. John has more to say 

about his vision of heaven in Revelation 5. I encourage 

you to read ahead.  

May God help us worship him in spirit and truth! 
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1. Which of these characteristics do you think about 

most? Why? 

 

 

 

2. How should this description of God change your 

outlook on life? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to keep a heavenly 

perspective throughout the week? 
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When my children were younger, they wanted a 

band-aid to cover every minor scrape or scratch. It 

seemed as if hiding the wound helped them forget 

about it. There were times when I couldn’t even see a 

mark on them, but somehow a band-aid still made 

them feel better. Wouldn’t it be nice if it were that 

easy to deal with pain in our lives? Not just physical, 

but emotional.  

It concerns me that Christians often take a band-

aid approach to pain and suffering. We give someone 
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a Bible verse like Romans 8:28—“And we know that 

for those who love God all things work together for 

good, for those who are called according to his 

purpose.” We act as if once they hear those words they 

will simply put aside their sadness and be happy. Is it 

really that easy? Is the gospel of Jesus supposed to 

make us positive and giddy all of the time? 

That shallow approach to suffering stands in stark 

contrast to the complexity of the book of Revelation, 

yet Jesus had John write the book to comfort suffering 

Christians. As we have seen, the book presents 

knowledge of the future in order to give believers 

strength to persevere.  

Today we come to the fifth chapter of Revelation. 

In chapter 4, John tells how he was taken to heaven to 

see the throne of God. Chapter 5 continues the story 

of his incredible vision as Jesus Christ enters the 

heavenly scene. As we read through the chapter, we 

find a clear progression. It begins with John weeping, 

but ends with all creation worshiping Christ. I think 

John’s vision of Christ in Revelation 5 teaches us four 

thoughts to lead us from weeping to worship. 
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I spent most of my college years working for a 

painter, and on a few occasions, we worked in older 

homes with plaster walls. There were always cracks in 

those walls, and the temptation was to just smear 

some spackle into the crack and paint over it. If we 

took that superficial approach, the crack would 

probably reappear within a few weeks.  

To really fix the problem we had to knock out any 

loose chunks of plaster, so simple cracks became 

gaping holes. On one occasion the plaster on an entire 

wall had to be removed to reveal that the wood lathe 

beneath had rotted. The times of pain and suffering in 
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our lives are like those cracks. They point to a major 

problem that will not be solved by superficial 

treatment.  

We live in a world that has been corrupted by sin. 

Every hurt, fear, and frustration is just a symptom of 

that corruption that began when Adam and Eve 

sinned. But even back in Genesis 3:15, God promised 

that evil would one day be defeated. To the serpent 

who tempted them he said, “I will put enmity between 

you and the woman, and between your offspring and 

her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall 

bruise his heel.” Over time further revelation showed 

that this ultimate victory would come through the 

establishment of God’s kingdom. In Daniel 7:13-14, 

the prophet Daniel saw a vision of the coming king. 

He says,  

I saw in the night visions, and behold, with 

the clouds of heaven there came one like a 

son of man, and he came to the Ancient of 

Days and was presented before him. And to 

him was given dominion and glory and a 

kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 

languages should serve him; his dominion is 

an everlasting dominion, which shall not 
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pass away, and his kingdom one that shall 

not be destroyed. 

The coming of that messianic king, the Christ, is the 

only hope we have for the elimination of evil and 

suffering from our world. 

In Revelation 5:1-4, John sees a similar vision. He 

says,  

Then I saw in the right hand of him who was 

seated on the throne a scroll written within 

and on the back, sealed with seven seals. 

And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming with a 

loud voice, "Who is worthy to open the 

scroll and break its seals?" And no one in 

heaven or on earth or under the earth was 

able to open the scroll or to look into it, and 

I began to weep loudly because no one was 

found worthy to open the scroll or to look 

into it. 

The seals on this scroll indicate that it has some kind 

of legal importance, like a contract or a will. Some 

people think that it contains God’s covenantal 

promises from the Old Testament. Others think that 

the events described in the rest of Revelation were 

written in it. We cannot be certain of the scroll’s 

contents, but as we continue reading Revelation, it 
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does become clear that the unrolling of this scroll 

coincides with the ultimate defeat of evil and the 

establishment of God’s kingdom on earth. 

When no one steps forward to claim the scroll, 

John realized that our entire hope is at stake, and so 

he wept. Would you weep about that? Do you see the 

need for Christ to come and reign? Is that your 

prayer? Or are you just covering over the cracks, 

trying to hold life together in your own strength? That 

effort will never work. We need to see and feel the 

deep and urgent need we have for Christ to come and 

reign, eliminating evil and suffering from our world. 
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We have grown accustomed to seeing life through 

a lens. With so many people carrying smart phones 

around, most events that takes place in the world are 

captured on video. So when we read a book like 

Revelation, we try to imagine it as if John is narrating 

a video. But he isn’t.  

The culture of John’s day relied almost exclusively 

upon words and imagery. The next few verses use a 

string of images to describe Jesus Christ that seem 

absurd and contradictory if we force them into a 

video. When we allow each image to stand alone, we 

learn much about who Jesus is and what he has done.  



— 246 — 

In Revelation 5:5-7, John says,  

And one of the elders said to me, "Weep no 

more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, 

the Root of David, has conquered, so that he 

can open the scroll and its seven seals." And 

between the throne and the four living 

creatures and among the elders I saw a 

Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, 

with seven horns and with seven eyes, which 

are the seven spirits of God sent out into all 

the earth. And he went and took the scroll 

from the right hand of him who was seated 

on the throne.  

First, one of the elders describes Jesus in 

Revelation 5:5 as the Lion of Judah. Judah was one of 

the twelve sons of Jacob; his descendants became one 

of the twelve tribes of Israel. Genesis 49:9-10 tells us 

that before Jacob died he said,  

Judah is a lion's cub; from the prey, my son, 

you have gone up. He stooped down; he 

crouched as a lion and as a lioness; who 

dares rouse him? The scepter shall not 

depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from 

between his feet, until tribute comes to him; 

and to him shall be the obedience of the 

peoples. 
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We still refer to the lion as the king of beasts, and that 

is the point of this description. Of all of Jacob’s sons, 

God’s kingdom promise would be fulfilled through 

Judah. Jesus is that powerful ruler.  

Next in Revelation 5:5 Jesus is described as the 

root of David. David was of the tribe of Judah and 

lived some 800 years after Jacob’s prophecy. He ruled 

as king over ancient Israel, and God promised to bring 

about his kingdom promises through one of David’s 

descendants. Many years after David’s reign, God in 

Isaiah 11:1 God revealed, “There shall come forth a 

shoot from the stump of Jesse, and a branch from his 

roots shall bear fruit.” Jesse was David’s father. The 

rest of the chapter speaks of the fruit that would be 

produced by David’s descendant. It speaks of perfect 

harmony in nature between wolves and lambs, 

leopards and goats, cows and bears, lions and oxen, 

even men and snakes. Jesus is the one who will bring 

this about.  

John then describes Jesus in Revelation 5:6 as, “a 

lamb standing as though it had been slain.” The Old 

Testament required each Jewish household to 

sacrifice a lamb each year to commemorate the 
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Passover. In the first Passover recorded in Exodus 12, 

God’s angel was going to strike down all of the first-

born sons throughout Egypt. To protect their sons, 

Jewish families were to offer up a lamb in place of 

their son, spreading its blood on their doorpost as a 

sign for God’s angel to pass over their home.  

Many years later after Jesus was born, John the 

Baptist used the imagery of the Passover to describe 

Jesus. John 1:29 says, “The next day he saw Jesus 

coming toward him, and said, ‘Behold, the Lamb of 

God, who takes away the sin of the world!’” Through 

his death on the cross, Jesus took our place, dying for 

our sin. Apart from that great sacrifice, none of us 

would be able to participate in his kingdom.  

Back in Revelation 5:6, John adds one more 

image. He speaks of the lamb having “seven horns and 

with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God 

sent out into all the earth.” As I have said, this 

description makes for a strange picture if we try to 

combine it all together. If we allow it to stand on its 

own, however, the horns and eyes communicate the 

power and knowledge Jesus has through the work of 

the Holy Spirit throughout the world today.  
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John’s string of images reveal the past, present, 

and future work of Christ. He was the once-for-all 

sacrifice for sin two thousand years ago, and he is 

presently at work through his Spirit until the day he 

returns to rule as the lion of Judah and to bring forth 

the fruit of perfect worldwide peace as the root of 

David. If we truly understand our need for him, then 

we cannot help but appreciate who he is and what he 

does. 
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Life often seems like a puzzle. As different trials 

come our way, even those who deny God’s existence 

look for a design, a guiding purpose, something that 

will fit all the pieces together into something that 

makes sense. There is a purpose, but it only becomes 

clear in light of our need for Christ and his perfect 

work. This point becomes clear in Revelation 5:8-10. 

John says,  

And when he had taken the scroll, the four 

living creatures and the twenty-four elders 

fell down before the Lamb, each holding a 

harp, and golden bowls full of incense, 

which are the prayers of the saints. And they 
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sang a new song, saying, "Worthy are you to 

take the scroll and to open its seals, for you 

were slain, and by your blood you ransomed 

people for God from every tribe and 

language and people and nation, and you 

have made them a kingdom and priests to 

our God, and they shall reign on the earth." 

Though some think these elders are angelic beings, 

last week I shared the reasons why I think it more 

likely that they are human representatives of all 

believers. Here they offer up the prayers of believers 

as part of their worship of Christ, and as they sing to 

him they speak of three purposes for believers.  

The first purpose mentioned at the end of verse 9 

is to be ransomed for God. Christ’s blood was the 

price he paid to purchase us as his own special 

possession. God spoke of this purpose back in Exodus 

19:5 after rescuing the Israelites from Egypt. He said, 

“Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and 

keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured 

possession among all peoples, for all the earth is 

mine.” That was Israel’s purpose as a nation, but, as 

we see here in Revelation 5, Christ has also ransomed 

people from every tribe and language and people and 
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nation. Christ special possession includes people from 

every group. Life’s trials and temptations are not 

meant to push us away from him. They serve as 

opportunities for us to live for him. 

The next purpose mentioned in Revelation 5:10 is 

to be a kingdom and priests to our God. This 

expression is also used in Exodus 19 in verse 6. God 

says, “and you shall be to me a kingdom of priests and 

a holy nation. These are the words that you shall 

speak to the people of Israel.” Israel had priests, but 

God also wanted all of them as a nation to serve in a 

priestly capacity by representing him to the rest of the 

world. Here again, in Revelation 5, it becomes clear 

that this mission was not unique to Israel. Every 

believer represents God to the unbelieving world. So 

trials and temptations give us the opportunity not 

only to show that we are God’s possession, but also to 

represent Christ and share the hope that we have in 

him. 

Finally, the song of the living creatures and elders 

concludes in Revelation 5:10 by showing Christ’s 

future purpose for believers--to reign on the earth. 

That idea is reiterated several times throughout 
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Revelation. He mentions it in the letters to the church 

of Thyatira in chapter 2 and to the church of Laodicea 

in chapter 3. Then he mentions it again at the end of 

the book in Revelation 20. Though suffering and evil 

seem to run amok now, when Christ returns we will 

participate in his mission of bringing everything and 

everyone into line with his perfect rule.  

These purposes give our lives meaning and value. 

In many ways, they are the answers to our prayers as 

they show us how even the most difficult pieces of life 

fit together to serve Christ’s purposes for us. Do you 

ever stop to think about these purposes? This song is 

one that we should sing to focus our hearts on living 

for Christ. 
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Responding to Christ here and now is like 

swimming upstream. Everything in our world pushes 

against us, but it won’t always be that way. What John 

sees in heaven will become universal. In Revelation 

5:11-14 he says,  

Then I looked, and I heard around the 

throne and the living creatures and the 

elders the voice of many angels, numbering 

myriads of myriads and thousands of 

thousands, saying with a loud voice, 

"Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to 

receive power and wealth and wisdom and 

might and honor and glory and blessing!" 

And I heard every creature in heaven and on 
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earth and under the earth and in the sea, 

and all that is in them, saying, "To him who 

sits on the throne and to the Lamb be 

blessing and honor and glory and might 

forever and ever!" And the four living 

creatures said, "Amen!" and the elders 

fell down and worshiped. 

What John describes here is like a worship 

tsunami. It began with those closest to the throne, the 

four living creatures and the twenty-four elders. Then 

it spreads to all the angels and builds in verse 11. 

Finally, in verse 13 every created thing is swept up 

into the worship of Christ. That complete unity of 

worship will not come about until Christ returns and 

brings everything into subjection to himself. Paul 

speaks of this in Philippians 2:9-11, saying, 

Therefore God has highly exalted him and 

bestowed on him the name that is above 

every name, so that at the name of Jesus 

every knee should bow, in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth, and every tongue 

confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 

glory of God the Father. 

The theme of this worship in Revelation 5 is the 

worthiness of Christ. He deserves for all of our power, 
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wealth, wisdom, and might to be offered up in 

devotion and service to him. He deserves for us to 

show honor in every way conceivable. He deserves for 

us to speak of his glory. He deserves for us to bless 

him, speaking good things about him.  

In the midst of all that we face now, it is a 

challenge to keep our focus on him. We do weep, but 

if instead of seeking a superficial solution, we think of 

our need and the work of Christ and his purpose in 

our life and the ultimate response of all creation to 

him, then we find that even in the midst of life here 

we begin to worship.  
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Are these thoughts new to you? Do you need to 

learn more about Christ? If so, I encourage you to 

begin reading the Gospel of John. Maybe you have 

never trusted in Christ or placed your hope in him. If 

that is the case, would you consider embracing these 

truths? Place your hope in Christ, or if you have done 

so before and slipped away from it, renew your hope 

in him. Maybe today your hope is firmly fixed in 

Christ, but you need to grow in worshiping him. 

Would you make a commitment to spending time 

focusing your heart and mind on him? Or maybe 

today you think of Christ’s purpose for us to represent 

him. Is there someone with whom you need to share 

your hope in Christ? May Christ be exalted in our 

hearts and lives! 
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1. How does this passage change your view of 

suffering? 

 

 

 

2. How does this passage change your understanding 

of Christ’s purpose for us? 

 

 

 

3. How does this passage change your understanding 

of worship? 
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When spring days finally arrive here in West 

Michigan, the feeling is amazing. We no longer need 

the burdensome coats, hats, and gloves that weighed 

us down throughout the harsh winter. We are free to 

simply walk outside and enjoy the sunshine.  

Just as we long for that freedom of spring, some 

people long to be free from religion, particularly 

Christianity. They find it burdensome, restrictive, and 

harsh. They accuse religion of causing conflict and 

backward thinking. They want to live in an 



— 260 — 

enlightened world without any notion of God. They 

believe that only then will there be true progress. 

Most of us would never say anything like that, yet we 

often live as if there is no God. How is that any 

different? And what would life be like if God let the 

world go to be “free” to pursue our desires? 

Today we return to our study of Revelation that I 

have titled “Knowledge of the Future--Strength to 

Persevere.” Thus far we have studied the first five 

chapters that record John’s vision of Jesus, Jesus’ 

letters to seven churches in Asia Minor, and John’s 

vision of God’s throne in heaven. In chapter 5 John 

notices a scroll sealed with seven seals--some kind of 

legal document like a will declaring an inheritance or 

a deed of title declaring ownership. When an angel 

asks who is worthy to open the scroll, no one is found 

except for Jesus. He is declared to be the Root of 

David, the perfect king promised in the Old 

Testament. Because of his sacrificial death for our sins 

on the cross, he is presented as the Lamb who is 

worthy of worship.  

Today we come to Revelation 6 where Jesus opens 

the sealed scroll, and as each seal is broken in heaven, 
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major events unfold on earth. Popular books and 

movies portray heroes fighting to prevent end times 

events, but these events are actually an essential part 

of the process that will culminate in Jesus returning to 

earth as king. People need to see what life will be like 

without God’s help, so that they might repent and 

turn to God. Revelation 6 reveals what will happen 

when Jesus allows the world to pursue six desires 

apart from God’s gracious involvement. 

We could easily get caught up in speculation about 

the fulfillment of these prophetic events. My goal, 

however, is to keep the speculation to a minimum so 

that we can focus on application. We need to consider 

how we are presently pursuing each of these desires. 

Are we pursuing them apart from God or are we fixing 

our hope on Christ to fulfill them now and forever? 
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Our country’s presidential election is over a year 

and a half away, but over the past few weeks the news 

has been filled with stories of various individuals 

beginning their campaigns. Leadership is important 

to us, too important. We can fall into thinking that the 

future of our country all rests on that one person.  

Our leaders easily become our idols. The people of 

ancient Israel succumbed to that temptation. God 

raised up prophetic judges like Samuel to lead them, 

but they wanted a king instead. When they asked 

Samuel to appoint a king, 1 Samuel 8:7 tells us, 
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And the Lord said to Samuel, “Obey the 

voice of the people in all that they say to 

you, for they have not rejected you, but they 

have rejected me from being king over 

them.” 

In God’s kindness, he turned their rejection into a 

blessing. The role of king in Israel will ultimately be 

fulfilled by Jesus, but we are still tempted to place our 

hope and trust in human leaders. As Jesus opens the 

first seal on the scroll, one leader is allowed to claim 

unprecedented power throughout the earth.  

In Revelation 6:1-2 John says, 

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!” 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. 

We learned of these living creatures in chapter 4. They 

are angelic beings who worship God and always stay 

close to his throne in heaven. The first four seals 

involve four horses, each of a different color. We’ll see 

in a moment that the rider of the fourth horse is called 

Death and Hades, so it seems best to understand all 
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four of these riders not as literal people or even angels 

but as symbolic representations of forces at work on 

the earth. Here the rider of the white horse with his 

crown and bow represents conquest.  

Some kind of kingdom spreads throughout the 

world at this point, and it seems to happen peacefully, 

because no conflict is mentioned until the next seal is 

opened. Some scholars speculate that this part of the 

vision has been fulfilled through conquests that have 

occurred throughout history. Some even say that it 

represents the spread of the gospel, but Paul spoke of 

a future end times sense of peace in 1 Thessalonians 

5:3. He says,  

While people are saying, “There is peace and 

security,” then sudden destruction will come 

upon them as labor pains come upon a 

pregnant woman, and they will not escape. 

The peace that is brought about by this time of 

conquest is only temporary. We will see this in the 

subsequent seals. 

The leader of this conquest is not mentioned here 

in Revelation 6, but Revelation 13 identifies him as 

the Beast. Elsewhere John refers to him as the 
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Antichrist who establishes a kingdom to both mirror 

and oppose the kingdom of Christ. We see his path to 

power in Daniel 9. As God reveals to Daniel the end-

times future of Jerusalem, he speaks of a future 

prince. Daniel 9:27 says, “And he shall make a strong 

covenant with many for one week…” This Antichrist 

will unite the whole world through diplomacy. He will 

be the brilliant politician for whom the entire world is 

waiting, yet his conquest does not begin until Jesus 

opens that first seal. Revelation 6:2 says that the 

crown is given to him. Jesus will still be in control. 

Even the Antichrist will ultimately serve God’s 

purpose by showing that leadership without God is 

disastrous.  

Where are you looking for leadership today? Are 

you like Israel back in the days of Samuel? Are you 

waiting for some great human leader to come along? 

Or is your hope fixed on the return of Jesus, the 

perfect leader chosen by God. Is he the one you’re 

following? 
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Every spring a pair of doves nests in my backyard. 

The soft cooing sound they make is very calming, so it 

is no surprise that many cultures throughout the 

world have seen the dove as a symbol of peace. When 

Jesus was baptized we are told that the Holy Spirit 

descended upon him as a dove. The Spirit is the 

source of true peace. In fact Romans 14:7 ties together 

Christ’s kingdom with peace and the work of the 

Spirit. Paul says, “For the kingdom of God is not a 

matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness 

and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” As we have 

seen, the Antichrist will undoubtedly make every 
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effort to mirror Christ’s kingdom and present his rule 

as a reign of peace, but it cannot last. 

In Revelation 6:3-4 John says, 

When he opened the second seal, I heard 

the second living creature say, “Come!” And 

out came another horse, bright red. Its rider 

was permitted to take peace from the earth, 

so that people should slay one another, and 

he was given a great sword. 

Jesus is not the source of the conflict, but he does 

permit the rider to take away peace. Just like the 

crown given to the rider on the white horse, it would 

seem that God gives the sword to this rider. God is 

sovereign, and yet people are responsible for their 

actions. The sinfulness of the human heart boils over 

as a people slay one another.  

I don’t think we realize how much the grace of God 

is at work in the world restraining people. James 4:1-2 

says,  

What causes quarrels and what causes fights 

among you? Is it not this, that your passions 

are at war within you? You desire and do 

not have, so you murder. You covet and 

cannot obtain, so you fight and quarrel. You 

do not have, because you do not ask. 
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That is the natural inclination of our hearts apart from 

Christ. Matthew 24:6 tells us that Jesus said, “And 

you will hear of wars and rumors of wars. See that you 

are not alarmed, for this must take place, but the end 

is not yet.” Every time our country enters a conflict, 

some people speculate that it is the start of the end 

times, but throughout history there have always been 

wars taking place. The conflict in Revelation 6 seems 

to be at a new level. People desire peace, but apart 

from God it is impossible to achieve. 

The term slay used in Revelation 6:4 may have the 

connotation of a religious sacrifice, so some of this 

conflict may be religiously motivated. The same word 

is used in verse 9 to speak of the killing of believers. 

Jesus anticipated this persecution. Matthew 24:9 tells 

us that he said, “Then they will deliver you up to 

tribulation and put you to death, and you will be hated 

by all nations for my name's sake.” Even today the 

world’s pursuit of peace tolerates everyone except 

those who hold to biblical morality. It would make 

sense that the believers alive during the reign of the 

Antichrist, will be targeted as an intolerant group who 

upset the peace. Of course, the persecution of 
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believers is nothing new. There have always been 

places where believers face rejection and even 

martyrdom for their faith, yet this persecution seems 

to be universal.  

So how are you pursuing peace? Do you rely upon 

the Holy Spirit? Are you longing for Christ’s kingdom? 

Or do you follow the world’s formula for peace, 

abandoning your moral conviction to tolerate 

everything? That path to peace inevitably leads people 

to oppose Christ and the people who faithfully follow 

him. 
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The way you think about money says a lot about 

your spiritual condition.  Matthew 6:24 tells us that 

Jesus said,  

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. 

God wants us to focus on obeying and serving him, 

and he promises us that those who do will enjoy an 

inheritance in Christ’s kingdom. The pursuit of 

financial prosperity in this world, however, can easily 

enslave us.  
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That pursuit will play a significant part in the 

Antichrist’s empire. Revelation 13 speaks of a special 

mark needed to buy or sell at that time, but there 

cannot be any real prosperity apart from God’s 

provision. In Revelation 6:5-6 John says,  

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. 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!”  

A denarius was a whole day’s wage for an average 

person, and a quart of wheat would be a minimal 

amount to keep someone from starving. Barley is 

cheaper, but has lower nutritional value. The point is 

that a person will barely be able to feed himself much 

less a family. Oil and wine are luxuries that will have 

to be carefully preserved. The black horse and its rider 

represent worldwide famine.  

Matthew 5:45 tells us that Jesus said that God, 

“makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and 
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sends rain on the just and on the unjust.” Any food or 

prosperity anyone has is a gift from God, but people 

ignore Him. So when Jesus opens the third seal, God 

withdraws much of his provision to get people’s 

attention. He wants to show them the foolishness of 

trusting themselves and their efforts to prosper apart 

from him.  

Have you learned this lesson? Do you acknowledge 

God’s provision? Or do you pursue money as if there 

is no God? Are you thankful for every good thing he 

gives?  
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The pursuit of leadership, peace, and prosperity 

has not changed much throughout history, but with 

the incredible strides in medical technology made 

over the past several decades, the pursuit of health 

has become an obsession for our generation. We think 

doctors should have a solution for every ache and 

pain, whether physical or emotional. 

How often do we look to our medicine cabinet 

without even thinking of praying for healing? In 

Exodus 15:26 God said to the Israelites, 

If you will diligently listen to the voice of the 

Lord your God, and do that which is right in 
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his eyes, and give ear to his commandments 

and keep all his statutes, I will put none of 

the diseases on you that I put on the 

Egyptians, for I am the Lord, your healer. 

We must recognize that God is the source of health.  

One of the blessings of Christ’s kingdom will be 

perfect health. Revelation 22 speaks of the restoration 

of the tree of life that was lost when Adam and Eve 

sinned. John says the leaves of that tree were for the 

healing of the nations. When Jesus healed people 

during his ministry, he was giving a preview of coming 

attractions. He was showing what his kingdom would 

be like. Antichrist will attempt to copy those miracles. 

In 2 Thessalonians 2:9, Paul says, “The coming of the 

lawless one is by the activity of Satan with all power 

and false signs and wonders.” Whatever healing he 

will be able to demonstrate will only be superficial.  

In Revelation 6:7-8 John says, 

When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the 

voice of the fourth living creature say, 

“Come!” 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 
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with sword and with famine and with 

pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth. 

The world’s current population is estimated to be over 

7.2 billion. One fourth of that would be 1.8 billion 

people. Or to put it in more practical terms, imagine if 

one out of every four people died. 

Any health we experience is a gracious gift from 

God, but people increasingly approach health as if it is 

all under our control. The effect when Jesus opens 

this fourth seal will serve as a powerful reminder of 

the utter foolishness of humanity’s attempt to live life 

without God.  
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There’s a lot of talk today about justice. It seems 

like every week we hear news of some law 

enforcement person somewhere accused of abusing 

their authority. Injustice grates against our sense of 

right and wrong, but Proverbs 29:26 gives us an 

interesting perspective. It says, “Many seek the face of 

a ruler, but it is from the Lord that a man gets justice.” 

Our best efforts to find justice are doomed to fail 

because we live in a fallen world. As we have already 

seen, the conflict of the second seal inevitably turns 

against those who are guilty of nothing but worshiping 

the true of God.  
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While the opening of the first four seals will result 

in events on earth, the opening of the fifth seal 

prompts a conversation in heaven. In Revelation 6:9-

11 John says,  

“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. 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?’ 

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.” 

The martyrs will cry for justice to be carried out on 

earth, and Jesus will bring about that justice but not 

yet. The injustice will continue as other believers 

suffer for their faith under the reign of the Antichrist.  

Where do you look for justice, to human 

governments or to God? A lot of American believers 

today are caught up in asserting our rights or even 

trying to enforce some of God’s standards on the 

unbelieving world. How do those efforts fit with the 
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response given to believers here in Revelation 6? Are 

you willing to trust God’s timing? Are you willing to 

wait upon him for justice? 
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Before we moved to this side of town, we lived in a 

home over near Western Michigan University. The 

previous owner was an elderly widower. We suspected 

that someone must have broken into the home at 

some point, because on some of the exterior doors he 

had installed as many as four separate locks along 

with an expensive alarm system. We all want to feel 

some sense of security, but I don’t know whether he 

ever did. Beneath all of the desires we have considered 

is the desire for security. The presence of leadership, 

peace, prosperity, health and justice all combine to 
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make us feel secure. So with all of these things taken 

away, what else could be left? 

In Revelation 6:12-17 John says,  

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, and the stars 

of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree 

sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. 

The sky vanished like a scroll that is being 

rolled up, and every mountain and island 

was removed from its place. 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, 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, for the great 

day of their wrath has come, and who can 

stand?" 

It is as if nature itself begins to unravel both in the sky 

and on earth. I know from personal experience how 

unsettling a major earthquake can be. If that were 

combined with eclipses of some sort and meteor 

showers, the effect would be terrifying.  
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Aparently something in these cataclysmic signs 

will convince people that Jesus is returning in 

judgment. Jesus described similar events in Matthew 

24 and then added in verse 30, 

Then will appear in heaven the sign of the 

Son of Man, and then all the tribes of the 

earth will mourn, and they will see the Son 

of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with 

power and great glory. 

All confidence and security will be stripped away as 

people are confronted with Christ’s return, because 

they went through life as if he did not exist. They 

rejected him and completely ignored him. At that 

point there is nothing left but fear and mourning.  

Thankfully, no one has to experience that kind of 

fear and dread. First John 2:28 says, 

And now, little children, abide in him, so 

that when he appears we may have 

confidence and not shrink from him in 

shame at his coming. 

Do you abide in Christ? Is he the center of your life 

and the source of your security?  
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It may seem that you can go through life without 

God, but you can’t. Everything we desire is found in 

Jesus and his coming kingdom: leadership, peace, 

prosperity, health, justice, and security. Those desires 

cannot be fulfilled by our own efforts. Whatever 

degree of satisfaction we find of those desires here 

and now is a gift of God’s common grace, but when 

Jesus begins to open the seals that gift is taken away. 

Whenever that happens, the people who live through 

that time period will see what life without God is 

really like.  

If you are not yet a follower of Jesus, would you 

begin to hope in him? In his first coming, Jesus died 

and rose again in order to rescue us from God’s wrath. 

You can be forgiven of your sins so that you do not 

have to fear when Jesus comes again. You can look 

ahead with confidence. If you are not ready to take 

that step but you want to know more, I would suggest 

that you read Revelation 22. That chapter shows the 

ultimate fulfillment of all of these desires.  

If you do follow Christ, is your hope really focused 

on him or are you pursuing some of these desires 
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apart from him? He is the leader we should follow. He 

is the source of peace, prosperity, health, justice, and 

security. Are you looking to him? Are you praying for 

his kingdom to come? And if you do see Jesus this 

way, do you treasure him enough to share your hope 

with others?  

May God open our eyes to see all that we have in 

him.  
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1. How is your hope in Jesus reflected in the way you 

have personally pursued these desires? 

 

 

 

2. How should your hope in Jesus change the way 

you pursue these desires? 

 

 

 

3. What conversation topics would present a good 

opportunity for you to share your hope in Jesus?  
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Playgrounds are designed to be fun for kids, but a 

lot of serious business takes place there. It’s a place 

where grandparents show how much they spoil their 

grandkids. It’s a place where parents show how much 

they protect their kids. It’s a place where kids show 

how they handle physical challenges, fears, and 

conflicts.  

Do you keep trying to make it across the monkey 

bars or just give up? How high are you willing to 

climb? Are you brave enough to slide down the 
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fireman’s pole? How do you deal with that pushy kid? 

There’s always a pushy kid. Those experiences at the 

playground force people to define who they really are.  

We have been studying the book of Revelation in a 

series I have called “Knowledge of the Future--

Strength to Persevere.” Much of the book focuses on 

an intense period of time that is far removed from the 

playground, a time of tribulation throughout the 

earth. But like the playground, this time of tribulation 

forces people to define who they really are.  

Last week we looked at Revelation 6 and 

considered the events that come about on earth as 

Jesus unrolls the sealed scroll in heaven. Those 

judgments force unbelievers to see what life is like 

without God’s common grace.  

Revelation 7 introduces us to two groups of people 

who follow Christ: the 144,000 and a great multitude 

in heaven. People have very different views about 

these two groups. Their speculations are often 

presented as fact. I will share with you those views 

and explain which one I think is most accurate, but I 

want to frame our discussion in a more practical way.  
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I think the descriptions of the 144,000 and the 

great multitude in Revelation 7 show us five 

perspectives on the true identity of a Christian. If you 

are not a Christian, these perspectives will help you 

understand what it really means to be one. If you are a 

Christian, then I challenge you to consider whether 

you think of yourself from these perspectives.   
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Our society invests a lot of power in illegible 

scribbles. Your signature shows your approval of 

purchases from a few dollars on a credit card to a 30 

year home mortgage. Your signature confirms 

instructions about your medical care when you die 

and about what should be done with all your 

possessions afterward.  

Instead of a signature, in ancient times, people of 

means and power would approve similar documents 

by pressing a signet ring into melted wax. In 

Revelation 6 John tells how he watched Jesus open 
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seals like this on the scroll he receive from his 

Heavenly Father.  

Revelation 7:1-3 speaks of a seal applied to 

something other than paper. John says,  

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. 

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, saying, "Do not harm 

the earth or the sea or the trees, until we 

have sealed the servants of our God on their 

foreheads." 

These people have a special connection with God. 

They serve him and he places his seal upon them. 

Revelation 14:1 says that they have the name of Jesus 

and his Father written on their foreheads. This seal is 

proof of their relationship with God. The book does 

not say whether or not this seal is visible to normal 

people, but apparently angels recognize it. The seal 

identifies these people so that they will be spared from 
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some of the end times suffering that these angels will 

inflict upon the world.  

The Apostle Paul spoke of a seal that God places 

upon all believers. In Ephesians 1:13 Paul said,  

In him you also, when you heard the word of 

truth, the gospel of your salvation, and 

believed in him, were sealed with the 

promised Holy Spirit. 

When you believe in Jesus, God’s Spirit enters your 

life. The Spirit helps us understand God’s truth and 

enables us to grow in obedience. The Spirit also serves 

as God’s seal upon us, confirming our relationship 

with him, preserving our faith, and securing our 

ultimate salvation for eternity. 

Some scholars argue that the group sealed in 

John’s vision symbolizes all Christians. In that 

interpretation it would make sense to say that the seal 

in Revelation 7 is the same as the seal in Ephesians 1, 

but the details that are given in Revelation suggest 

that this group and their seal are unique and different. 

I’ll say more about these differences in a moment.  

However you understand God’s seal upon this 

particular group, the underlying truth is that God 
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wants to put his name on us. He wants everyone to 

know that we belong to him and that we are on his 

side. Is that how you view yourself? Do you live as if 

God’s name is on you?  

I think that this kind of identification with God 

was the real point of the Third Commandment. 

Exodus 20:7 says, “You shall not take the name of the 

LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold 

him guiltless who takes his name in vain.” Jews think 

this commandment means that they should not say 

the name of God. Most Christians think it means that 

they should not swear. I think taking the name of God 

speaks of how you live. Do you really represent him as 

his servant or is your association with his name empty 

and worthless? Every Christian is sealed to serve. 
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Children are not born as a blank slate. I think that 

at the moment a child is conceived, God gives life to a 

soul with a unique personality. Even while they are 

still in the womb that personality can begin to express 

itself. Parents have to get to know their child as he or 

she grows and develops. But in the case of adoption, 

particularly with an older child, parents are able to 

know something about who is becoming a part of their 

family. Some kids may already have some real 

challenges, but the parents adopting them make a 

choice to enter that relationship. Think how much 
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greater God’s knowledge is when he chooses to enter a 

relationship with a person.  

As John continues to describe this first group in 

Revelation 7 we find out something about their 

relationship with God. In verses 4-8 he says, 

And I heard the number of the sealed, 

144,000, sealed from every tribe of the sons 

of Israel: 12,000 from the tribe of Judah 

were sealed, 12,000 from the tribe of 

Reuben, 12,000 from the tribe of Gad, 

12,000 from the tribe of Asher, 12,000 from 

the tribe of Naphtali, 12,000 from the tribe 

of Manasseh, 12,000 from the tribe of 

Simeon, 12,000 from the tribe of Levi, 

12,000 from the tribe of Issachar, 12,000 

from the tribe of Zebulun, 12,000 from the 

tribe of Joseph, 12,000 from the tribe of 

Benjamin were sealed. 

These verses are debated, so we need to understand 

some of the background in order to sort through the 

various interpretations. 

Israel (or Jacob, as he was also known) was the 

grandson of Abraham. The Book of Genesis tells us 

how God chose to enter a special relationship with 

Abraham, promising to give him a land, to make him 
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into a great nation, and to bless all the families of the 

earth through him. The Old Testament records how 

God fulfilled his promise, multiplying Israel’s 

descendants into a powerful nation with a special 

relationship with God. In many listings of the tribes, 

Levi is left out because they were the priestly tribe and 

did not stay together in have an allotment of land. 

Here they are included and the tribe of Dan is left out. 

Typically, Joseph is replaced by his two sons, Ephraim 

and Manasseh, but here Joseph seems to be listed in 

place of Ephraim. 

In spite of their relationship with God, the tribes of 

Israel often ignored him. Instead of worshiping God 

in response to his blessings, they turned to idolatry. 

Time and again God disciplined them to get their 

attention and lead them to repentance, yet even when 

they were scattered and taken into exile, God declared 

to them in Jeremiah 31:35-36, 

Thus says the LORD, who gives the sun for 

light by day and the fixed order of the moon 

and the stars for light by night, who stirs up 

the sea so that its waves roar-- the LORD of 

hosts is his name: "If this fixed order 

departs from before me, declares the LORD, 
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then shall the offspring of Israel cease from 

being a nation before me forever." 

In spite of Israel’s unfaithfulness, God’s commitment 

to them is as permanent as the sun, moon, and stars.  

Israel’s most serious rejection of God came when 

they refused to receive Jesus as their king. Matthew 

21:42-43 tells us that the week before he was 

crucified, Jesus said,  

Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in 

the Scriptures: ‘The stone that the builders 

rejected has become the cornerstone; this 

was the Lord's doing, and it is marvelous in 

our eyes’? Therefore I tell you, the kingdom 

of God will be taken away from you and 

given to a people producing its fruits.” 

Statements like these in the New Testament raise all 

sorts of questions. Were God’s Old Testament 

promises already sufficiently fulfilled or was there 

more to come? Was God changing his mind about 

Israel? Could he fulfill his Old Testament promises 

through non-Jewish people? Would it have to be a 

physical kingdom or could it be a purely spiritual 

thing? Your answers to those questions determine 
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how you understand this group of 144,000 in 

Revelation 7.  

Those who believe that God has turned away from 

Israel as a nation, typically consider this group to be a 

symbolic representation of all believers. This view is 

taught by Reformed churches and many others. They 

argue that the round numbers used point us toward 

this interpretation and that this group and the next 

group described in the chapter are one and the same. 

 I cannot accept this explanation, because as we 

will see in a moment, the next group is described 

using completely opposite terms. Furthermore, one of 

the problems with symbolic interpretations like this is 

that people can twist the passage to say anything that 

they want. For instance, cult groups like the Jehovah’s 

Witnesses have claimed that they themselves are the 

fulfillment of this prophecy. I do not see any 

indication in the chapter that we should read this 

symbolically.  

It makes more sense to accept this passage at face 

value and conclude that this 144,000 really is a group 

of Jews. Jews today have lost track of their tribal 

heritage, but God has not. Who is to say that he could 
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not choose 12,000 from each tribe? The passage does 

not say that these are the only people saved by God. 

They must have some special purpose, but Revelation 

does not indicate exactly what it is. Some consider 

them to be an army and others say that they are 

evangelists, but these ideas are the result of 

speculation. I believe the primary reason for God’s 

selection of this group is to demonstrate his 

faithfulness to his promises. 

Paul’s words in Romans 11:25-29 support this line 

of thought. He says,  

Lest you be wise in your own sight, I do not 

want you to be unaware of this mystery, 

brothers: a partial hardening has come upon 

Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has 

come in. And in this way all Israel will be 

saved, as it is written, "The Deliverer will 

come from Zion, he will banish ungodliness 

from Jacob"; "and this will be my covenant 

with them when I take away their sins." As 

regards the gospel, they are enemies for 

your sake. But as regards election, they are 

beloved for the sake of their forefathers. For 

the gifts and the calling of God are 

irrevocable. 
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God’s choice of Israel as a nation is different from his 

choice of us as individuals. Paul is not guaranteeing 

that every Jew who has ever lived will be saved. 

Jewish people who reject Christ will face eternal 

punishment. But at some point in the future, God will 

lead the nation as a whole to repent and receive Jesus 

as their Messiah. When that happens, and only then, 

will they be prepared to participate in the final 

fulfillment of God’s Old Testament promises.  

These Jews described in Revelation 7 have the 

incredible privilege of being individually chosen by 

God, and that is similar to the way God choose us. In 

Ephesians 1:3-4, Paul said, 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in Christ 

with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly 

places, even as he chose us in him before the 

foundation of the world, that we should be 

holy and blameless before him. 

If you truly believe in Christ today, it is because God 

in his grace has chosen to adopt you. We should be 

humbled and filled with gratitude to think of our 

identity as his selected sons.  
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How do you feel about singing? Some enjoy it, 

others do not, but the book of Revelation gives us the 

impression that heaven is filled with singing and 

shouting. In Revelation 7:9-12, he says,  

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, 

and crying out with a loud voice, "Salvation 

belongs to our God who sits on the throne, 

and to the Lamb!" And all the angels were 

standing around the throne and around the 
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elders and the four living creatures, and 

they fell on their faces before the throne and 

worshiped God, saying, "Amen! Blessing 

and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and 

honor and power and might be to our God 

forever and ever! Amen." 

Here we see the contrast between this group and 

the 144,000. The 144,000 were on earth, but this 

group is before the throne of God in heaven. The 

144,000 are limited in number, but from John’s view 

this multitude is so large that it cannot be numbered. 

The 144,000 were Jews, while this group is composed 

of people from every nation, tribe, people, and 

language. This shows us the success and amazing 

breadth of God’s plan of salvation. Apparently, these 

people do not abandon their culture. Instead, they use 

everything good in their heritage to celebrate the 

source of their salvation. 

This scene has some similarities with Jesus’ 

triumphal entry into Jerusalem at the beginning of the 

Passion Week. In both cases the people carried palm 

branches to celebrate their king. At the triumphal 

entry they shouted, “Hosanna,” a cry for salvation. 

Here in Revelation 7 they celebrate the salvation they 
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have already experienced, and their praises stir up a 

response from the angels, elders and living creatures 

around the throne. Everyone is swept up in 

celebrating the greatness of God.  

The next few verses in Revelation 7 help us further 

identify this multitude, but before we move on, 

consider how their response to God’s salvation 

compares with your own. Several Old Testament 

Psalms call for this kind of response. Psalm 95:1 says, 

“Oh come, let us sing to the LORD; let us make a 

joyful noise to the rock of our salvation!” Do you sing 

and shout his praise? Are you willing to make a joyful 

noise because of God’s salvation? If not, the next 

perspective may help change that. 
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Washing clothes is messy business. Have you ever 

noticed how dirty and dusty our washers and dryers 

get? The hardest stain to remove, however, is the stain 

left on our lives by our sins. That point comes out in 

Revelation 7:13-14. John says, 

Then one of the elders addressed me, 

saying, “Who are these, clothed in white 

robes, and from where have they come?” 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.” 



 

— 303 — 

These verses gives us two pieces of information 

about this group. First, they have come out of the 

great tribulation. Jesus used this expression in 

Matthew 24:21. He said, “For then there will be great 

tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning 

of the world until now, no, and never will be.” He was 

speaking of the period of time after a powerful world 

leader takes his seat in the Jewish temple, 

proclaiming himself to be God. As Jesus said, the 

suffering of that time period is uniquely intense. We 

will learn more about this great tribulation as we 

continue through the book of Revelation.  

While we cannot fully comprehend their suffering, 

verse 14 speaks of their identity in terms that apply to 

us as well. The elder says, “They have washed their 

robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” 

All of the people in this multitude needed to be 

washed because they sinned against God, just as you 

and I have sinned. We have done what he forbids, sins 

like hatred, lust, coveting, and greed. We have failed 

to do what he commands, primarily that we love him 

fully and love our neighbor as ourselves. Those sins 
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leave sickening stains on our lives, and the cleansing 

we need can only come from the blood of the Lamb.  

We think of blood as something that stains not 

something that cleanses, but the Old Testament 

taught that a blood sacrifice was necessary to atone 

for sin. When Jesus died on the cross, he was the 

perfect sacrifice for sin. 1 John 1:7-9 tells us, 

But if we walk in the light, as he is in the 

light, we have fellowship with one another, 

and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us 

from all sin. If we say we have no sin, we 

deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. 

If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just 

to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from 

all unrighteousness. 

This multitude had confessed their sins and begun to 

live in light of the gospel. They had trusted in Christ, 

and as a result, they were able to stand before God 

robed in the holiness and righteousness of Christ. 

They were sinners, but they were sanctified, made 

holy. Could that be said of you? Are you forgiven and 

cleansed through Jesus? We are all sinners, but in 

Christ we can be made clean.  
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I have a hard enough time caring for our family’s 

little dachshund. I cannot imagine caring for a whole 

herd of animals. At least here in Michigan, we have an 

abundance of grass, but that is not the case in the 

Middle East. Shepherds in that climate have to work 

hard to find food and water for their flock. Though 

Jesus is presented here in Revelation 7 as a Lamb, he 

is also a shepherd to this multitude and to all of us as 

well. Verses 15-17 say,  

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 
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them with his presence. They shall hunger 

no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun 

shall not strike them, nor any scorching 

heat. For the Lamb in the midst of the 

throne will be their shepherd, and he will 

guide them to springs of living water, and 

God will wipe away every tear from their 

eyes. 

Whatever these believers will endure on earth, 

they will find complete rest in the presence of God, 

and the same is true for us. As we saw last week in 

Revelation 6, we try to fulfill our desires apart from 

God, but it is futile. Ultimately, every desire, even our 

hunger and thirst points us to him. He is the one who 

satisfies. Psalm 16:11 says, “You make known to me 

the path of life; in your presence there is fullness of 

joy; at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” 

Everything we need is ultimately found in God. Are 

you willing to accept this point?  

This picture of Jesus as a shepherd shows us his 

care for us on an individual level. Matthew 9:36 says, 

“When he saw the crowds, he had compassion for 

them, because they were harassed and helpless, like 

sheep without a shepherd.” Apart from the leadership 

of Jesus, we are harassed and helpless. We need the 
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guidance that he has provided in his teaching. We 

need the comfort that comes from having someone 

who knows what it means to suffer. Are you willing to 

see yourself as his sheep? 
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Revelation 7 introduces us to these two unique 

groups: the 144,000 Jews and the multitude saved out 

of the great tribulation. As unique as they are, we 

share much in common with them. We can and 

should think of ourselves as sealed servants, selected 

sons, saved singers, sanctified sinners, and sheltered 

sheep. 

If you are not a Christian, these perspectives give 

you a sense of what it means to have a relationship 

with God through Jesus Christ. Are you ready to enter 

into that relationship? If so, speak to God today. Ask 

him to save you. If you are not ready to take that step, 

would you at least take some time to learn more. 

Ephesians 4 has a lot to say about the change that 

comes about in someone’s life through a relationship 

with God. Set aside some time this week to read that 

chapter. 

If you are a Christian, are these perspectives part 

of your identity? If so, they will work their way out in 

our behavior. Genuine change comes about in our 

lives through changing how we think. Do you need to 

change the way you view yourself? Or maybe there is 
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someone in your life who is discouraged and needs to 

hear some of these perspectives. Would you set aside 

some time to get together or write a note to try to 

encourage that person with what you have learned 

today? 

May God help us to live out who we truly are in 

Christ. 
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1. Which of these perspectives is most familiar to 

you? To what degree does that perspective shape 

how you live? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these perspectives is least familiar to 

you? How should that perspective shape your life? 

 

 

 

3. Under what circumstances could each of these 

perspectives be used to encourage a fellow 

Christian? 
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Two weeks ago, all of us here in Southwest 

Michigan had the rare opportunity to experience an 

earthquake. It was relatively small compared to one 

that I experienced when I lived in Southern California, 

but now all of you can give your own answer to a 

question that people have asked me. Which is worse a 

tornado or an earthquake?  

Of course, it all depends upon the magnitude, yet 

the one advantage we have when we face a tornado is 

that we know when one is coming. The wail of tornado 



— 312 — 

sirens gives us time to seek out a place of safety. 

Today our study of the book of Revelation brings us to 

the sounding of seven trumpets in Revelation 8-9. As 

we consider the flow of the book, it becomes clear that 

the events triggered by those trumpets serve as God’s 

version of a tornado siren.  

I have titled our study of Revelation, “Knowledge 

of the Future - Strength to Persevere,” because it was 

written to encourage Christians who were persecuted 

for their faith. The book records the Apostle John’s 

vision of the return of Jesus Christ. In chapter 5, John 

sees a sealed scroll in heaven that only Jesus can 

open. In chapter 6 as Jesus breaks the seals, John sees 

what will happen when God lets the world experience 

life without his gracious intervention. Chapter 7 

speaks of those protected from God’s coming wrath. 

In chapter 8, the last seal is broken on the scroll and 

trumpets begin to sound, warning of the imminent 

return of Christ.  

The series of future events described in Revelation 

8-9 point to six alarming experiences that God uses to 

get people’s attention. Even though these events 

express God’s wrath, those who live through them will 
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have the opportunity to turn to God in repentance. 

Though these experiences will take place in the future, 

all of us have similar experiences to a much lesser 

degree, and God wants to use our experiences to the 

same end, to turn our attention to him. As we walk 

through these two chapters, I encourage you to 

consider how God wants to use the similar 

experiences in your life. 
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We live in a world filled with sound. In nature, we 

hear birds chirp and the wind rustle through the trees. 

On the roads, we hear the sound of cars, trucks, and 

motorcycles driving by. In our homes, we hear the 

constant hum of appliances and the ticking of a clock. 

But for most of us, those sounds are not enough. We 

add in music, radio, TV, cell phones. We surround 

ourselves with sound, because if it ever becomes too 

quiet we feel exposed. Complete silence is alarming.  

Revelation 8:1 says, “When the Lamb opened the 

seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about 

half an hour.” Back in chapter 5, Jesus entered John’s 
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vision of heaven in the form of a Lamb. His 

appearance reminds us of his sacrificial death for our 

sins. He was given a sealed scroll representing his 

right to reign over all the earth, and here Jesus opens 

the final seal. There is such a sense of anticipation 

about what is about to happen that all the activity of 

heaven stops. Thus far John’s vision has been filled 

with the sound of God being praised by both angelic 

beings and humans who had already entered God’s 

presence, but at this point everything stops. 

Old Testament prophecy sometimes connects 

silence with the anticipation of God’s judgment. 

Zephaniah 1:7 says, “Be silent before the Lord GOD! 

For the day of the LORD is near; the LORD has 

prepared a sacrifice and consecrated his guests.” The 

prophet then goes on to speak of God punishing 

different groups of people. Zechariah 2:13 says, “Be 

silent, all flesh, before the LORD, for he has roused 

himself from his holy dwelling.” This silence flows 

from paralyzing awe at the powerful acts of God that 

are about to be unleashed.  

Perhaps we are uncomfortable with moments of 

complete silence because that is when the awareness 
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of God begins to press in upon us. If you have ignored 

God, that awareness is deeply convicting. But if you 

have been reconciled with God through faith in Christ, 

silence can be full of hope. In Psalm 62:1-2 David said,  

For God alone my soul waits in silence; from 

him comes my salvation. He alone is my 

rock and my salvation, my fortress; I shall 

not be greatly shaken. 

When you experience moments of silence, think of 

John’s experience in Revelation 8. Let it remind you 

to live in light of the day when Christ will return.  
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I fear that for many of us, our understanding of 

prayer may have more to do with Eastern mysticism 

than biblical Christianity. Mystics seek inner peace 

through meditation. They attempt to empty their 

minds by repeating a mantra over and over. Many 

people approach prayer the same way, but the biblical 

view of prayer has more in common with soldiers 

using a radio to call for air support. True prayer is a 

cry for Almighty God to intervene in our world. The 

reality of what happens when we pray is alarming.  

In Revelation 8:2-5, John says,  
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Then I saw the seven angels who stand 

before God, and seven trumpets were given 

to them. 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, and the smoke of the incense, 

with the prayers of the saints, rose before 

God from the hand of the angel. 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. 

The Old Testament Law instructed the Jewish 

priests to offer incense in the tabernacle every 

morning and evening during set times of prayer. The 

actions of this angel mirror that practice as he offers 

up incense in heaven along with the prayers of the 

saints. Revelation 6:10 gives us some idea as to the 

subject of their prayers. It speaks of believers who had 

been martyred and tells us, “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?’” In response, the angel takes 

fire from the altar and throws it down to earth, 

causing lightning, thunder, and an earthquake. This is 
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the prelude to the outpouring of God’s wrath that 

takes place as the trumpets are blown. God’s wrath is 

the answer to the prayer of the martyrs. 

These events are also part of God’s answer for all 

of our prayers. Matthew 6:9-10 tells us that Jesus 

said, “Pray then like this: ‘Our Father in heaven, 

hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your 

will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.’” Why is the 

coming of God’s kingdom so important? We pray 

about immediate health concerns, but the ultimate 

answer comes when Christ returns and conquers 

sickness and death. We pray for our daily bread as 

Jesus taught, but in his kingdom there will no longer 

be any hunger. We pray for strength to resist 

temptation, but in his kingdom sin will be defeated. 

Since the events described in Revelation 8 and 9 are 

all part of the process of Christ’s return, they are 

God’s answer to our prayers too.  

Have you considered the awesome responsibility 

God gives us by listening to our prayers? God allows 

our prayers to play a significant part in the fulfillment 

of his kingdom plan. This alarmingly powerful reality 
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of prayer should grip our hearts and lead us to live 

humbly before God.  
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When you look out over an ocean, or even one of 

the Great Lakes here in Michigan, you cannot help but 

be struck by how massive our world is. Mountains 

seem immovable. Forests seem anchored. We look to 

the earth as something constant, stable, and 

unchanging, yet environmentalists challenge this 

view. They raise concerns about the long-term effects 

of pollution, arguing that our world is fragile. Even on 

a local level we see examples of how human actions 

can damage the environment, but the book of 

Revelation speaks of environmental disasters that are 

far more alarming.  
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As the first four angels blow their trumpets in 

John’s vision, cataclysmic events unfold on earth. 

Revelation 8:6-7 says,  

Now the seven angels who had the seven 

trumpets prepared to blow them. 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. 

This combination of hail, fire, and blood, may 

describe the result of a series of volcanic eruptions 

throughout the earth. Red hot lava has a blood-like 

appearance. The result is widespread destruction of 

the earth’s vegetation that would destroy much of the 

earth’s food supply.  

Revelation 8:8-9 says,  

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. A third of the 

living creatures in the sea died, and a third 

of the ships were destroyed. 
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This object could be some kind of meteor or perhaps a 

section of mountain from a volcanic blast. The water 

turning to blood reminds us of the plague that God 

brought upon Egypt during the time of the Exodus. It 

could be a miraculous sign, or perhaps a natural result 

of this great object somehow making the oceans 

appear blood red. In addition to further damage to the 

world’s food supply, global commerce would be 

tremendously weakened.  

Revelation 8:10-11 says,  

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. 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. 

Fresh water is scarce. Only 3 percent of the earth’s 

water is fresh. Much of that is frozen in the polar ice 

caps. So this judgment speaks of a contaminant 

affecting a third of the earth’s freshwater. That is not 

so far-fetched when you consider that over 20 percent 
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of the world’s freshwater is right here in our Great 

Lakes.  

Revelation 8:12-13 says,  

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. Then I 

looked, and I heard an eagle crying with a 

loud voice as it flew directly overhead, 

"Woe, woe, woe to those who dwell on the 

earth, at the blasts of the other trumpets 

that the three angels are about to blow!" 

This may not indicate direct damage to the sun, moon, 

and stars, but possibly changes to the earth’s 

atmosphere that would block out light, leaving shorter 

periods of daylight and darker nights. Such a change 

would have dire consequences for weather patterns 

and any remaining crops. Nevertheless, the 

proclamation of this eagle confirms that these events 

are designed to draw people to repentance.  

No environmental disaster we experience now, 

whether natural or man-made, measures up to the 

destruction described in these judgments, but small-
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scale events still serve as a warning about the 

alarmingly fragile nature of the earth that will be so 

easily upset by the wrath of God. The fear of those 

judgments should compel us to draw near to God.  
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Doctors are highly respected in our society. We 

assume that they have all the answers to cure what 

ails us. But when you do get sick, we quickly discover 

that they can often be stumped. Pain has a way of 

driving us to God. The blowing of the fifth trumpet in 

Revelation 9 sets into motion a time of great pain 

designed to have that effect.  

Revelation 9:1-6 says,  

And the fifth angel blew his trumpet, and I 

saw a star fallen from heaven to earth, and 

he was given the key to the shaft of the 

bottomless pit. He opened the shaft of the 

bottomless pit, and from the shaft rose 
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smoke like the smoke of a great furnace, and 

the sun and the air were darkened with the 

smoke from the shaft. Then from the smoke 

came locusts on the earth, and they were 

given power like the power of scorpions of 

the earth. They were told not to harm the 

grass of the earth or any green plant or any 

tree, but only those people who do not have 

the seal of God on their foreheads. They 

were allowed to torment them for five 

months, but not to kill them, and their 

torment was like the torment of a scorpion 

when it stings someone. And in those days 

people will seek death and will not find it. 

They will long to die, but death will flee 

from them. 

Locusts were often associated with judgment in the 

Old Testament. They typically eat vegetation, but 

these attack people, inflicting intense pain.  

Revelation 9:7-12 describes them further: 

In appearance the locusts were like horses 

prepared for battle: on their heads were 

what looked like crowns of gold; their faces 

were like human faces, their hair like 

women's hair, and their teeth like lions' 

teeth; they had breastplates like breastplates 

of iron, and the noise of their wings was like 

the noise of many chariots with horses 
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rushing into battle. They have tails and 

stings like scorpions, and their power to 

hurt people for five months is in their tails. 

They have as king over them the angel of the 

bottomless pit. His name in Hebrew is 

Abaddon, and in Greek he is called 

Apollyon. The first woe has passed; behold, 

two woes are still to come. 

This strange description and the mention of an angelic 

leader suggests that these are not literal locusts, but 

demons. 2 Peter 2:4 speaks of fallen angels who were 

imprisoned until the time of judgment. It is possible 

that they could take the physical form described here, 

or this description could be a symbolic description of 

their great power.  

However this prophecy is fulfilled, the intense pain 

people will experience is meant to point them to God, 

but instead they seek death. How do you respond to 

the pain you experience in life now? Do you allow it to 

push you closer to God? 
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I get the sense that many people today would 

rather avoid thinking about death. From time to time, 

I hear of situations where someone dies and family 

members do not bother to have a funeral. Funerals 

and cemeteries raise too many questions about life 

that they simply do not want to face. Death is always 

alarming, but particularly when it surrounds you at 

every turn.  

Revelation 9:13-19 says,  

Then the sixth angel blew his trumpet, and I 

heard a voice from the four horns of the 

golden altar before God, saying to the sixth 
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angel who had the trumpet, "Release the 

four angels who are bound at the great river 

Euphrates." So the four angels, who had 

been prepared for the hour, the day, the 

month, and the year, were released to kill a 

third of mankind. The number of mounted 

troops was twice ten thousand times ten 

thousand; I heard their number. And this is 

how I saw the horses in my vision and those 

who rode them: they wore breastplates the 

color of fire and of sapphire and of sulfur, 

and the heads of the horses were like lions' 

heads, and fire and smoke and sulfur came 

out of their mouths. By these three plagues a 

third of mankind was killed, by the fire and 

smoke and sulfur coming out of their 

mouths. For the power of the horses is in 

their mouths and in their tails, for their tails 

are like serpents with heads, and by means 

of them they wound. 

Some attempt to explain these troops as human 

armies using some advanced technology that seems 

similar to a horse. The mention of the four bound 

angels, however, makes it more likely that this is a 

symbolic description of demonic forces.  

Whatever their nature, the result is the death of a 

third of earth’s population. We previously saw back in 



 

— 331 — 

Revelation 6 that when Jesus breaks the fourth seal 

on the scroll events take place that result in the death 

of a quarter of the earth’s population. If that judgment 

and this one are sequential, the total loss is of one-half 

of the population. There is no clear indication of a 

specific time frame for these judgments, but there is 

good reason to think that they take place within the 

span of a few years. It is hard to fathom how anyone 

could cope with death on such a wide scale. Whenever 

we face death, the purpose is for us to turn to God 

who can grant us eternal life.  
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People have an amazing ability to erect walls, not 

physically, but emotionally and spiritually. The 

judgments unleashed by the sounding of these 

trumpets are so severe because they are designed to 

break down those walls. The whole process shows how 

far God is willing to go to get people’s attention so that 

they humble themselves before him, yet they continue 

to resist. Revelation 9:20-21 says,  

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 
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walk, nor did they repent of their murders 

or their sorceries or their sexual immorality 

or their thefts. 

God has revealed his standard. He has given 

warning after warning throughout history, and all of 

those messages are recorded in the Bible. God has 

raised up people to proclaim his message and display 

his saving grace. In the end times, he unleashes all of 

these events and yet people still resist. 

How is it possible for people’s hearts to be so 

hard? Satan is partially to blame. 2 Corinthians 4:4 

says, 

In their case the god of this world has 

blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to 

keep them from seeing the light of the 

gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the 

image of God. 

But ultimately, each individual is responsible for the 

condition of their own heart. Hebrews 3:15 quotes 

Psalm 95, which says, “As it is said, ‘Today, if you hear 

his voice, do not harden your hearts as in the 

rebellion.’” Whenever someone hears God’s message 

or senses the convicting work of the Holy Spirit and 

ignores it, they continue to build that wall. 
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We all have times when our hearts begin to grow 

hard and that should alarm us. We have not yet 

reached the point of the extreme measures taken by 

God in Revelation 8 and 9, but his truth is still 

present. We have similar experiences though on a 

much lesser scale. God wants to draw us to himself, 

but if we ignore him and harden our hearts, the 

reasons for God to condemn us to eternal punishment 

pile up.  

 

Is God sounding the alarm today? At some point, 

people will experience these in a measure never seen 

before, yet as we have seen we all experience them in a 

lesser degree now. These experiences are alarming: 

the exposure of silence, the reality of prayer, the 

fragility of our world, pain, death, and the hardness of 

the human heart. Through it all God wants us to turn 

to him and to walk in close dependence upon him 

through all of life.  

Where do you stand in relation to God today? 

Have you been ignoring him, trusting in your own 

strength to face all of these experiences? If so, God 
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invites you to turn to him in repentance. James 4:8 

says, “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you. 

Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and purify your 

hearts, you double-minded.” If you are not ready to 

take that step, I would encourage you to read Psalm 

32. There David speaks of the blessing of forgiveness 

and shares how God used a time of suffering to lead 

him to repentance.  

Perhaps you turned to God at some point in the 

past but have drifted into living apart from him. If 

that’s the case, would you focus on “walking” with 

God? Make a conscious effort to rely upon him 

moment by moment. Maybe today God is bringing to 

mind someone you know who is facing some of these 

experiences but has not yet turned to God. Would you 

encourage that person to seek God? 

May God help us to walk with him through 

whatever challenging circumstances we face. 
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1. How have you responded to experiences like these 

in your past? 

 

 

 

2. What experiences like these are you currently 

facing? How does your response need to change? 

 

 

 

3. Think of someone you know facing similar 

experiences. How can you encourage that person? 
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As the time for graduation draws near, high school 

seniors put together all of their plans: what career 

they will pursue, what they will study, and where they 

will go to school. But once they start down that path, 

many of them will find that they didn’t really know 

what was involved with their course of study.  

Some studies claim that as many as 80 percent of 

students end up changing their major at least once. I 

had this experience in my first year of college. I 

started my freshman year as an engineering major at 
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the University of Southern California, but I ended up 

transferring to the Master’s College to study theology. 

Even if someone does complete their original course 

of study, one survey showed that 32 percent of college 

grads never work in a field related to their major. 

Sometimes you just don’t realize what you are getting 

yourself into.  

The same problem can happen when people decide 

to become Christians. Some approach Christianity as 

a nice, family cultural tradition. Others think they can 

just tack Christianity onto their life to have an 

occasional spiritual experience. Some assume that 

becoming a Christian will enable them to get 

something from God: healing, money, approval, or 

some kind of success. They don’t realize that following 

Jesus demands the commitment of our entire life. In 

Luke 14:27 Jesus said, “Whoever does not bear his 

own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple.” 

Jesus challenged people to consider the cost.  

One of the obstacles for many professing 

Christians is the whole idea of evangelism, sharing 

their faith. They assume that evangelism is the job of 
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pastors and missionaries, not normal people. But 1 

Peter 2:9 addresses all Christians and says,  

But you are a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people for his 

own possession, that you may proclaim the 

excellencies of him who called you out of 

darkness into his marvelous light. 

If you are a Christian, God’s purpose for your life is for 

you to tell people about him. He wants you to be a 

proclaimer, a preacher of good news. Is that how you 

approach life? Do you speak for God? 

Today we return to our study of the book of 

Revelation that I have called, “Knowledge of the 

Future - Strength to Persevere,” and we come to 

chapters 10 and 11. The book records a series of 

visions God gave to the Apostle John about the return 

of Jesus Christ and the establishment of his kingdom 

on earth.  

The process began in chapter 6 with Jesus in 

heaven breaking seven seals on a scroll that seems to 

represent his right to reign. The breaking of each seal 

resulted in God withdrawing some aspect of his 

gracious intervention that preserves life within our 
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corrupt world. Then beginning in chapter 8 seven 

angels in heaven blow trumpets warning of Christ’s 

return. We saw last week that the first six trumpets 

resulted in severe cataclysmic judgments designed to 

draw people to God.  Before the seventh trumpet is 

blown at the end of chapter 11, John’s attention is 

directed back to earth where he sees two visions that 

both relate to speaking for God.  

The events of Revelation 10-11 demonstrate five 

realities of speaking for God. It seems as if God 

records these visions to prepare John and the 

believers who read his book to be faithful spokesmen. 

He wants us to fully understand what we’re getting 

ourselves into as followers of Jesus Christ.  

 



 

— 341 — 

 

We have some funny ideas about authority. Some 

say that dressing up projects an image of authority 

and trustworthiness. Others want to know what a 

person has accomplished or experienced. Some base 

authority on intellectual ability. Most of us probably 

wouldn’t trust someone just because they know 

someone else with authority, but that is one of the 

realities when you speak for God. You speak with 

authority simply because of your relationship with 

him. We find this idea in Revelation 10:1-7, where 

John says,   
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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. 

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, and called out with a loud 

voice, like a lion roaring. When he called 

out, the seven thunders sounded. 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." And the angel whom I saw standing 

on the sea and on the land raised his right 

hand to heaven 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, 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. 

This angel certainly has an impressive appearance, 

so much so that some consider him to be Jesus Christ. 

The angel is described in terms similar to those used 

back in Revelation 1, when Jesus appeared to John. 
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Both places speak of a face like the sun and feet like 

fire. In Revelation 5 Jesus received a scroll, and this 

angel has a little scroll in his hand. This angel also 

seems to assume a position of authority over both 

land and sea. When John describes his voice like the 

roar of a lion, we are also reminded that back in 

Revelation 5:5 Jesus was called the lion of Judah. 

Plus, his voice triggers these mysterious seven 

thunders that John cannot describe. 

When the angel speaks, however, he does not 

speak with his own authority as Jesus does. He bases 

his authority upon the character of God. He speaks of 

the fact that God lives forever and that he created 

earth, sky, and sea, and everything in them. As the 

eternal creator, God has authority over all things, and 

this angel was delivering God’s message that the 

blowing of the seventh trumpet would fulfill the 

mystery of how God will defeat evil and restore the 

earth to righteousness. Perhaps that was what was 

contained in the little scroll he carried. Even as the 

angel speaks of this fulfillment he connects it back to 

what God previously revealed through the Old 

Testament prophets.  
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The rest of the chapter makes it clear that John’s 

vision of this angel was designed to reinforce his 

responsibility to speak for God as a prophet. This 

angel’s reliance upon God’s authority thus serves as a 

lesson for John and for us as his readers. God speaks 

authoritatively to us in the Scripture. In 2 Timothy 

3:16, Paul says, “All Scripture is breathed out by God 

and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 

and for training in righteousness.” Since the Bible is 

from God, it carries his full authority so that when we 

as Christ’s followers share accurate biblical teaching 

with someone, it bears that same authority. Paul 

spoke of this authority in Titus 2:15 when he told 

Titus, “Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with 

all authority. Let no one disregard you.” The reality is 

that when you speak God’s word, you speak with his 

authority.  
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The old saying is, “You are what you eat,” and I 

doubt whether people have ever been more obsessed 

with that idea. Our generation obsesses over calories, 

nutrients, and the effects different foods seem to have 

on us. We know the reality that to some degree the 

things we eat do become a part of us. Whether we 

realize it or not, when you eat something, you are 

making a commitment. God used this concept to 

remind John about the commitment involved in 

serving as a prophet. In Revelation 10:8-11 John tells 

us what happened. He says, 
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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." 

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." 

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. And I was told, 

"You must again prophesy about many 

peoples and nations and languages and 

kings." 

As strange as this story may seem, John was not 

the first person to eat a scroll in a vision from God. 

God used the same object lesson with the prophet 

Ezekiel. He tells the story in Ezekiel 3. In both cases, 

the scroll represents God’s revelation. Ezekiel and 

John were supposed to receive God’s message and 

then share it with someone else, but this strange 

visionary activity makes the point that they the 

message is going to affect them personally. They 

would find personal delight and encouragement in the 

sweet, hopeful parts of God’s message, but the 
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message of condemnation and judgment would be a 

bitter burden for them to bear. 

All of us who have received the gospel of Jesus 

Christ face a similar situation. God wants us to share 

that message with others. When someone receives 

salvation and the hope of eternal life, we enjoy the 

sweetness of the gospel. But when someone rejects 

Christ, then we experience the bitter burden of 

knowing that someone is heading toward eternal 

punishment. Paul speaks of this experience in 2 

Corinthians 2:15-16. He says,  

For we are the aroma of Christ to God 

among those who are being saved and 

among those who are perishing, to one a 

fragrance from death to death, to the other a 

fragrance from life to life. Who is sufficient 

for these things? 

At times speaking for God can be an emotional 

rollercoaster. We need to recognize the reality of the 

commitment involved.  
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When I moved to Michigan, I was surprised to see 

that many homes did not have fences. Where I lived in 

Southern California, every home had fences or even 

block walls along its property lines. The walls and 

fences there gave us a sense of privacy for homes set 

on small lots, but they also served another purpose. 

They show ownership, marking out the boundaries of 

what’s yours and what’s not. They also provide a sense 

of protection. John’s next vision relates to ownership 

and protection.  

In Revelation 11:1-2 John says,  
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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, 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. 

Some people see this temple as a symbol representing 

the church. The temple in Jerusalem was destroyed by 

the Romans in AD 70, and most scholars believe that 

John wrote Revelation around 25 years after that 

time. Furthermore, both Paul and Peter speak in their 

letters of the church as God’s temple.  

The problem with using this symbolic 

interpretation here in Revelation 11 is that the details 

in the vision become meaningless. For this reason, it 

is more likely that what John saw in this vision was a 

literal temple that will be built in Jerusalem at some 

point in the future. John’s act of measuring the temple 

in his vision demonstrated God’s ownership of that 

area, and his protection over it while the rest of the 

city is occupied by outside nations.  
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God’s protection also extends beyond the temple 

to two individuals described in verses 3-6. The voice 

that John hears says, 

And I will grant authority to my two 

witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 

days, clothed in sackcloth." These are the 

two olive trees and the two lampstands that 

stand before the Lord of the earth. 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. 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. 

Here again, some people say that these two prophetic 

witnesses are symbolic of the church, but that 

interpretation makes the details meaningless.  

Since wearing sackcloth, as mentioned in verse 3, 

was something people customarily did during a time 

of grief and mourning, they proclaim a message of 

judgment much like John the Baptist. The image of 

olive trees and lampstands in verse 4 was also used 

back in Zechariah 4 in the Old Testament to describe 
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how the Holy Spirit strengthened and protected two 

leaders in Israel’s past: Joshua the high priest and 

Zerubbabel the Jewish governor. In the case of these 

two witnesses, God gives them great powers that 

hearken back to the prophet Elijah and to Moses. 

Second Kings 1 tells of how Elijah called down fire 

from heaven upon his enemies when he was 

threatened. First Kings 17 and 18 tell of how Elijah 

relayed God’s message that rain would be withheld 

from Israel for three years. Exodus 7 tells how God 

enabled Moses to turn the water throughout Egypt to 

blood, and the following chapters record the other 

plagues. Some think that these witnesses may actually 

be Elijah and Moses returned to earth as they did at 

the moment of Jesus’ transfiguration.  

The three and half year period described as 42 

months back up in verse 2 and 1,260 days in verse 3 

connects the temple and these witnesses with a 

prophecy from the ninth chapter of the Old Testament 

book of Daniel. That prophecy speaks of 69 weeks, or 

units of 7, followed by a 70th week. It says that after 

69 weeks an anointed one will be cut off. If each week 

is a period of 7 years, the timing lines up perfectly 
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with the death of Jesus, but the events of the 70th 

week did not happen at that point. Daniel was told 

that at the midpoint of the 70th week, a powerful ruler 

will put an end to sacrifice in the temple. Jesus 

referred to this in Matthew 24 as the abomination of 

desolation and described it as part of a time of 

tribulation. In Thessalonians 2, Paul refers to this 

ruler as the Antichrist. So it seems as if God’s 

prophetic clock was paused when Jesus died, but that 

it restarts at some point in the future in order to fulfill 

the seven-year-long 70th week that Daniel heard 

about. The 42 months or 1,260 days mentioned here is 

probably the second half of that 70th week. In spite of 

the great tribulation that will take place, God protects 

his temple and these witnesses. 

The point of this part of chapter 11 is that God 

provides unique protection for the temple that 

represents him and for the two witnesses who speak 

for him during a uniquely difficult time. God also 

protects us as his followers. When Jesus sent out his 

disciples, Matthew 10:29-31 tells us that he said,  

Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And 

not one of them will fall to the ground apart 
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from your Father. But even the hairs of your 

head are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; 

you are of more value than many sparrows. 

Do you believe that God is in control? The reality of 

speaking for God is that you are under his care and 

protection. 
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When you corner an animal, even a normally 

docile animal like my pet dachshund, you are liable to 

get bit. Sometimes people respond in the same way, 

not just when they are cornered physically, but also 

spiritually. When God’s truth is impressed upon 

someone’s conscience by the conviction of the Holy 

Spirit, some people lash out. If you speak for God, you 

have to be aware of the reality of opposition.  

Even with all of their power, the two witnesses in 

Revelation 11 still faced opposition. Verses 7-10 say,  

And when they have finished their 

testimony, the beast that rises from the 
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bottomless pit will make war on them and 

conquer them and kill them, 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. 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, 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. 

The beast mentioned in verse 7 is the Antichrist that 

we discussed previously. We will find out more about 

this individual in our study of Revelation 13. The city 

where the Lord was crucified was Jerusalem, the 

capital of Israel. Because of the Jewish people’s 

rebellion against God, however, John describes it as 

Sodom and Egypt. Genesis 19 tells how God destroyed 

Sodom because of the wickedness of the people. The 

mention of Egypt reminds again of the time of Moses, 

when the nation oppressed the Israelites and refused 

to repent when God brought plagues upon them. The 

people of the city were so caught up in their 
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wickedness, that verse 10 tells us that they felt 

tormented by the message of the two witnesses. 

Even though it is the beast who kills the two 

witnesses, the widespread opposition to the witnesses 

is seen in how the people respond to their death. 

Verse 10 says that they rejoice, make merry, and even 

exchange gifts! Even at the deaths of the world’s worst 

tyrants, people have not responded with such 

celebration. Their response shows how deeply relieved 

they are to no longer be confronted with the message 

of the witnesses.  

The reality is that those who speak for God have 

always encountered opposition. Matthew 5:11-12 tells 

us that Jesus said, 

Blessed are you when others revile you and 

persecute you and utter all kinds of evil 

against you falsely on my account. Rejoice 

and be glad, for your reward is great in 

heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets 

who were before you. 

So how do we reconcile this reality of opposition with 

God’s protection? The key is in Revelation 11:7; the 

witnesses had finished their testimony. God protected 

them while they fulfilled their mission, and yet we will 
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see in the next part of the chapter that their death was 

not the end of God’s protection. Are you willing to 

accept opposition for Christ? 
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There’s a sense of accomplishment when you solve 

a puzzle, achieve a goal, or finish a project. In a sense, 

all of history is God’s project, and the remaining 

verses in Revelation 11 show us the reality of victory 

on both the immediate level and the ultimate level. 

In verses 11-14, John says,  

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. 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. 
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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. The second 

woe has passed; behold, the third woe is 

soon to come. 

This is the immediate victory. God raises the two 

witnesses from the dead. Judgment is brought upon 

the city for its evil. But notice the end of verse 13. 

Those people in Jerusalem who do not die in the 

earthquake give glory to God. They have a change of 

heart. They recognize that these witnesses spoke for 

God. Previously, they had celebrated their death, but 

now they turn to God and celebrate his power 

displayed in their resurrection. This is not the end of 

the story. John says that a third woe, another round of 

judgment is still to come. But we see how even when 

people oppose God, he may still be at work putting the 

pieces together, leading even the hardest person to 

repentance. 

Finally, John returns to heaven in his vision for 

the blowing of the seventh trumpet. In verses 15-19, 

he says,  
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Then the seventh angel blew his trumpet, 

and there were loud voices in heaven, 

saying, "The kingdom of the world has 

become the kingdom of our Lord and of his 

Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever." 

And the twenty-four elders who sit on their 

thrones before God fell on their faces and 

worshiped God, saying, "We give thanks to 

you, Lord God Almighty, who is and who 

was, for you have taken your great power 

and begun to reign. The nations raged, but 

your wrath came, and the time for the dead 

to be judged, and for rewarding your 

servants, the prophets and saints, and those 

who fear your name, both small and great, 

and for destroying the destroyers of the 

earth." Then God's temple in heaven was 

opened, and the ark of his covenant was 

seen within his temple. There were flashes 

of lightning, rumblings, peals of thunder, an 

earthquake, and heavy hail. 

The chapter began with God’s temple on earth, but 

ends in heaven. Victory has been declared, but the 

final realization of it is still to come. Jesus will reign 

not just in heaven or in the hearts of his followers, but 

on earth. Verse 18 spells out the process: first wrath, 

then judgment, followed by the rewarding of all God’s 

servants. Ultimately, the destroyers of the earth, the 
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Antichrist, the devil, and even death itself, will be 

destroyed. The rest of the book describes these events 

in more detail.  

The victory described here reminds me of Romans 

8:37 where Paul says, “No, in all these things we are 

more than conquerors through him who loved us.” 

Are you confident in the victory of God? What better 

reason could there be to speak for him? 

 

Revelation 10-11 has shown us that when we speak 

for God, the reality is that we speak his word with his 

authority from a deep personal commitment under his 

protection in the face of opposition, confident in his 

ultimate victory. If you’ve never personally responded 

to God, don’t wait for end times events to unfold. Start 

giving glory to God today. Confess your sin. Believe in 

Jesus. Receive his salvation and the hope of sharing in 

his victory. If you’re not yet ready to take that step, I 

encourage you to learn more about salvation. The fifth 

chapter of Paul’s New Testament letter to the Romans 

is a great place to start. If you are following Christ, 

would you look for an opportunity to speak for him 
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this week? If you don’t feel prepared for that, I 

encourage you to learn some key Bible verses that will 

help you share your faith. Again, Romans 5 is a good 

place to start.  

May God help us to faithfully speak His message 

while we await His ultimate victory. 

1. How have you spoken for God this year? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these five realities seem most helpful to 

you as you consider speaking for God? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What are some key Scripture verses you could use 

to explain the gospel to someone? 
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There was a time in history when warfare was 

relatively simple and straightforward. The enemy 

lined up on the opposite side of a field wearing a 

different colored uniform. Modern combat situations 

are not so simple. Battles often take place in crowded 

cities where terrorists blend into the general 

population. Soldiers can easily find themselves 

targeting the wrong person. 

Christians face a similar problem. We blame 

temptation and opposition on the culture, the media, 
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a political party, some group, or individual. We go on 

the attack thinking that we are defending a righteous 

cause, but we end up fighting the wrong battles 

against the wrong enemies in wrong ways for wrong 

reasons. We forget what Paul said in Ephesians 6:12,  

For we do not wrestle against flesh and 

blood, but against the rulers, against the 

authorities, against the cosmic powers over 

this present darkness, against the spiritual 

forces of evil in the heavenly places. 

The reality of spiritual warfare is developed more 

fully in the book of Revelation. The Christians to 

whom the book was originally written, were facing 

powerful temptations and intense opposition. They 

needed a knowledge of the future so that they would 

understand the true nature of their battles and have 

strength to persevere. The book describes the end 

times events leading up to the return of Christ and the 

establishment of his kingdom, but in chapter 12 John 

is given a vision that reveals our true enemy. In this 

chapter he is called the great red dragon, the ancient 

serpent, the devil, or Satan. 

John’s vision in Revelation 12 tells the story of 

three strategies of the devil and how they are each 
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overcome. The pivotal verse in the chapter is verse 11. 

A voice from heaven says,  

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. 

As we walk through the chapter we will see how God 

responds to each strategy and we will also come back 

to verse 11 to see how we should respond. 
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For as many trains as there are operating in the 

United States, derailments are rare. Trains are 

massive, and it’s not easy to get them off track. The 

same can be said of God’s kingdom plan. God is 

unstoppable, yet the devil still attempts to throw him 

off track. Revelation 12:1-6 tells us, 

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. She was pregnant and was 

crying out in birth pains and the agony of 

giving birth. And another sign appeared in 

heaven: behold, a great red dragon, with 
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seven heads and ten horns, and on his heads 

seven diadems. His tail swept down a third 

of the stars of heaven and cast them to the 

earth. And the dragon stood before the 

woman who was about to give birth, so that 

when she bore her child he might devour it. 

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 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. 

John clearly states that the woman in his vision is 

not an actual person, but a sign, a symbol. The way he 

describes her connects with other women in biblical 

history. First, there is a connection with Eve. Verse 2 

emphasizes her pain in giving birth, and that pain was 

part of God’s curse pronounced upon Eve and all 

women for Eve’s disobedience.  

The connection with Eve is even more pronounced 

in the description of the dragon and his enmity 

toward the child in verse 4. God mentioned this 

enmity when he spoke to the serpent in Genesis 3:15. 

He said,  
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I will put enmity between you and the 

woman, and between your offspring and her 

offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you 

shall bruise his heel.  

As Revelation 12:5 says, this child will be the one 

to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, an expression 

used in Psalm 2. From the very beginning the serpent 

has known that at some point the child would be born 

who would end up defeating him. Ever since that time 

he has been watching and waiting for the chance to 

devour him. 

John’s description of the woman also ties back to a 

dream that Joseph, the son of Jacob, had relating to 

his mother, Rachel. Genesis 37:9 says, 

Then he dreamed another dream and told it 

to his brothers and said, “Behold, I have 

dreamed another dream. Behold, the sun, 

the moon, and eleven stars were bowing 

down to me.” 

Jacob, or Israel as he was also known, immediately 

recognized the meaning of the dream. Genesis 37:10 

says,  

But when he told it to his father and to his brothers, 

his father rebuked him and said to him, 
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What is this dream that you have dreamed? 

Shall I and your mother and your brothers 

indeed come to bow ourselves to the ground 

before you? 

The sun, moon, and stars in Joseph’s dream 

represented his entire family from which the nation of 

Israel developed. These three elements are all 

incorporated into a single woman in John’s vision to 

show that the promised son of Genesis 3:15 was going 

to be an Israelite. 

The dragon has attacked Israel repeatedly 

throughout history in his efforts to derail or squelch 

God’s plan. The seven crowned heads and ten horns 

that John describes in Revelation 12:3 suggest that 

Satan has worked and will continue to work through 

the mighty nations and world empires of history. The 

stars that he swept down from heaven are angels who 

followed him in his rebellion against God and who 

now work to carry out his plan on earth.  

The dragon was the one who prompted the 

Egyptian Pharaoh in Exodus 1 to order the execution 

of all the Hebrew baby boys. He was the one who 

prompted Balaam to have Moabite women seduce 

Israelite men and draw them into idolatry in Numbers 
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25 in order to corrupt the Messianic line. Later on, 

when God specified that the promised son would be a 

descendant of David, the dragon brought a slew of 

trials and temptations upon David’s family to derail 

the fulfillment of God’s promise. He attacked again 

through Haman, seeking to wipe out all of the Jewish 

people as recorded in the book of Esther. The dragon 

was the one behind Herod’s execution of all the baby 

boys in Bethlehem soon after Jesus was born, and 

ultimately, he was the one who orchestrated the 

crucifixion of Jesus.  

God responded to Satan’s attacks on his plan with 

the Ascension of Christ. Both Luke’s Gospel and the 

book of Acts tell us that after Jesus rose from the 

dead, he ascended into heaven. John refers to this 

event in Revelation 12:5 when says, “Her child was 

caught up to God and to his throne.” Jesus was taken 

to a safe place away from the dragon’s reach. King 

David prophesied this event almost 1,000 years before 

the time of Jesus in Psalm 110:1, “The LORD says to 

my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, until I make your 
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enemies your footstool.’” The victory of Jesus is 

certain.  

God’s plan will not be derailed. In God’s timing, he 

will return to establish his kingdom and crush the 

serpent. We’ll see more in a moment about how God 

protects the woman, but for now we need to consider 

how we respond to the devil as we wait for Christ’s 

return. 

We can respond to Satan’s attacks on God’s plan 

by proclaiming Christ’s kingdom. Revelation 12:11 

says that believers have conquered or overcome the 

devil by the word of their testimony. When we are 

silent, we give the impression that the devil has won. 

But whenever we speak of our faith in God’s plan of 

salvation through Jesus Christ and our hope of eternal 

life in his kingdom, we remind the devil that he 

cannot win. Whenever someone hears our testimony 

and believes, the devil loses his control over that 

person’s life and God’s kingdom plan continues to 

advance. Are you proclaiming Christ’s kingdom? 
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At the beginning of the Iraq War military leaders 

spoke of their “shock and awe” campaign. Using 

equipment like the stealth fighter, they were able to 

catch their enemy completely unaware and attack 

with a huge show of destructive force. Their goal was 

to so demoralize the enemy that they would lose the 

will to fight and simply surrender.  

The devil uses a similar strategy. The book of Job 

tells how he came before God and accused Job of 

having a false faith. He wanted to tempt Job by 

afflicting him with all sorts of suffering, but he could 

not do it without God’s permission. Though it is an 
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unachievable goal, his strategy was to exhaust God’s 

grace by draw Job away from God.  

He took the same approach with the Apostle Peter. 

Luke 22:31 tells us that Jesus said, “Simon, Simon, 

behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might 

sift you like wheat.”  

The devil continues this same strategy against 

Christian believers today. In 1 Peter 5:8, Peter 

warned, “Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adver-

sary the devil prowls around like a roaring lion, 

seeking someone to devour.” Revelation 12 does not 

elaborate on this strategy, but it does show God’s 

ultimate response and how we can respond until then. 

At some point in the future, God will stop the 

devil’s exhausting strategy by cutting off his access to 

heaven. In Revelation 12:7-12, John tells us 

Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his 

angels fighting against the dragon. And the 

dragon and his angels fought back, but he 

was defeated, and there was no longer any 

place for them in heaven. And the great 

dragon was thrown down, that ancient 
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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. 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. 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. 

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!" 

The Bible gives us very limited insight into the 

activity of angels, but here it becomes clear that they 

are able to fight. Daniel 12:1 indicates that this 

Michael is a leader among God’s angels who exercises 

particular care over the Jewish people.  The book of 

Jude also says that he contended with the devil over 

the body of Moses. Michael’s campaign against the 

devil described here in Revelation 12 seems to be one 

of the many steps in preparation for the return of 
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Christ and the establishment of his kingdom, but how 

do we respond to the devil’s attacks until that point? 

Verse 11 says, “They have conquered him by the 

blood of the Lamb.” Thus far in Revelation, the most 

common way of referring to Jesus is as the Lamb. 

Under the Old Testament Jewish believers would offer 

up animal sacrifices to atone for their sins, but when 

Jesus died on the cross, he offered himself up as the 

perfect, once for all sacrifice. Hebrews 9:14 says,  

how much more will the blood of Christ, 

who through the eternal Spirit offered 

himself without blemish to God, purify our 

conscience from dead works to serve the 

living God. 

When the devil brings temptation into our lives, 

the blood of Christ is the answer. How can a believer 

take that precious sacrifice for granted? When we do 

fail and the devil accuses us of sin, the blood of Christ 

is the answer. His blood cleanses us from all our sins 

and makes us acceptable to God. Are you trusting in 

Christ’s blood?  
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It was almost 14 years ago that terrorists hijacked 

four commercial jets and crashed them—two into the 

World Trade Center, one into the Pentagon, and one 

that fell short of its intended target. Terrorist attacks 

like these that killed almost 3,000 people on 

September 11, 2001, do not achieve a military 

objective. They are senseless acts born out of 

desperation.  

The same could be said of the devil’s actions at the 

end of Revelation 12. The Messiah had already been 

born. Though he was killed, he rose from the dead and 

ascended into heaven. His triumphant return will 
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already be in progress when the devil is thrown down 

from heaven.  

There will be nothing the devil can do to prevent 

or weaken the kingdom of Christ, but in Revelation 

12:13 John says, “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.” Based 

upon what we have already seen about this woman, it 

makes sense to continue to understand her as a 

symbol of Israel.  

Even though many Jewish people since the time of 

Christ have rejected their Messiah, the fact remains 

that God chose Israel to be the vehicle for fulfilling his 

kingdom promises. As we saw in our study of 

Revelation 11, many of the people in and around 

Jerusalem will have a change of heart and will give 

glory to God after seeing the two witnesses rise from 

the dead and ascend into heaven. At some point in 

this series of events, God draws them to himself.  
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God’s response to Satan’s pursuit is to provide 

protection for his people in the wilderness. In 

Revelation 12:14-16 John says,  

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. The serpent poured 

water like a river out of his mouth after the 

woman, to sweep her away with a flood. 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. 

The Bible is full of examples of God miraculously 

protecting his people, providing for them, and 

working in their hearts in the wilderness. Moses spent 

forty years in the wilderness as God prepared him to 

lead the Israelites. After the exodus the entire nation 

spent another forty years in the wilderness as God 

prepared to lead them into the land he had promised 

them. David spent time in the wilderness when he fled 
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from King Saul, and Elijah fled there when he was 

pursued by Ahab and Jezebel.  

It’s not clear exactly what these eagle wings 

represent. The river from the mouth of the dragon 

may be a literal flood. The mention of 1,260 days in 

verse 6 and a time, times, and half a time in verse 14 

both equate to 3 and a half years, placing these events 

in the second half of Daniel’s 70th week, also known as 

the Tribulation period. It’s clear that as God 

miraculously protects Israel from the devil’s attacks in 

the wilderness, he prepares them to enter the true 

promised land--the kingdom of Christ.  

When the devil finds himself foiled, he turns 

elsewhere. In Revelation 12:17 John says, 

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. 

This may refer to other Jewish Christians who were 

not around Jerusalem, or perhaps to non-Jewish 

believers who become grafted in, as Paul says in 

Romans 11, through faith in Christ. In their case, there 
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is no mention of the same kind of protection in the 

wilderness.  

Though we do not face the devil’s attacks on the 

same intensity level, he still attacks believers today, 

and like the believers in this verse, we do not 

necessarily see miraculous intervention. So how do we 

respond? 

We should respond to Satan’s attacks by following 

Christ’s example. Revelation 12:11 says that they 

conquered the devil, “for they loved not their lives 

even unto death.” The devil seems to assume that the 

threat of suffering and death will cause believers to 

turn away from Christ. Even today believers in some 

parts of the world face these kinds of threats.  

The problem with this strategy is that true 

believers are those who understand the cost of 

following Jesus. Luke 9:23-24 tells us that Jesus said,  

If anyone would come after me, let him deny 

himself and take up his cross daily and 

follow me. For whoever would save his life 

will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my 

sake will save it. 
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Those words must have seemed strange to those who 

first heard them. They did not know that Jesus was 

going to literally be forced to carry a cross on which he 

would be put to death. We, on the other hand, are 

fully aware that we have a crucified Savior. Have you 

counted the cost of following him? How would you 

respond if we faced life threatening persecution?  

We have learned from Revelation 12 that the devil 

attempts to derail God’s plan, to exhaust his grace 

through tempting and accusing believers, and to 

attack his people directly through persecution. God 

responds by taking Christ to heaven, eventually 

expelling the devil from heaven, and miraculously 

protecting his people in the wilderness. Here and now, 

we overcome the devil by trusting in Christ’s blood, 

proclaiming his kingdom, and following his example.  

What is your response to all of this? Do you need 

to begin trusting Christ’s blood? Jesus is the perfect 

sacrifice to cleanse from all the guilt of our sins. You 

cannot earn that cleansing, but you can receive it by 

faith as a gift of God’s grace. If you want to learn more 
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about the whole idea of sacrifice and cleansing for sin, 

I would encourage you to read Hebrews 9. 

If you are a believer, I encourage you to overcome 

the devil by proclaiming Christ’s kingdom this week. 

You might also be encouraged by committing 

Revelation 12:11 to memory. No matter what the devil 

throws our way, God has given us what we need to 

overcome. 

1. How have you personally experienced these 

strategies over the past month? 

 

 

 

2. Who have you blamed other than Satan? Why? 

 

 

 

3. Upon which response do you most need to focus? 

What practical steps can you take to do that? 
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I have a question that I challenge you to answer in 

all honesty. Have you ever been tempted to see if 

some unsuspecting clerk at a store might accept 

monopoly money for a purchase? Don’t we all wish 

that we could pull that stunt off? Of course, we know 

it’s impossible.  

Monopoly money doesn’t look anything at all like 

the real thing, but some counterfeit money does. In 

2006 the United States Treasury estimated that $70 

million in counterfeit bills were in circulation. Some 
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of that phony money was made by criminals, but the 

government also accused other countries like North 

Korea of producing very high quality counterfeit bills 

made with the right paper and ink and only the 

slightest imperfections. Of course, the counterfeiting 

of currency is illegal, but money is not the only thing 

that can be counterfeited.  

There have always been false teachers who seek to 

counterfeit God’s truth. The Apostle Paul confronted 

this problem in his second letter to the Corinthians. 

He says,  

For such men are false apostles, deceitful 

workmen, disguising themselves as apostles 

of Christ. And no wonder, for even Satan 

disguises himself as an angel of light (2 Cor 

11:13-14).  

Some people associate Satan’s work with the kinds of 

occult practices that get a lot of attention around 

Halloween, but he is far more subtle, and those 

activities are the spiritual equivalent of Monopoly 

money. Satan’s main focus is to draw people into 

religious activity that mirrors Christianity as closely as 

possible. 
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As we resume our study of Revelation that I have 

titled “Knowledge of the Future--Strength to 

Persevere,” we learn that in the final years before the 

return of Christ, God will allow Satan to orchestrate 

his most powerful counterfeit ever. Revelation 13 

introduces two individuals described as beasts, one a 

political leader and the other a religious leader. 

Elsewhere in the Bible they are referred to as the 

Antichrist and the false prophet. Their worldwide 

movement will be the ultimate expression of a 

deception Satan has used throughout history.  

In 1 John 2:18, John said,  

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. 

There have always been antichrists and false prophets 

at work. So the study of the ultimate deception in 

Revelation 13 should help us recognize the deceptive 

influence of false religion in our world today.  

Revelation 13 shows us six contrasts between 

Christianity and satanic counterfeits. In each 

contrasting area, the difference is not so much a 
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question of what false religion does, but how and why. 

False religion is built around power and control, but 

true Christianity is built upon the grace demonstrated 

by the saving work of Jesus through his death on the 

cross. Paul emphasized this difference in 1 

Corinthians 1:22-23 where he says,  

For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek 

wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a 

stumbling block to Jews and folly to 

Gentiles. 

Satan plays upon that desire for power and wisdom to 

draw people into counterfeit religion. The pull is so 

strong that many people who claim to be Christians 

are actually pursuing something other than the 

humble weakness of the cross.  

To recognize false religion you have to begin by 

seeing its influence in your own heart. Don’t lose sight 

of that goal as we walk through the details of John’s 

vision in Revelation 13. 
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We live in a nation that prides itself in not having a 

king. The United States is a representative democracy 

where we, the people, select our leaders, but we still 

love stories of kings. Ultimately, all of history boils 

down to a battle between two kingdoms. Both Satan 

and Christ seek to establish a kingdom, but they take 

very different approaches.  

In Revelation 12 John described his vision of Satan 

as a great dragon. With the help of other angels, the 

archangel Michael cast Satan out of heaven in 

preparation for the return of Christ. The chapter 

finishes with Satan standing on the sand of the sea. 



— 388 — 

John’s vision continues in Revelation 13, as Satan 

makes one last effort to establish his own kingdom. In 

verses 1-3 he says,  

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. 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. And 

to it the dragon gave his power and his 

throne and great authority. 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 strange beast lines up with a vision that the 

prophet Daniel describes in Daniel 7. Daniel saw four 

different beasts, one like a lion, one like a bear, one 

like a leopard, and a fourth beast with ten horns that 

possessed elements similar to each of the previous 

three. It’s clear in Daniel that these beasts represented 

a succession of powerful kingdoms, world empires: 

Babylon ruling like a roaring lion, Persia with the 

stability of a bear, Greece with the speed of the 

leopard, and Rome combining all of these 

characteristics. Satan worked through each of those 
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empires, and he will make one final attempt in the 

time immediately before the return of Christ.  

This final empire will combine all the powers that 

characterized ancient Rome, including one key leader 

who will be wounded and miraculously healed. John 

will say more about that event later in the chapter, but 

at this point it will suffice to say that this healing is an 

effort to appear Christ-like.  

What becomes clear in this first part of John’s 

vision is that from a human perspective the empire of 

Antichrist will be formed like every other empire in 

history. Men will exercise power and political 

cunning. There will not be any outward indication 

that it is directed and empowered by the devil. As 

John says in verse 3, the whole earth will simply feel 

compelled to follow this one impressive leader.  

The kingdom of Christ comes in an entirely 

different way. Jesus spoke of the ways of his kingdom 

in the passage we call the Beatitudes, Matthew 5:3-10. 

There he says,  

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is 

the kingdom of heaven.  
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Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall 

be comforted. 

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit 

the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 

righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall 

receive mercy. 

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall 

see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall 

be called sons of God. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted for 

righteousness' sake, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven. 

These characteristics are exactly opposite of what 

will be seen in the formation of Antichrist’s empire. Of 

course, the fullest expression of these characteristics 

is seen in Jesus himself, who rather than claiming 

power, humbly submitted to the sufferings of the 

cross. Revelation 19 tells us that Jesus will return in 

power at some point, but that will be a sudden 

dramatic invasion, not a gradual rise to power.  
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What difference does this contrast between 

kingdoms make for us today? We need to consider 

which kingdom we are really seeking. Are you staking 

your hopes on some person or group gaining power 

and political influence? If so, we make ourselves an 

easy target for the spirit of antichrist at work in the 

world today. Even if we ever manage to force the 

world into conformity with some semblance of biblical 

morality, it will have very little to do with the true 

character of Christ. The impulse to control people, 

even for some moral purpose, is a mark of false 

religion.  
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Right now in our society many atheists assert that 

all religion is bad, so other people respond by 

claiming that all religion is good. Satan loves that kind 

of undiscriminating thinking, because it makes 

someone an easy target to be led astray from the 

truth.  

John continues to describe his vision in Revelation 

13:4-6 by saying, 

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?" And 

the beast was given a mouth uttering 
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haughty and blasphemous words, and it was 

allowed to exercise authority for forty-two 

months. It opened its mouth to utter 

blasphemies against God, blaspheming his 

name and his dwelling, that is, those who 

dwell in heaven. 

The previous verses described the beast in terms of 

political power, but here his religious intent is 

identified. People worship him, and because the 

dragon is the source of his power, that worship is 

ultimately directed to him. The relationship of the 

beast and the dragon is designed to counterfeit that of 

Jesus with His heavenly Father.  

The arrogant blasphemies of the beast may simply 

be that he claims to have the authority of God and 

Christ, or perhaps, he will present himself as an 

alternative to Christianity. However, the beast 

blasphemes, people will be drawn to worship him 

because of his power. Verse 4 tells us that people will 

say, “Who is like the beast, and who can fight against 

it?" The kingdom contrast showed us that false 

religion seeks power, but this worship contrast shows 

us that false religion adores and exalts power.  
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Of course, the beast’s power is a lie; he will be 

defeated after just 42 months. God is far more 

powerful, but his most attractive characteristics are 

his mercy, love, and grace. When God revealed 

himself to Moses in Exodus 34:6 we read that, 

The LORD passed before him and 

proclaimed, “The LORD, the LORD, a God 

merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and 

abounding in steadfast love and 

faithfulness.”  

As the Old Testament prophets looked forward to 

the coming of Christ, the same characteristics come to 

the forefront. Isaiah 42:2-3 says,  

He will not cry aloud or lift up his voice, or 

make it heard in the street; a bruised reed 

he will not break, and a faintly burning wick 

he will not quench; he will faithfully bring 

forth justice. 

It’s no surprise then that Jesus presents himself in 

similar terms. Matthew 11:29 tells us that he said, 

“Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me, for I am 

gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for 

your souls.”  
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Paul picks up on this same theme and claims it as 

the reason for devoting our lives to Christ. In Romans 

12:1 he says,  

I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the 

mercies of God, to present your bodies as a 

living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, 

which is your spiritual worship.  

What is it that draws you to worship? Is it power 

or mercy? Beware of any religion, even one that seems 

to be Christian, but boasts in power rather than 

celebrating grace.   
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In our society today, the people who speak most 

about unity, acceptance, and tolerance are often very 

quick to use force toward those who hold different 

views. The antichrist will take the same approach. As 

John continue to speak of the beast in Revelation 

13:7-10, he says,  

Also it was allowed to make war on the 

saints and to conquer them. And authority 

was given it over every tribe and people and 

language and nation, 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 
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who was slain. If anyone has an ear, let him 

hear: 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. 

The beast will unite the entire world in worship, 

but in order to achieve that goal, he must make war 

against the saints. The term “saints” could also be 

translated as “holy ones.” They are not holy through 

their own efforts, however. The New Testament often 

refers to believers as saints because we are made holy 

in God’s eyes through the saving work of Christ. In 

fact, the saints are those whose names were written in 

the book of life before the foundation of the world. 

They were chosen by God, but John makes it clear 

that by this point the rest of the world is not.  

You might assume that this persecution of the 

saints is out of God’s control, but that is not the case. 

According to verse 7, the beast could not make war 

unless it was allowed. The authority he has was 

granted to him. The instructions in verses 9 and 10, 

show that God allows his saints to undergo 

persecution to demonstrate their endurance and faith. 



— 398 — 

True unity is not a matter of outward conformity 

like that brought about by the beast. True unity arises 

when people hold the same convictions of faith. In 

Ephesians 4:4-6 Paul says,  

There is one body and one Spirit--just as 

you were called to the one hope that belongs 

to your call--one Lord, one faith, one 

baptism, one God and Father of all, who is 

over all and through all and in all.  

The beast will attempt to mimic that unity, but it will 

all be a farce brought about through persecution. At 

times in history, those claiming the name of Christ 

have used force to compel people to believe, but again 

that reliance upon power is a mark of false religion 

reflecting Satan’s deceitful influence.  

This passage reminds us not to abandon biblical 

convictions to conform to the world’s idea of unity 

even when that unity is based in religion. Times of 

persecution will come even before this beast arrives, 

but God’s people must endure and stay true to the 

faith.  
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Every time someone teaches, whether it be in a 

church or a school, the teacher always points to 

someone or something as the authority. School 

teachers may point to a textbook or a curriculum as 

their authority, but both of those are liable to change. 

As I teach our church family every Sunday, I point to 

the Bible as God’s authoritative revelation.  

In Revelation 13:11-12, John sees a second beast 

that serves as a religious leader. He says,  

Then I saw another beast rising out of the 

earth. It had two horns like a lamb and it 

spoke like a dragon. It exercises all the 
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authority of the first beast in its presence, 

and makes the earth and its inhabitants 

worship the first beast, whose mortal wound 

was healed. 

Verse 8 just spoke of Jesus as the Lamb who was 

slain, so this beast seems to present itself in a Christ-

like form. The passage does not specifically say how 

he seeks to resemble Christ, but his speech reveals his 

true nature. He speaks like a dragon, like Satan 

himself. It was Satan’s deceitful speech that enticed 

Eve to eat the forbidden fruit at the beginning of 

creation. We find another record of Satan speaking in 

Matthew 4 when he tempted Jesus. In both cases, he 

used God’s Word but twisted it to suit his own 

purpose. This second beast will undoubtedly do the 

same.  

The beast’s appearance as a lamb may suggest 

some pretense of gentleness. That may also be the 

idea of him rising out of the earth as compared to the 

first beast rising out of the tumultuous sea. However, 

he appears, his teaching points to the first beast as the 

authority and the object of worship. He leads the 

entire earth in worshiping the first beast.  
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The one true reliable authority is God’s Word. In 2 

Timothy 3:16 Paul says,  

All Scripture is breathed out by God and 

profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteous-

ness. 

Sound Christian teaching is rooted in the simple, 

straightforward interpretation and explanation of the 

Bible. It doesn’t show off the teacher’s intellect, 

creativity, drama, or sense of humor. You will find a 

lot of teaching like that in churches, but that approach 

leaves hearers unable to recognize false teaching.  

Sound Christian teaching clearly points to God’s 

authority in his Word. Is that what you look for as you 

read a book or listen to some teaching that claims to 

be Christian? The spirit of antichrist is already active 

in propagating false religion today. We must exercise 

careful discernment.  
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The greatest miracle that has ever occurred was 

the resurrection of Jesus. That event is foundational 

to the Christian faith. False teachers throughout 

history have tried to entice people with tricks and 

stories of miracles, but during those final years before 

the return of Christ, God allows Satan to work a series 

of impressive signs.  

In Revelation 13:13-15 John continues speaking 

about this second beast and says,   

It performs great signs, even making fire 

come down from heaven to earth in front of 

people, and by the signs that it is allowed to 
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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. 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. 

These signs will be genuine supernatural events, 

but they are still counterfeit. In 1 Kings 17, the 

Prophet Elijah challenged the false prophets of his day 

to a competition to see who could call down fire upon 

a sacrifice. The prophets of Baal failed, but God 

answered Elijah’s prayer. This future false prophet 

tries to validate his ministry by copying Elijah.  

The healing of the first beast has already been 

mentioned twice in the chapter. Verse 14 gives us 

more detail saying that he was wounded by the sword. 

His healing is surely an attempt to duplicate the 

resurrection of Christ. The false prophet then uses this 

miracle to justify the creation of an image or an idol of 

the first beast for people to worship. Of course, 

idolatry like this violates God’s commandments, but 

the second beast confirms his instructions by 
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miraculously enabling this statue to speak, calling for 

the death of anyone who does not worship. 

This passage shows us that performing powerful 

miraculous signs, in and of itself, does not confirm 

that someone is speaking God’s truth. As we saw a 

moment ago, Scripture is the authority, not miracles.  

True miracles are actually rare in the pages of 

Scripture. We find them clustered at certain key times 

in history. Moses performed miracles at the time of 

the Exodus to show God’s power against Egypt. Elijah 

and Elisha performed miracles to demonstrate God’s 

power when Israel had fallen into worshiping the false 

god, Baal. Then Jesus and the apostles performed 

miracles to show the authority of Christ and his 

coming kingdom.  

We should be skeptical of claims of the miraculous 

and careful to evaluate whatever anyone says by the 

clear teaching of Scripture.   
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For many people religion is just a minor part of 

their lives, but genuine faith in Christ shapes your 

entire identity. It defines who you are. Anything less 

than that is not true Christianity. We call it nominal 

Christianity, Christian in name only.  

False religions do not settle for nominal 

commitment either. Even today, false religions are 

often controlling and manipulative. I remember one 

friend in college who mistakenly got involved with a 

cult group. When she skipped a few small group 

meetings, leaders confronted her and called her 

salvation into question.  
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The second beast of Revelation 13 is a master 

manipulator. In Revelation 13:16-18 John says,  

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, 

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. 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. 

Many students of Revelation get caught up in wild 

speculation about this number, supposing that it 

somehow reveals the identity of the beast. Others 

worry that they will inadvertently receive the mark 

through some credit card, barcode, or computer chip.  

The point of the passage is clear. Whatever this 

mark will be, it will not be a secret because it will 

serve to identify someone’s devotion to the beast. By 

associating the mark with buying and selling, the 

beast will attempt to control all of someone’s life. He 

will be their identity. But the wisdom that John 

relates in verse 18 is the reality that the beast is only a 

man. He is not the Messiah and he will be defeated.  
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The real question posed by this passage is how you 

define your identity. You will never need the name of 

Christ on your body to buy and sell, but do people still 

see that you belong to Christ? In 1 Corinthians 6:19-

20 Paul says,  

Or do you not know that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom 

you have from God? You are not your own, 

for you were bought with a price. So glorify 

God in your body. 

Jesus does not use some manipulation tactic to force 

us to be devoted to him. He invites us by his grace to 

be his willing followers.  

 

False religion revolves around power. It 

counterfeits Christ's kingdom, worship, unity, 

teaching, miracles, and the identifying role he plays in 

the lives of believers, but the contrast with genuine 

Christianity is still evident. God does not manipulate 

us by his power. He draws us by his grace. Have you 

personally received his saving grace? Have you 

responded to him in humble faith? If not, I invite you 
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to do so today. If you want to learn more about God's 

grace, I encourage you to read Romans 5. If you are 

following Christ, one of the best passages to help us 

recognize false teaching may be Christ's Beatitudes in 

Matthew 5:3-10. You might benefit by focusing on 

living out those characteristics and maybe even 

committing those verses to memory. May God help us 

live in light of his mercy and grace! 

1. How would you respond to someone who claims 

that all religions are the same? 

 

 

 

2. In light of these contrasts in Revelation 13, how 

has false religion seeped into your life?  

 

 

 

3. What steps will you take to guard your heart from 

the influence of false religion? 
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How are you at making decisions? We have a 

saying to describe those times when you can’t make 

up your mind. We say that you are “sitting on the 

fence.” You’re not willing to step to one side or the 

other. You’re stuck in the middle! Maybe it’s because 

you have analysis paralysis. You keep rehearsing the 

pros and cons over and over again. Maybe it’s because 

you’re concerned about what different people will 

think. Maybe you’re just hoping that if you wait long 

enough the decision will simply go away.  
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A lot of people in our world are sitting on the fence 

about God. They kind of like the idea of being 

spiritual, but they aren’t ready to commit themselves 

one way or the other. When life gets tough they lean 

toward God, but when things are going well they 

ignore him.  

This kind of spiritual fence sitting is nothing new. 

When the Israelites entered the Promised Land under 

the leadership of Joshua, he challenged them to get 

off the fence. Joshua 24:15 tells us that he said,  

And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the 

LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, 

whether the gods your fathers served in the 

region beyond the River, or the gods of the 

Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for 

me and my house, we will serve the LORD. 

Today, I want to bring that same kind of challenge to 

you.  

We return again this morning to our study of the 

book of Revelation that I have called “Knowledge of 

the Future--Strength to Persevere.” The book contains 

a series of revelations given to the Apostle John about 

the events leading up to the day when Jesus Christ 

will reveal himself in power at his return. Chapters 12 
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through 14 stand as a self-contained unit telling the 

story of Satan, described in chapter 12 as a great 

dragon who has always opposed God’s kingdom. In 

chapter 13 John tells how Satan will raise up his own 

counterfeit kingdom with an antichrist and a false 

prophet. Today we come to chapter 14 which records 

events associated with Christ’s return, showing the 

contrast between both sides of the fence.  

I think the record of future events in Revelation 14 

shows us nine reasons to wholeheartedly follow Christ 

today. If you’re sitting on the fence, my prayer is that 

God will use this study to help you make your choice. 

If you are already following Christ, I think this study 

will deepen your commitment and compel you to pray 

and reach out to those who are still sitting on the 

fence. 
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Sixteen years ago, when I began serving in college 

ministry, tattoos were a hot topic. Some students 

thought they were worldly and sinful. Other students 

couldn’t wait to get one. For me, the issue boiled down 

to a question of wisdom. If you get a tattoo when 

you’re 20, will you still be excited about it when you’re 

50 or 60? Those things are permanent! What about 

the guy who gets a tattoo with his girlfriend’s name 

only to break up with her a month later?  

Revelation 14:1 speaks of something like a tattoo, 

but in this case its permanence is the ultimate 

blessing. John says,  
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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. 

We first met the 144,000 back in chapter 7. Many 

people understand them to be a symbolic 

representation of all believers, but I don’t think that 

view does justice to the details that John shares about 

them. They seem to be faithful Jewish men who follow 

Christ during the worst of the Tribulation. Chapter 7 

says that God sealed them, and that would seem to be 

why they have the names of God and of Christ written 

on them. Those names will be more than a mark, 

however. They express God’s commitment to these 

people. He will protect them throughout the 

Tribulation, and here they even stand with Jesus as he 

first sets foot on earth.  

At the end of chapter 13 we learned about the mark 

of the beast that he will use to force people to follow 

him. They will not be able to buy or sell without it. It 

will be a sign of his oppressive control. But this mark 

from God on the 144,000 is a reward and an 

expression of love.  
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Though God’s relationship with this group is 

unique, it demonstrates how he enters into permanent 

relationships with all who follow him. He wants to 

draw you into a deep relationship with him that will 

last forever. Revelation 21:3 speaks of this 

relationship. John says,  

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.”  

God’s entire plan leads toward this one goal--for us to 

enjoy a relationship with him. Will you get off the 

fence to have that relationship? 
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My family enjoys watching some of the television 

shows where contestants sing. A lot of the people who 

perform on those shows have mastered the technical 

side of singing. They can sing in pitch, and they can 

stay on rhythm, but their performance just seems 

mechanical. Then someone else comes along and they 

sing a song that connects on a very deep level with 

their life experience. That kind of singing is powerful 

and moving, particularly when that song captures 

something that you as a listener have experienced.  

Revelation 14:2-3 reminds me of that experience. 

John says,  
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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, 

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. 

Why will the 144,000 be the only ones who can 

learn this song? I don’t think it’s because the song is 

in some secret language that only they will 

understand. I think it’s because this song will express 

their unique experience in a deeply personal way. 

They lived through the Tribulation. They witnessed 

the rise of the Antichrist and endured his persecution 

under God’s protection. This song is the anthem of 

their story. Everyone who hears it will understand 

what it’s about, but only the 144,000 will truly 

understand it.  

That song is not our song, but I think it’s safe to 

say that we will be have a song of our own because of 

our experience of God’s redemption. 1 Peter 1:12 

speaks of the Old Testament prophets and says,  
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It was revealed to them that they were 

serving not themselves but you, in the 

things that have now been announced to 

you through those who preached the good 

news to you by the Holy Spirit sent from 

heaven, things into which angels long to 

look. 

The Old Testament prophets did not get to experience 

New Testament Christianity. Even angels long to 

understand our experience of salvation through faith 

in Christ. You have the opportunity to know God’s 

saving grace and forgiveness in a way that they 

cannot, but you will never have that understanding by 

staying on the fence.  
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Have you ever been whitewater rafting? The raw 

power of a swift flowing river is amazing. Even in 

shallow spots, if the current is moving fast, there is no 

way to stand against it. There is a spiritual current 

flowing through our world that seems just as hard to 

resist. We are pulled along by Satan’s deceit and 

temptation and pushed by the desires of our fallen, 

sinful hearts. We know this current. We feel its power, 

and whenever it sweeps us along we ache with a sense 

of guilt over our sin.   

The 144,000 will take a firm stand against this 

current. Revelation 14:4-5 says,  
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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, and in 

their mouth no lie was found, for they are 

blameless. 

There’s nothing wrong with sex within the context of 

marriage; it’s one of God’s great blessings to help us 

resist the temptation to indulge in sexual immorality. 

This group of men, however, will remain unmarried in 

order to devote their full attention to following Christ, 

and yet they will still maintain their sexual purity. 

They are pure in their speech and blameless in every 

other way. As the rest of the world casts off all 

restraint, they will devote their lives as a special 

offering to God, just like the first part of the harvest 

was supposed to be devoted to God in the Old 

Testament.  

This group of men are not superheroes with 

special powers. They will face the same temptations 

that all of us face, but God enables them to live lives of 

exemplary holiness and purity. All of us can have this 

power, because when we trust in Christ, God’s Spirit 
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enter into our lives. In 1 Corinthians 6:19-20, Paul 

says,  

Or do you not know that your body is a 

temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom 

you have from God? You are not your own, 

for you were bought with a price. So glorify 

God in your body. 

God wants to help you stand against the current and 

have victory over temptation. He wants to make you 

holy. Don’t you want that power at work in your life?  
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Time flies. We see it in sand trickling through an 

hourglass, in the cycle of seasons, and in the growth of 

children. The Bible tells us that all of history is a 

grand countdown to the moment when God brings his 

judgment. In Revelation 14:6-7 John says,  

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. 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." 
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Even on the eve of judgment after the world 

decisively rejects God, he will give them one final 

opportunity through the message of this angel. 

Because God created all things, he deserves to be 

worshiped, feared, and glorified. In light of the world’s 

condition by this point, it seems unlikely that anyone 

will respond. Nevertheless, the announcement will be 

made. God will extend one more opportunity for 

people to repent. 

We do not stand at that final hour today, but we 

never know which breath will be our last. Hebrews 

9:27 says, “It is appointed for man to die once, and 

after that comes judgment.” There will be no second 

chance beyond the grave. If you’re still sitting on the 

fence spiritually when you die, the choice has been 

made. You never seized the opportunity. Don’t let it 

pass you by! 
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We all know the story of the Titanic, the 

unsinkable ship. The ship didn’t have enough 

lifeboats. No one thought they would be needed, but 

four days into her maiden voyage, the Titanic struck 

an iceberg. Fifteen hundred lives were lost as the ship 

sunk into the icy waters of the North Atlantic. I’m sure 

the ship’s builders, crew, and passengers would have 

made very different choices if they knew in advance 

that the Titanic was headed for disaster.  

The book of Revelation gives us that kind of 

advanced warning. The world in which we live is a 

sinking ship. In Revelation 14:8, John says,  
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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.” 

What is Babylon? The Babylonians were the 

conquering empire responsible for the fall of 

Jerusalem in 586 B.C. Many Jews including the 

Prophet Daniel were taken to Babylon in captivity. 

Last week we talked about some of the visions given to 

Daniel in which he saw a progression of world 

empires: Babylon, Persia, Greece, and Rome. The 

beast of chapter 13 revives this kind of imperial 

power, so some say this Babylon is a reference to 

Rome. A few argue that his capital will actually be in 

the area of Babylon near modern day Baghdad.  

The location is not really significant, because the 

focus is on the failure of the most powerful attempt to 

unite the world’s population apart from God. The 

man-centered world system draws people into sexual 

sin (in a literal sense) and into idolatry, which is often 

portrayed as spiritual adultery against God. This 

system will collapse.  

Every person ever born stands in one kingdom or 

the other: the kingdom of God or the kingdom of this 
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world that is under the control of Satan. From a 

human perspective, it may feel as if you can sit on the 

fence between the two, but that’s an illusion. If you 

have not gained entrance into God’s kingdom through 

faith in Christ, you are standing on the other side. 1 

John 2:15 says, “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.” Do you know which side you’re 

on?  
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We all agree that saving money is a good thing. 

From an early age, we train our children to save up 

coins in their piggy banks, but we so easily lose sight 

of our long term goals. We get caught up in the 

immediate and forget about the future. If that 

happens over a span of 5, 10, or 20 years, how much 

harder is it for us to look beyond the grave to eternity? 

Yet the stakes are so much higher. 

In Revelation 14:9-11, John tells us,  

And another angel, a third, followed them, 

saying with a loud voice, "If anyone 

worships the beast and its image and 
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receives a mark on his forehead or on his 

hand, 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. 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." 

Eternal suffering is not only reserved for those that 

worship the beast in the final days before Christ 

returns. The four gospels show that even 2,000 years 

ago, Jesus warned the people of his day that they 

would face this kind of punishment for their sins.  

Such consequences may seem unfair to us, but 

that’s only because we fail to grasp how deeply our 

sins offend God. He is infinitely holy and pure, so it is 

only just that every offense receive a neverending 

punishment. This understanding of justice helps us 

see why the death of Jesus is the only possible way for 

any of us to be saved. Since Jesus is the eternal Son of 

God, his death was a sacrifice of infinite worth. In 

Romans 5:9 Paul says, “Since, therefore, we have now 
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been justified by his blood, much more shall we be 

saved by him from the wrath of God.” 

Do you ever think about eternity? Do you ever 

consider what the eternal consequences will be for the 

choices you make now? Those thoughts compel us to 

trust in Jesus. Faith in him is the only way any of us 

can escape eternal punishment.  
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When someone decides to run a marathon, it’s not 

really a spur of the moment decision. It’s not natural 

for your body to keep moving, let alone actually run, 

for 26.2 miles. You have to train over an extended 

period. I suppose there are people who sign-up at the 

last minute without any training, hoping to make it 

through, as unlikely as that may be. But most people 

who decide to run a marathon, recognize that they will 

need to endure not only the race itself, but all the 

training to prepare for it. It’s all about endurance. 

The book of Revelation shows us that the decision 

to follow Christ is a lot like the decision to run a 
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marathon. Endurance is essential. John seems to 

pause in his account of his vision to make this very 

point. In Revelation 14:12 he says, “Here is a call for 

the endurance of the saints, those who keep the 

commandments of God and their faith in Jesus.”  

The decision to have faith in Jesus involves a 

commitment to trust his direction for your life. As the 

old hymn says, we trust and obey. You can say that 

you believe in Jesus, but if you ignore God’s 

commandments there is no proof that your faith is 

real. So the life of faith is a marathon of obedience.  

The author of Hebrews use this same illustration 

in Hebrews 12:1-3. He says, 

Therefore, since we are surrounded by so 

great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay 

aside every weight, and sin which clings so 

closely, and let us run with endurance the 

race that is set before us, looking to Jesus, 

the founder and perfecter of our faith, who 

for the joy that was set before him endured 

the cross, despising the shame, and is seated 

at the right hand of the throne of God. 

Consider him who endured from sinners 

such hostility against himself, so that you 

may not grow weary or fainthearted. 
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Get off the fence, but recognize what’s involved! Are 

you running the race? Are you looking to Jesus? That 

is the only way that any believer can persevere.  
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I suspect that more hammocks are sold on Father’s 

Day than any other time of the year. It just seems like 

a natural Father’s day gift, doesn’t it? Most dads work 

hard and deserve some rest, but a hammock only goes 

so far.  

If the life of faith is a marathon, then we won’t 

truly rest until we reach the finish line. In Revelation 

14:13, John says,  

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!” 
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Most of us don’t think of death as a blessing, but it 

is when you die in the Lord, as this verse says. It’s a 

blessing because the moment a believer dies, he 

enters the presence of the Lord. Paul speaks of this in 

Philippians 1:21-24. He says,  

For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 

If I am to live in the flesh, that means 

fruitful labor for me. Yet which I shall 

choose I cannot tell. I am hard pressed 

between the two. My desire is to depart and 

be with Christ, for that is far better. But to 

remain in the flesh is more necessary on 

your account. 

This blessing in Revelation 14 probably has in 

mind those who will be martyred for their faith, but 

the principle is still true for every believer. Our true 

rest comes when we enter God’s presence. Is that your 

hope? Are you trusting in Christ, waiting for that 

ultimate blessing? 
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There is a field across the street from my 

neighborhood, and each year I wonder what is being 

planted there. Of course, as the summer progresses it 

becomes evident. If corn was planted, we see the tall 

stalks. Jesus often used agricultural pictures like that 

as he taught about God’s judgment. Here in 

Revelation 14, John sees two harvests.  

He speaks of the first harvest in Revelation 14:14-

16. He says, 

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 
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sharp sickle in his hand. 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." So he who sat on the cloud swung his 

sickle across the earth, and the earth was 

reaped.  

This image of a son of man coming on the clouds is 

similar to one that the prophet Daniel describes in 

Daniel 7. There it’s clear that this person is the 

Messiah, so the individual described here is probably 

Jesus himself. Scholars debate, however, whether this 

harvest pictures the gathering of the righteous, or the 

destruction of the unrighteous. The second harvest 

clearly refers to the unrighteous and seems to be 

different, so I am inclined to see this as Jesus 

gathering up whatever believers are still alive after the 

three and a half year worldwide reign of the 

Antichrist. 

In Revelation 14:17-20, John describes the second 

harvest: 

Then another angel came out of the temple 

in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. 

And another angel came out from the altar, 
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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." 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. 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. 

Verse 20 seems to suggest that the winepress will 

be a massive battle. The city mentioned is probably 

Jerusalem, since John already mentioned Mount Zion 

back up in verse 1. Zechariah 14 seems to confirm that 

there will be a great battle around Jerusalem. A stadia 

is a unit of measurement that is roughly equal to an 

eighth of a mile. Some try to find some symbolic 

meaning for the 1,600 stadia, but the simplest answer 

is to say that this battle stretches over 200 miles, 

roughly the length of modern day Israel from north to 

south. The flowing blood described in the passage 

suggests that it is spattered everywhere. Those that 
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have followed the Antichrist and are still alive when 

Christ returns will face a terrible end. 

The thing to remember as we consider these 

harvests is that at some point seeds were planted. 

Choices were made to cultivate evil or righteousness. 

In Galatians 6:7-8, Paul says,  

Do not be deceived: God is not mocked, for 

whatever one sows, that will he also reap. 

For the one who sows to his own flesh will 

from the flesh reap corruption, but the one 

who sows to the Spirit will from the Spirit 

reap eternal life. 

What are you sowing today? Will Christ find you 

bearing his fruit? Live in light of his harvest. 
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I urge you to wholeheartedly follow Christ for all of 

these reasons: a relationship with God, the 

understanding of salvation, the holiness that God 

wants for you, the countdown to the hour of 

judgment, the inevitable defeat of the world system, 

the reality of eternal punishment, the challenge of 

endurance, the promise of rest, and the coming of the 

harvest.  

If you are not yet following Christ, would you 

begin today? Trust in Jesus as your Savior who paid 

for your sin and as your Lord who guides you through 

life. If you’re not yet ready to take that step, I would 

encourage you to read 2 Thessalonians 1, where Paul 

has more to say about the reality of coming judgment.  

If you are a believer, are you living as someone 

who has been saved? Are you growing in holiness? 

Maybe today there is a sin from which you need to 

turn away. Or perhaps today, as you hear these 

reasons, God has brought to mind someone who 

needs to hear these reasons. Would you seek an 

opportunity to share Christ with that person this 

week? May God help us live in light of Christ’s return!  
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1. What things in your life get in the way of faithfully 

following Christ? 

 

 

2. Which of these reasons are most compelling for 

you? Why? 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to to follow Christ more 

faithfully? 
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There are some truths we just don’t want to hear. 

We don’t want to know when people notice our zits 

and pimples or wrinkles and graying hair. We don’t 

want to know when someone thinks that we’ve put on 

a few extra pounds, and don’t we all have someone in 

our extended family who loves to point that out. But 

sometimes there are painful truths that we need to 

hear. It could be news about a health concern or 

something we have done that has damaged a 

relationship.  
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In the same way, there are some biblical truths 

that we don’t necessarily want to hear. In 2 Timothy 

4:3-4, Paul said,  

For the time is coming when people will not 

endure sound teaching, but having itching 

ears they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers to suit their own passions, and will 

turn away from listening to the truth and 

wander off into myths. 

One of these truths that we often avoid is the 

biblical teaching about the wrath or anger of God. 

How can the God of love also be a God of wrath? Some 

people refuse to accept what the Bible has to say about 

that subject. They only want to hear positive, uplifting 

messages, but the result is that their entire view of 

God ends up being nothing more than a myth.  

For six months now, we have been studying the 

book of Revelation in a series I have titled, 

“Knowledge of the Future--Strength to Persevere.” I 

believe God gave this book to his church to encourage 

us and give us strength to persevere in the faith, but 

how can that be the purpose when the book has so 

much to say about God’s wrath? I think chapters 15 

and 16 help us sort out this contradiction. These 
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chapters describe John’s vision of angels in heaven 

pouring out seven bowls upon the earth. This is the 

final step before the return of Christ in chapter 19. As 

John describes this series of judgments, he points out 

four reasons for the wrath of God and four responses 

to it.  

The Bible speaks of God’s wrath in different 

senses. In the first chapter of Romans, Paul speaks of 

God’s wrath in the present as he gives people over to 

their sinful desires. Later on in Revelation 20 John 

speaks of God’s eternal wrath poured out upon 

anyone whose name is not written in the Lamb’s book 

of life at the final judgment. Here in Revelation 15-16, 

however, the focus is on a future time when God will 

pour out his wrath by bringing a series of cataclysmic 

events on the physical world. Some people alive today 

may live to see these events take place, but many may 

not. Either way, what we read in these chapter helps 

us gain a better understand God’s wrath.  

Are you willing to listen with an open mind to 

what these chapters teach us about God’s future 

wrath? 
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Do you ever wish you could read someone’s 

thoughts? My wife and I have been married for over 

twenty-one years now, and there are moments when I 

think that I can read her thoughts. There are also 

moments when she thinks that she can read my 

thoughts. Those moments typically result in some 

kind of conflict, because we’re operating on false 

assumptions rather than clear communication.  

In the same way, all of us make assumptions about 

God. We like to think that we know what he’s 

thinking. We base it on what seems reasonable to us, 

or what feels right, but he’s not like us. He is the one 
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and only God, and his true character is revealed in his 

actions.  

In Revelation 15:1-4 John 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 I saw what 

appeared to be a sea of glass mingled with 

fire--and also those who had conquered the 

beast and its image and the number of its 

name, standing beside the sea of glass with 

harps of God in their hands. And they sing 

the song of Moses, the servant of God, and 

the song of the Lamb, saying, "Great and 

amazing are your deeds, O Lord God the 

Almighty! Just and true are your ways, O 

King of the nations! Who will not fear, O 

Lord, and glorify your name? For you alone 

are holy. All nations will come and worship 

you, for your righteous acts have been 

revealed." 

John first saw this heavenly sea of glass back in 

chapter 4, but here it takes on a fiery appearance to 

reflect these plagues that are about to be released 

upon earth. Before John gets to those events he draws 

our attention to these people playing harps and 

singing. They are martyrs who stayed true to their 
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faith during the Great Tribulation. We learned about 

this beast a few weeks ago in chapter 13. He both 

imitates and opposes Christ. Those who refuse to 

worship him or bear his mark face severe persecution.  

What do these martyrs see in God’s wrath? Great 

and amazing deeds. Just and true ways. Righteous 

acts from someone worthy of fear and glory. When 

they look at God’s wrath they see it as a revelation of 

his perfect holiness and purity.  

When the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk 

looked upon evil in his day, he said to God,  

You who are of purer eyes than to see evil 

and cannot look at wrong, why do you idly 

look at traitors and remain silent when the 

wicked swallows up the man more righteous 

than he? (Hab 1:13) 

When we look out at the evil in the world, we 

might begin to assume that God doesn’t really care. 

But when those future martyrs see God’s wrath taking 

shape, it reveals how much God does care. Every evil 

act throughout history has deeply offended him, 

particularly the evil that will be at work on earth 

through Satan and his Antichrist. God is holy. So how 

do the martyrs respond to God’s wrath? 
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If the wrath of God is a natural outflow of his 

holiness, then his wrath is praiseworthy. John sees the 

martyrs standing beside the glassy sea playing harps 

and singing to God. They sing the song of Moses, 

which is probably the song recorded in Exodus 15. The 

sing the song of the Lamb, which may be what John 

heard in Revelation 5. Plus, they sing the words 

recorded here that looks beyond the period of coming 

wrath to the ultimate outcome. After they have 

witnessed God’s wrath and Christ’s return, all nations 

will come and worship.  

If the martyrs sing praise and the nations worship 

in response to the revelation of God’s holiness in his 

wrath, shouldn’t we respond in the same way? Are you 

willing to honor and praise God for his wrath? 
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How would you feel about drinking toilet water? 

As disgusting as that may seem, there are many places 

in the world with dry climates that have developed 

extensive processes to recycle waste water into 

drinking water. In the eyes of our holy God, our sin 

makes the world far worse than a sewer. In order to 

establish his kingdom here, something has to be done 

to purify and clean up this world. The outpouring of 

God’s wrath is that process.  

In Revelation 15:5-8, John says,  

After this I looked, and the sanctuary of the 

tent of witness in heaven was opened, and 
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out of the sanctuary came the seven angels 

with the seven plagues, clothed in pure, 

bright linen, with golden sashes around 

their chests. 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, 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. 

This vision has several similarities with the Old 

Testament sacrificial system of worship: the 

sanctuary, the priest-like clothing of the angels, the 

bowls. Some of the Old Testament sacrifices involved 

drink offerings in which bowls of wine were dumped 

entirely upon the altar, but here the opposite happens. 

These bowls are taken out from the sanctuary to be 

poured out upon the earth, and the sanctuary is 

unapproachable until the process is complete. This act 

of purification must take place. How do we respond to 

this coming purification? 
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Psalm 2 speaks of God’s coming wrath against the 

nations and concludes in verse 12 by saying,  

Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and you 

perish in the way, for his wrath is quickly 

kindled. Blessed are all who take refuge in 

him. 

This wrath may come upon our generation, or upon 

some future generation, but all of us have sinned, and 

we will each stand before God’s judgment at some 

point.  

All of us need a refuge from the wrath of God, and 

that is what Jesus provided through his first coming. 

In Romans 5:8-9 Paul says,  

But God shows his love for us in that while 

we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 

Since, therefore, we have now been justified 

by his blood, much more shall we be saved 

by him from the wrath of God. 

Jesus bore God’s wrath in our place. Are you taking 

refuge in him? 
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When God established a standard of national 

justice for Old Testament Israel, it was far different 

than what we see in our society today. God required 

balance; punishments were supposed to match the 

crime: eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot 

for foot (Ex 21:24). The future outpouring of God’s 

wrath follows that same principle.  

In Revelation 16:1-7, John says, 

Then I heard a loud voice from the temple 

telling the seven angels, "Go and pour out 

on the earth the seven bowls of the wrath of 

God." So the first angel went and poured out 

his bowl on the earth, and harmful and 
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painful sores came upon the people who 

bore the mark of the beast and worshiped its 

image. The second angel poured out his 

bowl into the sea, and it became like the 

blood of a corpse, and every living thing 

died that was in the sea. The third angel 

poured out his bowl into the rivers and the 

springs of water, and they became blood. 

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. For they have shed the blood of 

saints and prophets, and you have given 

them blood to drink. It is what they 

deserve!" And I heard the altar saying, "Yes, 

Lord God the Almighty, true and just are 

your judgments!" 

These plagues remind us of those that God poured out 

upon Egypt prior to the Exodus, but these are 

worldwide. In this case the angel recognizes that the 

turning of the waters to blood is fitting and just for 

those who have martyred believers. When John says 

that the altar spoke, he reminds us of chapter 6 where 

he saw the souls of the martyrs gathered under the 

altar crying out for justice. Here in these first three 

bowls, God fulfills their prayer. But what does this 

mean for us? 
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Those Tribulation believers are not the only 

believers who will face persecution. There is a 

consistent track record of persecution throughout 

church history. The freedom of worship that we have 

experienced in our society is not normal, and we never 

really know how long it will last, but an understanding 

of God’s wrath prepares us for hard times.  

In Romans 12:19, Paul said,  

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.” 

Are you ready to respond that way when persecution 

arises in our society? Paul even takes it a step further. 

In verse 21 he says, “Do not be overcome by evil, but 

overcome evil with good.” You will not live that way 

apart from a confidence in God’s justice. Be someone 

who does good!  

Jesus calls us to an even greater response in 

Matthew 5:44-45. He says,  

But I say to you, Love your enemies and 

pray for those who persecute you, so that 
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you may be sons of your Father who is in 

heaven. For he makes his sun rise on the 

evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 

just and on the unjust. 

The coming wrath of God should make us so 

concerned for our persecutors that we pray for their 

salvation.  

 



 

— 455 — 

 

Most of us wouldn’t be too happy if someone wrote 

on our skin with permanent marker, but on a few 

occasions I have visited people in the hospital to pray 

with them before they have a knee replaced. During 

those last few minutes before the person goes under 

anesthesia, many doctors will check several times with 

the patient to confirm which leg is supposed to be 

operated on. They even write on that leg with a 

permanent marker, and I doubt many people object. 

In the same way, God’s future wrath will also serve as 

a final confirmation to see whether someone will 

repent and trust in Christ.  
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As John records the pouring out of the last four 

bowls, notice what he records about how people will 

respond. Revelation 16:8-9 says,  

The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the 

sun, and it was allowed to scorch people 

with fire. 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. 

This intense heat only serves to bring out their hatred 

of God.  

Verses 10 and 11 tell us,  

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 and cursed the God of 

heaven for their pain and sores. They did 

not repent of their deeds. 

Can you imagine living in complete darkness? You 

would think that this experience would humble 

people. These events are another opportunity for 

them to repent, but though they acknowledge the 

source of their suffering, they only curse him.  
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The sixth bowl differs from the others. Verses 12-

14 tell us,  

The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the 

great river Euphrates, and its water was 

dried up, to prepare the way for the kings 

from the east. And I saw, coming out of the 

mouth of the dragon and out of the mouth 

of the beast and out of the mouth of the 

false prophet, three unclean spirits like 

frogs. For they are demonic spirits, 

performing signs, who go abroad to the 

kings of the whole world, to assemble them 

for battle on the great day of God the 

Almighty. 

Verse 16 says, “And they assembled them at the 

place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon.” The Old 

Testament prophets foretold a massive end-times war 

in Israel. This name Armageddon means mountain of 

Megiddo. There is a valley of Megiddo where several 

significant battles took place in Israel’s history. The 

mention of a mountain may refer to the hilly country 

around that area. Ultimately this battle of nations, will 

turn against Christ at his return. In their unrepentant 

state, the nations become easy prey to the demonic 

deception of Satan referred to here as the dragon, and 
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his human Antichrist, and the false prophet. When 

God stops the flow of the Euphrates, these armies 

willingly gather, confirming their opposition to Christ.  

Their hardness of heart is again confirmed as the 

final bowl is poured out. Verses 17-19 tell what will 

happen.  

The seventh angel poured out his bowl into 

the air, and a loud voice came out of the 

temple, from the throne, saying, "It is 

done!" And there were flashes of lightning, 

rumblings, peals of thunder, and a great 

earthquake such as there had never been 

since man was on the earth, so great was 

that earthquake. The great city was split into 

three parts, and the cities of the nations fell, 

and God remembered Babylon the great, to 

make her drain the cup of the wine of the 

fury of his wrath. 

Some say the great city will be Babylon, but Zechariah 

14:4 also speaks of Jerusalem being split as Christ 

returns. As a result of these dramatic geological 

disturbances, verse 20 says, “And every island fled 

away, and no mountains were to be found.” The entire 

surface of the earth will be changed!  
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Finally, verse 21 says, “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.” Even in the face of 

these cataclysmic events, people shake their fist and 

curse God. So how do we respond now to this reason 

for God’s future wrath? 

We are to be alert and vigilant like a watchman. 

John includes a parenthetical statement in his 

description of the sixth bowl. Perhaps Jesus spoke to 

him at that point in the vision. Verse 15 says,  

Behold, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is 

the one who stays awake, keeping his 

garments on, that he may not go about 

naked and be seen exposed! 

We might read of these judgments, and assume 

that they have nothing to do with us. We might take 

salvation in Christ for granted, growing bored and 

tired of Christianity. We might even begin to justify 

sinful behavior, assuming that our forgiveness is all 
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taken care of. Paul warned the Ephesians of this 

danger in Ephesians 5:3-6. He says,  

But sexual immorality and all impurity or 

covetousness must not even be named 

among you, as is proper among saints. Let 

there be no filthiness nor foolish talk nor 

crude joking, which are out of place, but 

instead let there be thanksgiving. For you 

may be sure of this, that everyone who is 

sexually immoral or impure, or who is 

covetous (that is, an idolater), has no 

inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and 

God. Let no one deceive you with empty 

words, for because of these things the wrath 

of God comes upon the sons of 

disobedience. 

The account of God’s wrath in Revelation 15-16 

should be a wake up call for us. It reminds us of what 

our sins deserve. Are you spiritually asleep and 

exposed or do you being transformed by the 

righteousness of Christ? Are you regularly giving in to 

the same sinful behavior that God will punish? It 

shouldn’t be that way. Stay alert and on the look out. 

Live in light of Christ’s return. 
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The wrath of God is presently restrained, but 

Revelation 15 and 16 has shown us how it will be 

released upon our world at some point in the future. It 

will reveal God’s holiness. It will begin the process of 

purifying the earth for Christ’s return. It will bring 

about justice for those who suffered martyrdom 

during the Tribulation. Finally, it will confirm that 

those alive are genuinely unrepentant and even 

hostile toward God.  These purposes prompt us to sing 

God’s praise, trust His Son, wait for God’s action, and 

look for Christ’s return.  

Though there’s much to consider here, I urge you 

to think of what specific steps you should take today. 

If you have never come to Christ as your refuge, would 

you do that now? Believe that he was suffering the 

wrath of God that you personally deserve when he 

died on the cross. Begin trusting him and following 

him today. If you’re still wrestling with this idea of the 

wrath of God, you may need a better grasp on the 

reality of sin in our lives. To understand sin, there’s no 

better place to turn in the Scripture than Romans 3. 

Would you commit to reading that chapter later 
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today? Or perhaps you understand the gospel, but 

you’ve become spiritually lethargic giving way to some 

area of sin in your life - the same sins that provoke the 

wrath of God. Would you make a choice today to 

repent? Turn away from that sin and pray for the 

strength of God’s Spirit to help you resist temptation. 

Or maybe today, the subject of God’s wrath brings to 

mind people in your life who are not trusting in 

Christ. Maybe God wants to use you to help them 

understand that God’s wrath will not be restrained 

forever. Pray for them and seek an opportunity to 

share God’s Word.  

May God grip our hearts with the reality of his holy 

and just wrath. 
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1. In light of this study, what wrong ideas have you 

had about God’s wrath? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these four reasons best helps you 

understand God’s wrath? How so? 

 

 

 

3. On which of the four responses do you most need 

to focus? Why? 
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In times past, our culture considered it impolite to 

discuss certain topics in public. We were not supposed 

to bring up matters that might make someone 

uncomfortable or provoke an argument. Many people 

considered sex, religion, and politics off limits, but the 

past few generations have tried to cast off such 

restraints. For good or bad, the advent of the internet 

and social media has exposed us to far more than we 

ever wanted to know about people’s thoughts on those 
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issues. Nevertheless, we still avoid that kind of 

openness in face to face conversation.  

Today we return again to our study of the book of 

Revelation, that I have titled, “Knowledge of the 

Future--Strength to Persevere.” We come to the 

seventeenth chapter where John records a shocking 

vision that combines sex, religion, and politics to 

offend the sensitivities of polite culture. It seems as if 

God’s intent was to provoke feelings of 

embarrassment, disgust and anger, perhaps even to 

expose desire and elicit pity. John sees a prostitute 

identified as Babylon. As we work our way through his 

vision, we will see that the woman in his vision 

represents the false religion of the world that will 

reach the pinnacle of its influence in the final days 

before Jesus Christ returns.  

In our previous study of Revelation 13 we learned 

several characteristics of end-times false religion in 

contrast with true faith. False religion tries to copy 

and distort the Christian kingdom, worship, unity, 

teaching, miracles, and identity. John’s vision here in 

Revelation 17 builds upon that background by giving 

us five warnings about false religion. The pull of false 
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religion is both subtle and strong. John’s vision alerts 

us to its true dangers. The seven churches to whom 

the book was first addressed needed these warnings to 

help them stay alert and true to the faith, and we have 

the same need today. 
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God’s Word draws certain lines to guide us 

through life. False religion, however, draws those lines 

in pencil, so that they can be easily erased and 

redrawn. In its ultimate extreme, false religion 

pronounces evil to be good and good to be evil. Of 

course, God sees through those morality games. 

Revelation 17:1-2 reveals how he perceives such 

behavior. John says,  

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, 

with whom the kings of the earth have 
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committed sexual immorality, and with the 

wine of whose sexual immorality the 

dwellers on earth have become drunk." 

The vision of this woman is intended to be 

shocking and repulsive. We don’t see it in our English 

translations, but the Greek word translated prostitute 

and the word translated sexual immorality come from 

the same root. It’s the Greek word pornes from which 

we get our word pornography. The Bible is clear that 

God’s design is for sex to take place between one man 

and one woman within the context of the lifelong 

covenant relationship of marriage. Hebrews 13:4 says,  

Let marriage be held in honor among all, 

and let the marriage bed be undefiled, for 

God will judge the sexually immoral and 

adulterous. 

Sex within marriage is holy and good, but any sexual 

activity outside of God’s pattern is immoral and sinful.  

So who is this woman, and what does her behavior 

represent? Verse 2 makes it clear that her behavior 

connects her with powerful people and even has an 

intoxicating influence on people throughout the earth. 
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Several Old Testament passages make a similar 

connection. For instance, Exodus 34:12-16 says,  

Take care, lest you make a covenant with the 

inhabitants of the land to which you go, lest 

it become a snare in your midst. You shall 

tear down their altars and break their pillars 

and cut down their Asherim (for you shall 

worship no other god, for the LORD, whose 

name is Jealous, is a jealous God), lest you 

make a covenant with the inhabitants of the 

land, and when they whore after their gods 

and sacrifice to their gods and you are 

invited, you eat of his sacrifice, and you take 

of their daughters for your sons, and their 

daughters whore after their gods and make 

your sons whore after their gods. 

God was concerned that when his people Israel 

wanted power, rather than trusting him they would 

form political alliances with the people of the land. 

Those political alliances would lead to sexual 

immorality in a literal sense, and to sexual immorality 

in a figurative sense as the people are drawn into the 

worship of false gods. There you have it: sex, religion, 

and politics. This unholy pattern occurs repeatedly 

throughout the Old Testament.  
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New Testament warnings about false teachers 

make similar connections. In 2 Peter 2:14, Peter 

warns, “They have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for 

sin. They entice unsteady souls. They have hearts 

trained in greed. Accursed children!” So the immoral 

behavior in Revelation 17 will probably include sexual 

sin, but it is primarily a matter of idolatrous false 

religion. This prostitute represents an overarching 

system of false religion that will unite the entire world 

in the last days.  

What does any of this have to do with us? We live 

in a culture where people like to think that they can 

live however they want and still have a relationship 

with God, but that’s a lie. When you choose to 

abandon God’s design for sex, you are committing 

idolatry, creating your own false religion. When 

churches say that some kind of sexually immoral 

behavior is good and acceptable, they demonstrate 

that they do not worship the God of the Bible. In 

actual fact, many theologically liberal denominations 

began to reject the truthfulness of some parts of the 

Bible a century ago, so their acceptance of sexually 
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immoral behavior is no surprise. Has false religion 

influenced your view of sexual morality? 
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We say that a picture is worth a thousand words, 

but in our culture most of those words are fake. Our 

obsession with appearance leads people to digitally 

manipulate pictures to create a fantasy world. Any kid 

with a smart phone can do it. We blur out wrinkles 

and blemishes. We shrink unsightly curves and 

expand desirable ones.  

False religion specializes in creating an attractive 

appearance the old-fashioned way. In Revelation 17:3-

5 John says,  

And he carried me away in the Spirit into a 

wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting on a 



— 474 — 

scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous 

names, and it had seven heads and ten 

horns. The woman was arrayed in purple 

and scarlet, and adorned with gold and 

jewels and pearls, holding in her hand a 

golden cup full of abominations and the 

impurities of her sexual immorality. And on 

her forehead was written a name of mystery: 

"Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes 

and of earth's abominations."  

This description of the woman highlights some 

attractive features. First, John notes in verse 3 that 

she is sitting on this great beast as if she has tamed it. 

She gives the appearance of having power and being 

in control. We will see more about this beast further 

down in the chapter. Then in verse 4 he speaks of her 

clothing being purple and scarlet, the colors of royalty, 

so that she appears to have a noble heritage. Plus, her 

jewelry gives the appearance of vast wealth. Even her 

golden cup suggests a high-class diet.  

Only on closer inspection is her true character 

revealed. Her cup is full of abominations and 

impurities, things that God hates, things that show 

hatred for him. Her food is not to do the will of God, 

as Jesus said, but to do things that violate God’s will. 
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In fact, her name is Babylon. The ancient city of 

Babylon was located about 50 miles south of modern-

day Baghdad in Iraq. Six centuries before the time of 

Christ, the Babylonian empire rose to power in the 

Middle East. God used them to discipline his people in 

Jerusalem by leading them into exile. The mention of 

Babylon as the mother of prostitutes, however, 

probably points us even further back in history.  

After God rescued Noah’s family from the flood, 

Genesis 9:1 tells us, “And God blessed Noah and his 

sons and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and 

fill the earth.’” They were supposed to scatter 

throughout the earth, but a subsequent generation 

rebelled against God’s command. Genesis 11:4 tells us,  

Then they said, “Come, let us build 

ourselves a city and a tower with its top in 

the heavens, and let us make a name for 

ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face 

of the whole earth.” 

Some say that making a name for themselves 

simply refers to having a reputation for strength and 

wisdom because of their impressive engineering feat. 

While that may be true, I think this verse suggests a 
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far more sinister goal. Back in Genesis 4:26, 

worshipping God is described as calling upon his 

name, so making a name for themselves may mean 

that these people created their own deity. They were 

developing their own religion to unite them against 

God. The height of their tower reaching up to heaven 

was designed to show superiority over God himself. 

Men had already sinned against God, but this was the 

first attempt at organizing a false religious system. 

This background explains how Babylon was the 

mother of all idolatrous false religion. 

So, again we ask, what does any of this have to do 

with us? False religion caters to our desires. As in the 

story of the tower of Babel, it provides unity. Jesus 

said that genuine faith would divide homes and stir up 

conflicts (Matt 10:34-37). False religion provides a 

sense of power, control, and security, but those who 

follow Jesus may face the same kind of rejection and 

persecution that he endured. False religion may 

promise wealth and luxury. Jesus said that he didn’t 

even have a place to lay his head. Are you drawn in by 

the seductive appearance of false religion or do you 
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clearly understand what it means to follow a crucified 

Savior as your Lord? 
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Christians can seem contentious sometimes. We 

spar with one another over theological issues. But 

even as boxers wear gloves that soften their blows and 

provide some protection for their opponent, our 

theological disagreements are softened because all 

genuine Christians at least share the same focus on 

understanding God’s truth. A fighter becomes far 

more dangerous, however, when the gloves come off. 

False religion is a bear knuckle fighter with hostile 

intentions, directing its killer instinct at those who 

speak God’s truth. 
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In John’s vision, the fight is already over. In 

Revelation 17:6 he says, “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.” The 

words that are used here to describe believers suggest 

why the woman has such a hatred for them.  

First, they are called saints. The New Testament 

refers to all Christian believers as saints, because we 

receive a holy standing before God through Christ’s 

death. This is the great promise of the gospel! That 

positional holiness then works its way into our 

practical lives as we turn away from sin and make 

choices that honor God. That holiness, however, ends 

up irritating people who have given themselves over 

to sinful behavior. They feel convicted.  

1 Peter 4:4 says, “With respect to this they are 

surprised when you do not join them in the same 

flood of debauchery, and they malign you.” Believers 

need to be careful that we do not provoke people’s 

anger by being condescending toward them. Even 

when we show humility and love, however, some 

people will still feel threatened by holy behavior and 

lash out in response.  
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Revelation 17:6 also refers to believers as martyrs 

of Jesus. In English we use the word martyr to speak 

of someone who has been killed, but the term actually 

refers to someone who speaks as a witness. The 

believers described here openly testified to the 

lordship and saving power of Jesus.  

False religion doesn’t mind speaking of Jesus or 

even honoring him as one among many ways to God, 

but genuine Christians proclaim what Jesus taught in 

John 14:6—“I am the way, and the truth, and the life. 

No one comes to the Father except through me.” Peter 

made this same idea clear in Acts 4:12 when he said, 

“And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no 

other name under heaven given among men by which 

we must be saved." False religion hates that message 

and takes action to obliterate it. 

John says the woman in his vision was drunk with 

their blood. In other words, false religion will 

celebrate and rejoice in the elimination of God’s 

irritatingly holy witnesses. The passage does not say 

exactly why John marveled, but perhaps it was at this 

astonishing cruelty. How could something like this 

come about? John will say more in a moment, but 
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first, let me ask you—are you irritating? Not because 

you are judgmental or condescending, but are you 

striving to live a holy life for God’s glory? Are you 

sharing your testimony about Jesus? Are you willing 

to endure hostility for him? 

 



— 482 — 

 

When you see a sailboat gliding through the water, 

it doesn’t move on a power of its own. It harnesses the 

power of the wind. The same can be said of false 

religion. It lacks a true power of its own, so it has to 

harness some other kind of power. In John’s vision, 

the woman rides on an impressive beast. The angel 

guiding John through this vision, explains this beast 

to him. In Revelation 17:7-8, John says, 

But the angel said to me, "Why do you 

marvel? I will tell you the mystery of the 

woman, and of the beast with seven heads 

and ten horns that carries her. The beast 

that you saw was, and is not, and is about to 
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rise from the bottomless pit and go to 

destruction. And the dwellers on earth 

whose names have not been written in the 

book of life from the foundation of the world 

will marvel to see the beast, because it was 

and is not and is to come. 

John first saw this beast back in chapter 13. There 

he speaks of the Satanic power behind the beast and 

says that one of the heads will receive a mortal wound 

but will be healed. He seems to be describing that 

same counterfeit miracle here. This event will be the 

Antichrist’s own version of the Resurrection.  

This display of power is designed to impress and 

gather followers. The angel points out, however, that 

the people who fall for this are those whose names 

were not written in the book of life from the 

foundation of the world. Their decision to follow the 

beast and the religious system that exalts him, is the 

natural course everyone will take apart from God’s 

gracious intervention. 

So what is the significance of the heads on the 

beast? The angel continues his explanation in verses 

9-11. He says,  
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This calls for a mind with wisdom: the seven 

heads are seven mountains on which the 

woman is seated; they are also seven kings, 

five of whom have fallen, one is, the other 

has not yet come, and when he does come 

he must remain only a little while. As for the 

beast that was and is not, it is an eighth but 

it belongs to the seven, and it goes to 

destruction. 

The picture gets a little murky here, thus the need 

for wisdom. On one hand, all seven heads or kings are 

part of the beast, yet the beast is also presented as a 

separate head in its own right. Many interpreters 

claim that the seven mountains refer to the city of 

Rome. This makes sense because Rome was the 

superpower at the time Revelation was written, but 

scholars get confused when they try to figure out 

which Roman emperors are the seven kings.  

John’s description of the beast in chapter 13 had 

several similarities with a prophecy from Daniel 7 that 

spoke of a succession of empires, so these seven heads 

may relate back to key empires and pivotal rulers 

throughout history who opposed God’s people. Rome 

would certainly be one of them. Those historical 

empires were guided and empowered by Satan to 
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accomplish his purposes, and in the last days he will 

form one final worldwide empire under the leadership 

of the beast. False religion rides along on top of them 

all harnessing the masses and taking advantage of 

political power.  

The angel describes the destruction of that final 

empire in verses 12-14. He says,  

And the ten horns that you saw are ten kings 

who have not yet received royal power, but 

they are to receive authority as kings for one 

hour, together with the beast. These are of 

one mind, and they hand over their power 

and authority to the beast. They will make 

war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will 

conquer them, for he is Lord of lords and 

King of kings, and those with him are called 

and chosen and faithful." 

False religion will be the glue that holds this alliance 

together, but the duration of their power is so brief 

that the angel speaks of it as one hour. Ultimately, 

they come together to oppose Jesus at his return, but 

they are no match for his power. As the angel says, 

Jesus is Lord of lords and King of kings. In contrast 

with the followers of the beast, the angel highlights 

that those who follow Christ are called, chosen, and 



— 486 — 

faithful. Genuine faith is always a response to the 

sovereign grace of God. 

So, what application can we draw from this 

description of the beast and his empire? It prompts us 

to ask ourselves what kind of power we are looking 

for? Do we want religious control over political 

power? That seems to be the desire of a lot of 

Christians today. Be warned that such attempts play 

right into the hands of the beast. The only power we 

need is that exercised by Jesus, and that will not come 

until he returns.  
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I know very little about horses, but when you 

consider the size and incredible strength of a horse, it 

would seem that if a horse really doesn’t want to be 

ridden, there’s not a whole lot a rider can do to change 

that in the short term. That’s what bronco riding is all 

about. How long can the rider hold on? In John’s 

vision there is a similar relationship between the 

woman and the beast on which she sits. Her only 

power comes from the beast, but she cannot hold on 

for long.  

In Revelation 17:15-18 John says, 
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And the angel said to me, "The waters that 

you saw, where the prostitute is seated, are 

peoples and multitudes and nations and 

languages. And the ten horns that you saw, 

they and the beast will hate the prostitute. 

They will make her desolate and naked, and 

devour her flesh and burn her up with fire, 

for God has put it into their hearts to carry 

out his purpose by being of one mind and 

handing over their royal power to the beast, 

until the words of God are fulfilled. And the 

woman that you saw is the great city that 

has dominion over the kings of the earth." 

The mention of nations and languages takes us 

right back to the Tower of Babel. God graciously gave 

the world different languages and cultures to restrain 

us from foolishly uniting against him, yet false 

religion seeks to hold it all together. Ultimately it 

bursts apart. At some point, the political forces in that 

final empire turn against false religion.  

The angel describes a sad, pathetic picture. The 

harlot who thought to profit from her lovers ends up 

being abused by them. God’s judgment is carried out! 

Here again his sovereign power is emphasized. As 

these ungodly kings vent their hatred, they 
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unintentionally carry out God’s purpose in order to 

fulfill His Word.  

Are you confident in the sovereign plan of God 

even over false religion? As Jude warned the 

Christians of his day about false teaching, he says in 

verses 24-25 at the conclusion of his letter,  

Now to him who is able to keep you from 

stumbling and to present you blameless 

before the presence of his glory with great 

joy, to the only God, our Savior, through 

Jesus Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, 

dominion, and authority, before all time and 

now and forever. Amen. 

We need to clearly expose false teaching, but our 

vigilance should never become worry or anxiety. 

Revelation 17 teaches us that God is in control.  
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So, John’s vision has warned us about false 

religion: its immoral idolatrous behavior, its seductive 

appearance of control and wealth, its hostile 

intentions, powerful associations, and ironic demise. 

What is your response today? 

Have you ever confessed that Jesus is Lord? The 

decision to humbly trust in his power is at the core of 

Christian faith. If you want to learn more about how 

to respond to false religion, I encourage you to read 

Jude’s short New Testament letter.  

Or maybe today as we have talked about false 

religion, you’ve recognized that some of your ways of 

thinking have more in common with false religion 

than with biblical faith—your view of sex, your desire 

for wealth and power, or the way you respond to 

opposition. If that’s the case, I challenge you to set 

aside those false ideas.  

Or maybe you know someone who is wrapped up 

in some sort of false religion. God could use you to 

lead that person to the truth. Consider inviting him or 

her to read the Bible with you. Read through a book 
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like Romans that spells out the gospel clearly. May 

God help us know, trust, and live his truth! 
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1. What kinds of feelings does this chapter provoke 

in you as you read it? How might these feelings 

give us insight into God’s view of false religion? 

 

 

 

2. What false religious ideas do you hear most often 

in our culture? 

 

 

 

3. What Bible verses could you share with someone 

to expose those false ideas? 
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Money plays a huge part in our lives. The 

American Psychological Association conducts an 

annual survey called, “Stress in America.” In 2014 72 

percent of adults reported feeling stressed about 

money at least some of the time and 22 percent said 

that they experienced extreme stress about money. 

Twenty-six percent report feeling stressed about 

money most or all of the time. If that’s accurate, then 

the last thing we want to hear is news of some 

worldwide economic crisis, but the eighteenth chapter 
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of the book of Revelation speaks of just such an event. 

Why would we want to learn about this prophecy? 

I’ve called our study of Revelation, “Knowledge of 

the Future--Strength to Persevere.” The book 

describes a series of prophetic visions given to the 

Apostle John almost 2,000 years ago about events 

related to the return of Jesus Christ. John sees 

cataclysmic events, the spread of false religion, and 

global political conflict, but his purpose was not just 

to warn some future generation. God gave John these 

visions to encourage Christians in his day who were 

facing very difficult trials, spiritual, political, and even 

economic. Understanding the future economic crisis 

in Revelation can help us work through our own 

financial stress. John’s vision of a future economic 

crisis in Revelation 18 raises four questions about how 

we live today. 

In Revelation 17 and 18, John’s attention is 

directed to a great city identified as Babylon. Ancient 

Babylon was located about 50 miles south of modern-

day Baghdad, but at the time that John wrote, the city 

was fairly insignificant. Some believe that John used 

the name Babylon to refer to Rome, the ruling city of 
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his day. While there is some support for that view, we 

learned from chapter 17 that John’s description of 

Babylon points all the way back to the story of the 

tower of Babel recorded in Genesis 11. Babel was the 

first concerted effort to oppose God through a false 

religious system. The city John describes in 

Revelation is both a religious and a financial capital, 

so the city may be a revived Babylon, or perhaps some 

other city like Rome that will fill that role on the world 

stage. As John begins the chapter, the first question 

raised is, “What do you seek?” 
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Some of us are nearsighted and some are 

farsighted. In the medical world neither condition is 

good, but that’s not the case when we apply those 

terms to spiritual life. God wants us to be spiritually 

farsighted, keeping eternity in view and seeking the 

things of heaven. But our natural inclination as fallen 

people is to become more and more spiritually 

nearsighted, seeking the things that fulfill our desires 

here and now, regardless of what God has to say about 

the matter.  

In Revelation 18 Babylon is presented as the leader 

of spiritual nearsightedness. So as the chapter begins, 



 

— 497 — 

John hears an angelic pronouncement of judgment 

upon that city. In verses 1-3 he says, 

After this I saw another angel coming down 

from heaven, having great authority, and 

the earth was made bright with his glory. 

And he called out with a mighty voice, 

"Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great! 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. For all nations 

have drunk the wine of the passion of her 

sexual immorality, and the kings of the 

earth have committed immorality with her, 

and the merchants of the earth have grown 

rich from the power of her luxurious living." 

As we saw in our study of chapter 17, the Bible 

repeatedly uses sexual immorality as a picture of 

idolatrous false religion, and this city will be the 

world’s religious center. The world’s rulers will play 

along with that false religion because it will help them 

gain political power. The nations will be swept up in 

that religion because it will cater to their nearsighted 

desires, including literal sexual immorality.  

The angel’s pronouncement here also indicates 

that the city will become the world’s financial center, 
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making the world’s merchants rich. Man’s desires for 

power, pleasure, and wealth will all be fulfilled in 

Babylon.  

When we are consumed with seeking to fulfill 

those same desires today, we are essentially seeking 

that city rather than God. John made this point in 1 

John 2:16-17, where he said,  

For all that is in the world--the desires of 

the flesh and the desires of the eyes and 

pride of life--is not from the Father but is 

from the world. And the world is passing 

away along with its desires, but whoever 

does the will of God abides forever. 

This deterioration of the world is already 

happening, but it will peak with the sudden and 

dramatic fall of the future Babylon. Though 

merchants will grow rich from its luxury, the angel 

proclaims here in verse 2 that it will be utterly 

abandoned: “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.” The 

city will be cursed.  

In a sense, every spiritually nearsighted life is 

heading toward that destination. So many of the 
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things we live for will be worthless in eternity. Is that 

what you seek? Immediate gratification at the cost of 

eternal destruction? That’s a foolish investment. 

John’s description of the angel in verse 1 suggests 

the superiority of being spiritually farsighted. The 

angel comes down from heaven as a representative of 

God, our Creator. He speaks with great authority 

because he knows what is true and what is good. His 

very presence fills the earth with God’s glory. These 

are the things we should seek.  

Paul called us to this pursuit in Colossians 3:1-4. 

He said, 

If then you have been raised with Christ, 

seek the things that are above, where Christ 

is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your 

minds on things that are above, not on 

things that are on earth. For you have died, 

and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 

When Christ who is your life appears, then 

you also will appear with him in glory. 

Are you seeking the things of heaven? Jesus died so 

that we could have eternal life through faith in him. 

Are you spiritually farsighted?  
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Jesus specifically linked this kind of focus to 

economic concerns. Matthew 6 records that he was 

telling people to not worry about food or clothing. 

Then verse 33 tells us that he said, “But seek first the 

kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these 

things will be added to you.” God knows what you 

need. He will provide for you, but he wants you to 

seek him. What have you been seeking? The next 

question raised in Revelation 18 reframes this first 

one.  
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After someone fires a bullet, there’s no way to 

change their mind. A lot of people assume that life 

works the same way. Our course is set, no going back. 

We blame it on our family or our body chemistry or 

some traumatic experience: “That’s just the way I am. 

I can’t change.” But we make choices every day. In 

each decision we choose what we will seek and also 

what we will avoid. Revelation 18:4-8 shows us that 

we will either avoid sin or we will avoid God. 

In verses 4-5 John says,  

Then I heard another voice from heaven 

saying, "Come out of her, my people, lest 
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you take part in her sins, lest you share in 

her plagues; for her sins are heaped high as 

heaven, and God has remembered her 

iniquities.”  

This heavenly voice urges God’s people to come out of 

the city. People will need to physically escape before 

the city is destroyed, but the concern is not just 

physical. It’s spiritual. They must come out, lest they 

take part in her sins.  

The actual city of this prophecy may or may not be 

in existence today, but its influence has been active 

throughout history. Even God’s people can be drawn 

in by the allure of Babylon’s atmosphere as it entices 

us, telling us to follow whatever our hearts desire. The 

words John recorded were not just spoken for the 

generation that will be alive when these events unfold. 

This message is for every generation. Come out from 

Babylon! Avoid her influence.  

If you want to enjoy the eternal blessing of being 

one of God’s people, you cannot continue to live in 

Babylon. This same urgent call is reflected in Paul’s 

words in Colossians 3:5-6, where he says,  

Put to death therefore what is earthly in 

you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, 
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evil desire, and covetousness, which is 

idolatry. On account of these the wrath of 

God is coming. 

There’s the financial connection--covetousness! Is 

that what you are avoiding? Don’t a lot of our financial 

worries flow out of covetousness?  

As this heavenly voice continues to speak in 

Revelation 18:6-8, it spells out the reasons for 

Babylon’s judgment: 

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. 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.' For this reason 

her plagues will come in a single day, death 

and mourning and famine, and she will be 

burned up with fire; for mighty is the Lord 

God who has judged her." 

What does Babylon avoid? By paying people back she 

avoids mercy or forgiveness. By glorifying self she 

avoids humility toward people or reverence for our 

Creator. By living in luxury she avoids generosity 
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toward those suffering need. By asserting her 

independence and self-sufficiency, she avoids faith in 

God. Is it any surprise then that God would bring swift 

destruction upon her?  

As terrible as the destruction of this city will be, 

Revelation 20 speaks of God’s final judgment of 

individuals that results in eternal punishment. 

Everyone who avoids what Babylon avoids will face an 

even worse judgment than the temporal judgments 

described here. What do you avoid? That question 

leads to another that probes even deeper in our 

hearts. 
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Whenever someone cries in a movie, it always 

seems to rain as if the whole world shares their 

sadness. But in reality, one person’s rainy day may be 

someone else’s moment of celebration. The voice John 

hears from heaven in Revelation 18 describes the 

mourning of three separate groups of people over the 

fall of Babylon.  

Verses 9-10 speak of the kings of the earth. The 

voice says,  

And the kings of the earth, who committed 

sexual immorality and lived in luxury with 

her, will weep and wail over her when they 
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see the smoke of her burning. They will 

stand far off, in fear of her torment, and say, 

"Alas! Alas! You great city, you mighty city, 

Babylon! For in a single hour your judgment 

has come." 

They aren’t really mourning the loss of the people of 

Babylon. They weep because they are afraid. As 

powerful as the city may have seemed, it fell quickly, 

and they realize that the same judgment is heading 

their way.  

Verses 11-17 speak of the earth’s merchants. The 

voice says, 

And the merchants of the earth weep and 

mourn for her, since no one buys their cargo 

anymore, 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, cinnamon, 

spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, 

oil, fine flour, wheat, cattle and sheep, 

horses and chariots, and slaves, that is, 

human souls. "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!" The 

merchants of these wares, who gained 
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wealth from her, will stand far off, in fear of 

her torment, weeping and mourning aloud, 

"Alas, alas, for the great city that was 

clothed in fine linen, in purple and scarlet, 

adorned with gold, with jewels, and with 

pearls! For in a single hour all this wealth 

has been laid waste."  

The voice lists off their whole inventory: jewelry, 

clothing, furnishings, spices, food, animals, and even 

slaves. The point is that the merchants mourn not the 

loss of people, but the loss of their business!  

Verses 17-19 speak of the earth’s sailors. The voice 

says, 

And all shipmasters and seafaring men, 

sailors and all whose trade is on the sea, 

stood far off and cried out as they saw the 

smoke of her burning, "What city was like 

the great city?" 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.” 

Like the merchants, their concern is not for the 

people, but their income.  So the responses of all three 
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groups are fundamentally selfish. Their mourning 

demonstrates the pathetic condition of their soul.  

What gets you down? What leads you to mourn? 

Do you mourn the loss of wealth? In stark contrast to 

the groups here in Revelation 18, James 4:8-9 says,  

Draw near to God, and he will draw near to 

you. Cleanse your hands, you sinners, and 

purify your hearts, you double-minded. Be 

wretched and mourn and weep. Let your 

laughter be turned to mourning and your 

joy to gloom. 

Do you ever mourn the sins you’ve committed? 

Matthew 5:3 tells us that Jesus said, “Blessed are 

those who mourn, for they shall be comforted.” Those 

who mourn their sins and trust in Christ will 

experience the comfort of forgiveness that Jesus 

purchased for us through his death on the cross. As 

John continues, an opposite question is raised. 
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We celebrate all sorts of events—birthdays, 

weddings, anniversaries, holidays. Some celebrations 

have inherent religious connections, but many do not. 

The final verses of Revelation 18 describe the fall of 

Babylon in terms of celebration. First, the heavenly 

voice John heard continues to speak in verse 20, 

saying, “Rejoice over her, O heaven, and you saints 

and apostles and prophets, for God has given 

judgment for you against her!" Then in verses 21-24 

John says,  

Then a mighty angel took up a stone like a 

great millstone and threw it into the sea, 
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saying, "So will Babylon the great city be 

thrown down with violence, and will be 

found no more; and the sound of harpists 

and musicians, of flute players and 

trumpeters, will be heard in you no more, 

and a craftsman of any craft will be found in 

you no more, and the sound of the mill will 

be heard in you no more, and the light of a 

lamp will shine in you no more, and the 

voice of bridegroom and bride will be heard 

in you no more, for your merchants were the 

great ones of the earth, and all nations were 

deceived by your sorcery. And in her was 

found the blood of prophets and of saints, 

and of all who have been slain on earth.” 

God’s punishes Babylon by eliminating all 

celebration. No music. No crafts. No milling of grain. 

No lamps. No weddings. We take many of these things 

for granted, never realizing that they are all gifts from 

God. In 1 Timothy 6:17 Paul says,  

As for the rich in this present age, charge 

them not to be haughty, nor to set their 

hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on 

God, who richly provides us with everything 

to enjoy. 
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Babylon never acknowledged God as the provider, so 

he responds by taking it all away. Are you truly 

thankful to God for all that he provides? He should be 

at the ultimate focus of every celebration. 

For the believers who suffer persecution and 

martyrdom at the hand of Babylon, the city’s 

destruction itself becomes a cause for celebration. 

Revelation 6 spoke of martyrs in heaven crying out for 

justice. Chapter 17 portrays Babylon as being drunk 

with their blood. Verse 20 here in chapter 18 

specifically says that God carries out this judgment for 

them.  

Babylon will exploit the world financially and 

deceive the world spiritually, but God will bring this 

judgment upon them because they persecute Christ’s 

followers violently. There will even be a financial side 

to their persecution. In chapter 13, John said that 

believers will not be able to buy or sell unless they 

received some kind of mark by worshipping the beast 

and his image.  

So whenever we encounter opposition to our faith, 

we have to remember Paul’s words in Romans 12:19--

”Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the 
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wrath of God, for it is written, "Vengeance is mine, I 

will repay, says the Lord." The justice of God is 

something to celebrate.  
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Babylon may have more influence in our hearts 

than we care to admit. John’s account of her fall here 

in Revelation 18 raises these penetrating questions. 

What do you seek? What do you avoid? What do you 

mourn? And what do you celebrate? When our 

answers to those questions reflect the heart of 

Babylon, it shouldn’t come as any surprise that we get 

stressed about money. So what do we do?  

First, if you are not yet a believer, I encourage you 

to begin seeking Christ. Believe that he can give you 

forgiveness for your sins and power to change. If you 

want to learn more about how to approach money 

from the perspective of faith in Christ, I encourage 

you to read 1 Timothy 6 this week.  

For all of us who are already seeking Christ, is 

there some sin that you need to avoid? Has 

covetousness crept into your life? Put it aside. Practice 

being content with all that God provides. Or perhaps 

there is someone in your life who needs to hear these 

questions. Would you look for an opportunity to ask 

them?  
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May God transform our hearts to seek, avoid, 

mourn, and celebrate all the same things that Jesus 

would.  

1. What does your use of money say about your 

spiritual life? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these questions most challenged you? 

Why? 

 

 

 

3. What steps could you take to address any concerns 

raised by these questions? 
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Though the first day of school in Michigan is still a 

month away, stores want you to be fully prepared. 

They have had their aisles stocked with pens and 

pencils, crayons and markers, backpacks and 

notebooks since mid-July, long before students ever 

wanted to think about going back to school. After all, 

what could be worse than showing up to the first day 

of school with last year’s crayons? But in all 

seriousness, what events in life are worth preparing 

for? A holiday, a vacation, a wedding, retirement? The 
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events for which we prepare reveal what is truly 

important to us. 

Jesus had a lot to say about preparation. Matthew 

24:44 tells us that he said, “Therefore you also must 

be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you 

do not expect.” Jesus reinforced this point with some 

vivid illustrations. He talked about guarding your 

home from a thief. He spoke of servants carrying on 

their work while their master was away. He described 

a wedding party keeping their oil lamps lit as they 

waited for the bridegroom to arrive. The whole 

Christian life boils down to preparing for Jesus to 

come back. Is that how you think about Christianity? 

More than any other biblical book, the book of 

Revelation teaches us to live our lives in light of 

Christ’s return. I have titled our study of it, 

“Knowledge of the Future--Strength to Persevere.” 

Revelation begins with Christ addressing the trials 

and temptations faced by churches in seven cities of 

Asia Minor, but it puts those circumstances in 

perspective through visions of end times events. John, 

the author, sees what will happen on earth as Christ in 

heaven breaks seven seals on a scroll that seems to 
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declare his legal right to reign. He sees seven angels 

sound trumpets announcing his coming. He sees 

another seven angels pour out bowls that bring God’s 

wrath upon the earth. Finally, in chapter 19 Christ 

comes to reign.  

In Revelation 19 John hears a heavenly celebration 

in the first half of the chapter and sees an earthly 

conflict in the second half. There are two women, two 

kings, and two suppers. As we examine each of these, 

we find that His vision suggests six ways that we can 

prepare for Christ’s return. As we walk through the 

chapter, I encourage you to examine your heart. Are 

you prepared? Are you living in light of Christ’s 

return?   
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Most of us have a healthy fear of the consequences 

for breaking the law, but some do not. When I was in 

seminary, I spent a year working in the garden 

department at a home improvement store. One night 

as we were preparing to close, we happened to find a 

few power tools stuck between the plants and the 

fence. Someone had cut a hole in the fencing so that 

he could come back after hours and steal the tools 

without anyone knowing. The store manager called 

the police and they waited for this person to return, so 

that they could catch him in the act. Apparently, he 

had been shoplifting items from the store for quite a 
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while. He faced some stiff consequences for his lack of 

fear. 

Fear of the law and its consequences keeps most of 

us from ever considering shoplifting, but all of us are 

guilty of stealing from God. As Revelation 19 begins, 

John hears songs in heaven celebrating God’s 

judgment. In verses 1-4 John says,  

After this I heard what seemed to be the 

loud voice of a great multitude in heaven, 

crying out, "Hallelujah! Salvation and glory 

and power belong to our God, for his 

judgments are true and just; for he has 

judged the great prostitute who corrupted 

the earth with her immorality, and has 

avenged on her the blood of his servants." 

Once more they cried out, "Hallelujah! The 

smoke from her goes up forever and ever." 

And the twenty-four elders and the four 

living creatures fell down and worshiped 

God who was seated on the throne, saying, 

"Amen. Hallelujah!"  

John doesn’t say who this multitude is, but they seem 

to be angelic. John saw a vision of this great prostitute 

back in chapter 17 where she is identified as Babylon. 

She represents all the idolatrous false religion in the 

world that can be traced all the way back through 
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history to the tower of Babel. As our Creator, God 

alone deserves worship, so when people offer that 

kind of devotion to anything else, they are committing 

spiritual adultery, stealing what belongs to God.  

We may not worship a physical idol, but notice 

how the multitude begin their song. They say that 

salvation belongs to God. If we rely on anything other 

than his saving grace alone--if we rely on our own 

goodness or some religious works, we are being 

unfaithful to him. They say that glory belongs to God. 

If we exalt anyone or anything else to the position that 

he deserves, we are engaging in idolatry. They say that 

power belongs to God. If we stake our confidence in 

life on anything else, we are stealing away the 

devotion that he alone deserves. Babylon's influence is 

strong. 

When Christ returns, false religion is finally 

eliminated. Not only has false religion stolen what 

belongs to God, it is also the driving force behind the 

persecution of those who stay faithful to God. It 

deserves to be destroyed. Whatever city is the world 

capital of false religion when Christ returns, whether 

it be a rebuilt Babylon or some other place, its 
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smoldering remains will serve as a memorial of the 

justice of God.  

The multitude celebrates God’s judgment by 

crying, “Hallelujah!”--the Hebrews word that can be 

translated, “Praise the Lord!” As John continues his 

account in verse 5, he hears a voice that calls for a 

similar response from all of us. He says, “And from 

the throne came a voice saying, ‘Praise our God, all 

you his servants, you who fear him, small and great.’” 

Those who live with a healthy fear of God do not 

experience the judgment that falls upon false religion. 

It is fear that keeps us away from false religion. It is 

fear that helps us stay faithful to God. It is fear that 

enables us to join with the heavenly multitude in 

praising God for his justice. Proverbs 19:23 says, “The 

fear of the LORD leads to life, and whoever has it rests 

satisfied; he will not be visited by harm.” Is that 

healthy fear a part of your life? You are well prepared 

for Christ’s return when you fear God’s judgment. 
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There is probably no greater example of 

preparation than that of a bride for her wedding. 

Many women today devote a year or more to 

elaborately planning out every detail--invitations, 

dresses, hair, make-up, nails, flowers, tuxedos, venue, 

ceremony, music, dinner, cake, centerpieces, even 

napkin rings. The list goes on and on to ridiculous 

lengths, and I suspect ancient times were not any 

different. Scholars tell us that wedding feasts in Bible 

times often lasted several days. But there are more 

important things than napkin rings. Couples would be 

better off if they spent as much time preparing for 
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their marriage as they do preparing for their wedding. 

The next passage in Revelation 19 draws upon that 

idea. 

In verses 6-8 John says,  

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. 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 was granted 

her to clothe herself with fine linen, bright 

and pure"-- for the fine linen is the 

righteous deeds of the saints. 

John first saw the Lamb in chapter 5, and the 

description there makes it clear that this is a 

representation of Jesus that reminds us that he died 

as perfect sacrifice to cleanse us from our sins. Like 

the prostitute in verse 2, this bride is not a literal 

person. The last clause in verse 8 shows us that this 

bride represents the saints--all those who have been 

saved through faith in Christ.  

Paul uses the same picture in Ephesians 5:25-27. 

He says,  
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Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved 

the church and gave himself up for her, that 

he might sanctify her, having cleansed her 

by the washing of water with the word, 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. 

So Paul emphasizes the work of Christ in 

preparing believers as a bride. The multitude in 

Revelation 19, however, speak of the bride clothing 

herself and say that her clothing is the righteous deeds 

of the saints. These two lines of thought are 

inseparable. When we believe we are clothed in the 

righteousness of Jesus. That precious gift then 

transforms us from the inside so that we begin to do 

righteous deeds. What a contrast between the 

immorality of the prostitute, and the righteousness of 

the bride!  

Have you put on the righteousness of God through 

faith in Christ? If so, are you allowing that incredible 

cleansing to shape the choices that you make? Are you 

prepared for the return of Christ? 
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We respond to different invitations with different 

levels of enthusiasm. Sometimes you receive an 

invitation to an event that you would rather avoid at 

all costs, but you know there’s no way out. It may be a 

gathering of people that you don’t really enjoy being 

around. It may be a party that is really just a sales 

pitch. It may be an event that you just find terribly 

boring. But then there are invitations that you feel 

honored and excited to receive. In the next few verses 

of Revelation 19, John is reminded of the greatest 

invitation ever given and he is completely 

overwhelmed with gratitude.  
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In verse 9 John says, “And the angel said to me, 

"Write this: Blessed are those who are invited to the 

marriage supper of the Lamb." And he said to me, 

"These are the true words of God." This is not the first 

time Scripture likens God’s kingdom to a marriage 

supper. The prophet Isaiah saw a vision of God’s 

eternal kingdom as a great feast. Jesus also used this 

picture. Matthew 22 and Matthew 25 both record 

parables he told about a great wedding feast. Isaiah 

25:9 captures the highlight of this event--”It will be 

said on that day, ‘Behold, this is our God; we have 

waited for him, that he might save us. This is the 

LORD; we have waited for him; let us be glad and 

rejoice in his salvation.’” Just like a wedding 

celebrates the union of a bridegroom with his bride, 

this great feast will celebrate the union of believers 

with Jesus and our heavenly Father. The separation 

from God we experience now, will be over. We will 

dwell in his presence forever.  

John cannot contain himself as he thinks of this 

great blessing. In verse 10 he says, “Then I fell down 

at his feet to worship him, but he said to me, ‘You 

must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and 
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your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. 

Worship God.’ For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit 

of prophecy.” John knew better than to worship an 

angelic being. I just think his emotions got the best of 

him in that moment. Nevertheless, the angel’s words 

do stand as a powerful lesson. Angels are created 

beings who serve God. In making his proclamation 

about the marriage supper, the angel is simply 

relaying God’s message in the spirit of prophecy. That 

message is essentially the same as the testimony of 

Jesus, the message of good news that we proclaim as 

his followers.  

Do you recognize the blessing in God’s invitation 

to this marriage supper of the Lamb? We have no 

need of an angelic or saintly intermediary. Through 

faith in Christ we have the hope of drawing near to 

God. Have you accepted God’s invitation? Are you 

filled with a sense of gratitude as John was?  
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The 2016 Presidential election is still over a year 

away, but the news is filled with stories about the herd 

of candidates. Most of them are relatively unknown to 

the average person, yet somehow voters have to get 

acquainted with all these individuals to see whether 

they have the qualities that make for a worthy leader. 

These politicians will spend every waking hour trying 

to craft and project an appealing image of themselves. 

Whether or not those images are true is anyone’s 

guess, but in Revelation 19 John sees the true nature 

of Jesus Christ revealed in his vision. We’ll see that he 
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is the perfect leader we need, and he deserves to be 

followed wholeheartedly as we await his coming.  

In verses 11-16 John says,  

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. 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. He is clothed in a 

robe dipped in blood, and the name by 

which he is called is The Word of God. And 

the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, 

white and pure, were following him on 

white horses. 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. On his 

robe and on his thigh he has a name written, 

King of kings and Lord of lords. 

Jesus is the perfect combination of truth and power. 

Because he is faithful and true, his warfare is perfectly 

righteous. His piercing eyes see into people’s hearts; 

he reads their intentions and motivations. His 

diadems testify to his right to rule. His mysterious 

name points to his deity that makes his full character 
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beyond our comprehension. His bloody robe reminds 

us of his sacrificial death. He is the living Word of 

God, the one who reveals God’s truth. As he rides 

forth all of the saints will follow him. His words carry 

the power to judge and strike down those who oppose 

him. In fulfillment of Psalm 2, he will exercise his rule 

as with a rod of iron. He will bring God’s wrath to bear 

upon the world and demonstrate that he is the one 

true King of kings and Lord of lords.  

This is not the feminized version of Jesus 

portrayed in so many old films, he is a mighty king. 

During his first coming, he suffered humiliation and 

persecution in order pay the price for our sins. But 

when he comes again, he comes in power. Those who 

have rejected him and ignored his gift of salvation will 

face judgment. Though many people do not think of 

Jesus this way, this portrayal is consistent with the 

rest of Scripture. For instance, in 2 Thessalonians 1:7-

8 Paul speaks of the time, “...when the Lord Jesus is 

revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in 

flaming fire, inflicting vengeance on those who do not 

know God and on those who do not obey the gospel of 

our Lord Jesus.” 
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Is this how you think of Jesus? Do you understand 

his power to judge and reign? If so, are you following 

his commands and his teaching for your life now? If 

we follow him here and now, then it seems that we 

will join with those saints who follow him when the 

time comes for him to return. Follow God’s leader! 
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There comes a point when it’s too late for an 

alarm. The smoke alarms in our homes seem 

annoyingly sensitive. A burnt piece of toast can set 

them off. But if they were not that sensitive, if 

something had to be fully engulfed in flames before 

they began to sound, they would be useless. We 

wouldn’t have time to escape. When it comes to God’s 

judgment, Jesus sounded the alarm so to speak even 

during his first coming. He often warned people about 

coming judgment. When he comes again, however, it 

will be too late.  



 

— 533 — 

Earlier in the chapter we read of the invitation to 

the marriage supper of the Lamb, but Revelation 

19:17-18 speaks of a different invitation that indicates 

that the opportunity to repent is past. John says,  

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, 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." 

Revelation 16 tells us that in the days before 

Christ’s return the earth’s kings will assemble for 

battle in a place called Armageddon. This invitation to 

the birds shows how hopeless their efforts will be. 

There is no chance of them overcoming Christ. Their 

end will be dishonorable and disgusting.  

This great supper is not the extent of God’s 

judgment. The next chapter of Revelation speaks of 

the far worse reality of individual eternal punishment. 

Nevertheless, the graphic picture of this supper 

emphasizes how terrible it will be to stand on the 

wrong side of God’s judgment. Let this be a reminder 
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to us that all of us who understand the gospel and 

know of God’s judgment still have the opportunity to 

warn people. Luke 12:4-5 tells us that as Jesus 

preached he said, “I tell you, my friends, do not fear 

those who kill the body, and after that have nothing 

more that they can do. But I will warn you whom to 

fear: fear him who, after he has killed, has authority to 

cast into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear him!” As we prepare 

for Christ’s return, we should sound the alarm for 

others. 
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Nations are always striving to find something that 

will give them power and superiority. There’s always 

some new weapon--a tank, a plane, or a missile. It’s 

been that way throughout history. In ancient times, 

nations boasted in their horses and chariots. Even 

more powerful however is the alliances that form 

between nations. Revelation 13 reveals that in the end 

times there will be a powerful alliance under the 

leadership of someone called the beast. Elsewhere in 

the New Testament he is called the Antichrist because 

he seeks to take Jesus’ rightful place in the world. 

Revelation speaks of great persecution that will take 
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place during his reign. But when Jesus returns, the 

beast’s weakness is shown.  

In Revelation 19:19-21 John says, 

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. 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. 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. 

For all of their supposedly great power, Jesus makes 

quick work of them. We’ll say more about this lake of 

fire in our study of Revelation 20. The beast is an 

impostor. He may claim to be the King of kings, but 

only Jesus has the power to merit that title.  

So, as we look out at the world powers of today, 

where is your confidence? In Psalm 20:7 King David 

said, “Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but 

we trust in the name of the LORD our God.” Trust in 
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God’s power over the nations, over the schemes of 

Satan, and over the challenges that we face in our 

daily lives.   
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Are you ready for Christ to return? We prepare by 

fearing God’s judgment, putting on his righteousness, 

giving thanks for his invitation, following his leader, 

warning his opponents and trusting his power. Those 

activities summarize the Christian life from start to 

finish.  

Is this how you approach life? If not, today could 

be the day that you respond to God’s invitation. 

Acknowledge your sinfulness and receive the 

righteousness that God gives to those who believe in 

Christ. If you want to learn more, I would suggest that 

you keep reading in Revelation. Next week we will 

study Revelation 20 to learn about the Millennial 

Kingdom of Christ.  

Maybe today the thought of Christ’s return brings 

to mind some area of sin in your life. Would you turn 

away from that and seek to grow in righteousness? 

Think of what practical steps you should take. Confess 

your sin to God. If you’ve sinned against another 

person, seek their forgiveness. Devote some time to 

finding and studying passages of Scripture that 
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address that sin. Find someone who can pray with you 

and encourage you as you seek to grow.  

Or maybe today God’s brought someone to mind 

who needs to hear about Christ’s return. It could be a 

believer who needs to be encouraged, or an unbeliever 

who needs to be warned. Would you make time to 

share this chapter with that person?  

May God help us be alert and ready for Christ to 

return! 
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1. In which ways are you most prepared for Christ’s 

return? Why? 

 

 

 

2. In which ways are you least prepared for Christ’s 

return? Why? 

 

 

 

3. What practical steps could you take this week to be 

better prepared? 
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People talk about the great deals you can get 

buying a fixer-upper. The first house my wife and I 

purchased back in 2001 fell into that category. It was 

fifty years old. It had avocado green siding, brown 

appliances, and yellow, orange, and brown shag 

carpet. It was a stylish place in 1971, but not in 2001. 

We lived there for five years and spent thousands of 

dollars and countless hours trying to renovate it. Of 

course, many people purchase even older homes in far 

worse shape than ours. I suspect every owner of a 
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never-ending renovation project ends up asking 

themselves whether it was all worth the effort. Would 

it have been better to just tear it all down and build a 

brand-new house? For some homes, renovation is 

simply not enough. 

The twentieth chapter of the book of Revelation 

speaks about a renovation project that Jesus will 

undertake. One day he will come back to earth and 

begin to renovate the world in a millennial kingdom. 

The Old Testament prophets anticipated a golden age 

of perfect government, abundant prosperity, and 

dramatically improved physical health, and yet none 

of that will be enough. After this thousand-year-long 

renovation project, there will still be problems. 

Revelation 21 tells us that God will end up making a 

new heaven and earth. So why will he bother with the 

renovation? And what bearing does any of this have 

for all of us? 

I have titled our study of Revelation, “Knowledge 

of the Future--Strength to Persevere.” When God gave 

the Apostle John these visions of the future, he did it 

to encourage Christians who were facing suffering and 

temptations. When we read the book, however, we 
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tend to get so caught up in trying to understand how 

these visions will be fulfilled, that we completely miss 

the personal application for our lives. This danger is 

even more acute with this chapter because it is central 

to three competing viewpoints of the end times. I will 

address this debate, but we need to keep application 

at the forefront of our study.  

I believe John’s vision of the Millennial Kingdom 

in Revelation 20 shows us four reasons that we 

desperately need Christ in our lives today. It’s not just 

the world that needs to be renovated. It’s our hearts. 

We need Christ to change us now, and the millennial 

kingdom demonstrates that need. Do you sense that 

need in your life today? 
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We desperately need Christ in our lives because of 

Satan’s deceptive influence. Thankfully most of us 

have never had to experience being chained up like 

the slaves we read about in our country’s history. We 

think of ourselves as free and independent, making 

our own choices apart from any other influence. The 

Bible presents a radically different perspective of our 

lives. Apart from Christ we fall under the control of 

Satan. John 8:44 tells us that Jesus told the religious 

leaders of his day, “You are of your father the devil, 

and your will is to do your father's desires.” In 2 

Corinthians 4:4 Paul says, “In their case the god of 
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this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to 

keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the 

glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” Later in 2 

Timothy 2:25-26, Paul says, “God may perhaps grant 

them repentance leading to a knowledge of the truth, 

and they may come to their senses and escape from 

the snare of the devil, after being captured by him to 

do his will.” Until God intervenes, every person is 

under Satan’s control.  

In Revelation 20:1-3, John sees a vision of the 

tables being turned upon Satan. He says,  

Then I saw an angel coming down from 

heaven, holding in his hand the key to the 

bottomless pit and a great chain. And he 

seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who 

is the devil and Satan, and bound him for a 

thousand years, 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. 

Satan may seem extremely powerful, but his strength 

is limited. God is easily able to restrain him. So, if that 

is the case, why would God release him? We’ll return 

to that question later on. 
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Some Christians argue that this binding of Satan 

happened when Jesus died and rose again. For proof, 

they point to passages like Hebrews 2:14-15 which 

says, “Since therefore the children share in flesh and 

blood, he himself [Jesus] likewise partook of the same 

things, that through death he might destroy the one 

who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and 

deliver all those who through fear of death were 

subject to lifelong slavery.” Jesus does make it 

possible for us to be freed from bondage to Satan, but 

that deliverance does not happen until an individual 

repents and believes. Jesus will ultimately destroy 

Satan, but the passages we read earlier make it clear 

that Satan was still active in the world after Jesus’ 

death and resurrection and continues to be active 

today. The binding of Satan in Revelation 20 is a 

future event that completely stops his influence over 

all the nations for a period of time.  

If this event is future, how does knowing about it 

help us today? John originally wrote Revelation to 

Christians who were suffering intense temptation and 

persecution. They must have felt overwhelmed by 

Satan’s attacks, but the binding of Satan encourages 
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us by reminding us that God’s power is greater. 

Though Satan attacks believers, he is not our master. 

As we have seen, Jesus sets us free, and we 

desperately need that freedom. But Jesus also gives us 

the strength to resist Satan’s deceptive influence. 

James 4:7 says, “Submit yourselves therefore to God. 

Resist the devil, and he will flee from you.”  

Are you standing firm in Christ? We desperately 

need his help to resist Satan’s deceptive influence. 
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We also desperately need Christ in our lives 

because of God’s royal purpose for us. In childhood, 

we dream of being kings and queens ruling over a 

great realm. Kids love to wear crowns and robes or 

dresses. They pretend to live in castles. As we grow 

into adulthood, we set aside those dreams, but maybe 

we shouldn’t. In Revelation 2:26-27, Jesus made a 

promise to the Christians in Thyatira. He said, “The 

one who conquers and who keeps my works until the 

end, to him I will give authority over the nations, and 

he will rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen 

pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself have 
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received authority from my Father.”  In Revelation 

20:4-6, John sees the fulfillment of this promise in his 

vision. He says,  

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 those 

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. The rest of the dead did not come to 

life until the thousand years were ended. 

This is the first resurrection. 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. 

At first glance, it may seem as if this promise only 

applies to those who suffered persecution during the 

Tribulation, but there is good reason to conclude that 

every believer will participate in Christ’s reign. 

Revelation 5:9-10 says, “And they sang a new song, 

saying, ‘Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open 
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its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you 

ransomed people for God from every tribe and 

language and people and nation, and you have made 

them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall 

reign on the earth.’” Christ saves us for a royal 

purpose.  

Christians hold different views about how this 

reign is fulfilled. Some say that Revelation 20 is being 

fulfilled right now in a spiritual sense. They point to 

passages like Romans 5:17, which says, “For if, 

because of one man's trespass, death reigned through 

that one man, much more will those who receive the 

abundance of grace and the free gift of righteousness 

reign in life through the one man Jesus Christ.” This 

view is called Amillennialism, because they do not 

believe that Revelation 20 will be fulfilled in a literal 

kingdom. One of the problems with this view is that 

the verses we have read from Revelation speak of 

reigning over the nations on the earth. The Old 

Testament prophets also speak of a physical reign on 

the earth. We do reign in a spiritual sense now, but 

that reign does not fit with the details mentioned in 

Revelation.  
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Other Christians throughout history have asserted 

that this 1,000-year reign takes place in a literal 

kingdom, but that it comes about gradually as the 

gospel spreads. They make their case by drawing upon 

the parables where Jesus likened the kingdom to a 

mustard seed that gradually grows to become the 

largest plant in the garden, or a pinch of leaven that 

spreads throughout several loaves of bread. This view 

is called Postmillennialism, because they claim that 

Jesus will return after the kingdom has already been 

established. This view was popular two hundred years 

ago. Some of our nation’s founding fathers spoke of 

the United States in terms drawn from passages that 

describe the millennial kingdom. One of the problems 

with this view is that the verses we have considered 

from Revelation seem to imply that Christ is present 

with believers as they reign. The influence of the 

gospel does spread throughout the world, preparing 

people for the kingdom, but this does not fulfill what 

Revelation 20 describes. 

Many Christians choose to believe in 

Premillennialism, the view that Jesus returns before 

the kingdom to establish it on earth. This view lines 
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up with the order of events described in Revelation 19 

and 20. Some say that since these are visions, they 

were not necessarily recorded in the order in which 

they will be fulfilled. They claim that since the 

judgments at the end of chapter 20 are similar to the 

judgments at the end of chapter 19, the visions are 

parallel, not sequential. We’ll see in a moment, 

however, that there are some clear indications that 

these visions were recorded in the order in which they 

will be fulfilled.  

The more important point here that gets lost in the 

theological debate, is that God created us for this lofty 

purpose. Genesis 1:26 says, “Then God said, ‘Let us 

make man in our image, after our likeness. And let 

them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over 

the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and 

over all the earth and over every creeping thing that 

creeps on the earth.’” We were created to rule on 

earth. When Adam and Eve sinned that purpose was 

derailed, but God began to lead people back to that 

purpose through his promises to Abraham, and later 

to Israel through Moses, and to King David. This 

millennial kingdom fulfills all of those promises, but 
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none of that happens apart from Christ. You were 

created to reign, and as Amillennialists emphasize, 

the spiritual component of that reign begins as soon 

as you come to faith in Christ. Resist Satan. Overcome 

Temptation. Stand strong against persecution. With 

Christ in your life, you can live up to the nobility of 

your royal destiny.  
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The third reason we desperately need Christ in our 

lives is our unstable nature. I love the sand dunes 

along the Lake Michigan shoreline. Some of them are 

towering, and yet they are always shifting and 

changing. Just walk along the dunes on a windy day, 

and you’ll feel the change happening as you get 

blasted with sand. The dunes are not stable, and in 

that sense they illustrate our nature as fallen human 

beings. Apart from Christ we are fickle and easily 

blown around.  

The stability provided by Christ in the Millennial 

Kingdom will mask the instability of people’s hearts 
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until Satan is released. In Revelation 20:7-8 John 

says, “And when the thousand years are ended, Satan 

will be released from his prison 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.” Even after a 

thousand years of truth and stability under Christ’s 

rule, the nations easily fall prey to Satan’s deception. 

The names Gog and Magog come from Ezekiel 38. In 

that passage they refer to a leader and the nation who 

follows him, but here they seem to be more generic. 

People all over the world will turn against Christ and 

gather for battle against him.  

Those who reject premillennialism often point to 

this rebellion as proof that Christ could not be 

present. How could people rebel against him, when all 

who enter the millennium are believers? The best 

explanation I have found is this. Those believers who 

die prior to the return of Christ or participate in the 

Rapture enter the millennium in glorified, perfect 

resurrection bodies. Satan will not be able to deceive 

these people. Some people, however, will come to 

faith in Christ during the Tribulation and will still be 
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alive when Christ returns. They will enter the 

Millennial Kingdom in normal human bodies. The 

ideal conditions of the Millennial Kingdom will enable 

them to have children and repopulate the earth. These 

children will still have that unstable sin nature. 

Christ’s rule will keep them in line, but God will allow 

Satan to be released in order to test their faith. Their 

failure reminds us how unstable our fallen human 

nature is.  

John tells what happens to them in Revelation 

20:9-10. He says,  

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, 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. 

Satan leads these people into an impossible battle. We 

need to always remember that his lies never lead to 

the satisfaction he promises. God easily wipes out this 

massive army and deals Satan his final crushing blow. 
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He is cast into the lake of fire. The mention of the 

beast and the false prophet already being in the lake 

of fire is one of the confirmations that Revelation 19 

and 20 are not parallel. They were sent there prior to 

the Millennium, while Satan is sent there afterward. 

So how do we respond to this reminder of our 

unstable nature? In Ephesians 4:14-15 Paul says that 

we need to grow spiritually, “so that we may no longer 

be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried 

about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, 

by craftiness in deceitful schemes. Rather, speaking 

the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into 

him who is the head, into Christ.” We can only grow in 

spiritual stability through the work of Christ in our 

lives. In fact, in verse 16 Paul adds that this growth 

happens through our connection with other believers 

in the church. He speaks of Christ as the one, “from 

whom the whole body, joined and held together by 

every joint with which it is equipped, when each part 

is working properly, makes the body grow so that it 

builds itself up in love.” Is your life rooted in Christ? 

Are you growing in him as he works in you through 
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other believers? We desperately need Christ because 

of our unstable nature.  



 

— 559 — 

 

Finally, we desperately need Christ in our lives 

because of our sinful record. A lot of people are 

concerned about all the information collected on us—

big data. Companies track who we call, what we 

watch, what we read online, and even what we buy. 

There is someone, however, who knows far more 

about you than any company or government ever will. 

God is fully aware not only of what we say and do, but 

even what we think, and all of that information is 

brought forth in the final judgment that John sees.  

In Revelation 20:11-15, John says,  
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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. 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. 

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. Then Death and Hades were thrown 

into the lake of fire. This is the second 

death, the lake of fire. And if anyone's name 

was not found written in the book of life, he 

was thrown into the lake of fire. 

The Millennial Kingdom will be over. The current 

heavens and earth will dissolve. Everyone who has 

died without Christ throughout history must stand 

before the throne. Some people think that these books 

are the Scripture, since that is the standard by which 

God will judge. But I suspect that these books contain 

records of each person’s life. David once spoke of such 

a record. In Psalm 56:8 he says, “You have kept count 

of my tossings; put my tears in your bottle. Are they 
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not in your book?” What would God in his perfect 

holiness say about your record? How many sins do we 

rack up over an entire lifetime? In light of God’s 

infinite holiness, we deserve eternal torment in this 

lake of fire for our sins. 

There is one ray of hope in this judgment--the 

book of life. Those whose names are in that book are 

set free from the lake of fire. They will enter a new 

heaven and new earth that John sees in Revelation 21 

in which sin and death no longer exist. This book of 

life is mentioned four other times in the book of 

Revelation. In Revelation 13:8 it is called, “the book of 

life of the Lamb who was slain.” Those in the book had 

their names, “written before the foundation of the 

world.” These are the people who receive God’s 

forgiveness for their sins through the sacrificial death 

of Jesus. These are the people who believe in Christ. 

So is there any hope for us, if the names have already 

been written? Who’s to say that your name is not 

written? God invites you to believe in Christ. If you 

sense him drawing you to himself today, it may be 

that your name is in that book. All of us deserve God’s 
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condemnation for our sinful record, but Christ died in 

our place to open the way of salvation.  
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The renovation of the world will never be enough. 

John’s vision of the Millennial Kingdom shows us how 

desperately we need Christ. We need him in our lives 

because of Satan’s deceptive influence, God’s royal 

purpose, our unstable nature, and our sinful record. If 

Christ is not genuinely a part of your life today, then 

you are heading toward this great white throne. No 

good deed is sufficient to make up for the way our sins 

deeply offend our infinitely holy God. Every sin is 

worthy of eternal punishment in this lake of fire. If 

that frightens you, then turn to Christ today. Believe 

in him. Seek his forgiveness. If you want to learn more 

about God’s kingdom, I encourage you to read the first 

part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount. You will find it 

recorded in Matthew 5. Maybe you have already 

sought forgiveness in Christ, but you are drifting from 

him, being drawn in by temptation through Satan’s 

deception. Stand firm. Resist that temptation. Look to 

Christ for strength today. Or maybe today this talk of 

judgment brings to mind someone you know who is 

not trusting in Christ. Would you seek an opportunity 
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to share Christ with that person? May Christ be at the 

center of our lives! 

1. How did this study of Revelation 20 shape your 

understanding of God’s kingdom? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these reasons did you find most 

compelling? Why? 

 

 

 

3. In light of this passage, how do you need to grow 

in your dependence upon Christ? 
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Travel brochures and magazines capture places in 

the best possible light, but pictures and 

advertisements never tell the whole story. When I was 

in seminary in California, my wife and I planned a 

weekend getaway to Santa Barbara, a beautiful 

seaside town. When we arrived, we found our hotel to 

be a little run down. The elevator looked like it was 

designed to carry freight, not people. The room wasn’t 

too bad until later in the evening when music started 

playing at a bar next door and kept us awake until one 
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o’clock in the morning. No vacation ever quite 

measures up to our expectations, but that one fell 

particularly short. 

The concluding chapters of the Bible are sort of 

like a travel brochure, but they speak of a destination 

that will not leave anyone who reaches it 

disappointed. The Apostle John relates a vision from 

God in which he toured eternity. We know the record 

of John’s visions as the Revelation of Jesus Christ.  

I’ve summed up the book as “Knowledge of the 

Future--Strength to Persevere.” As Revelation begins 

Jesus himself appears to John and dictates letters to 

churches in seven different cities. John is then taken 

to heaven where he sees a series of events that take 

place in conjunction with Jesus’ return to earth. After 

his return, Revelation 20 says that he will reign on 

earth for a thousand years before the final judgment. 

God revealed all of this to John to encourage 

Christians who were facing temptation and 

persecution, but the most encouraging vision of all 

begins in chapter 21.  

In Revelation 21:1-22:5 John sees three scenes 

from eternity that shape our lives now. His vision 
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progresses like a movie. He begins with a wide angle 

shot to set the context, flies around a major landmark, 

and then zooms in for a close-up. From each scene, we 

learn something about God, something that’s missing 

from eternity, and something that we should be doing 

now to prepare ourselves for this future life. 
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C. S. Lewis once spoke of a child who was offered a 

day at a beautiful beach but passed it up because he 

wanted to keep on making mud pies in the slum 

where he lived. The problem was that he had never 

been to the beach and didn’t really know anything 

about it, so he couldn’t even begin to imagine what he 

was missing. We are all like that child. We look out at 

nature with great delight. We want to get the most we 

can out of life here and now. Jesus tells us to pray for 

God’s kingdom to come, but we cannot even begin to 

imagine how much better God’s eternal kingdom will 

be.  
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John’s tour of eternity begins with a look at nature 

that is radically different from what we experience. In 

Revelation 21:1-3 he speaks of a new heaven and 

earth. He says,  

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. And 

I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming 

down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 

bride adorned for her husband. 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. 

At the end of Revelation 20 earth and sky fled away 

from the great white throne as the final judgment 

began. Here John sees a new heaven and earth and he 

notices that there is no sea. He doesn’t explain why, 

but it may have something to do with the chaotic 

instability of the ocean. Also, in John’s vision in 

Revelation 13 he saw the beast rise up from the sea. 

Far more important, however, are the spiritual 

differences John sees.  
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The highlight of this new heaven and earth is that 

God himself will be present. He will dwell with his 

people. In a sense, God is always present with us even 

now. In Psalm 139:7 David said, “Where shall I go 

from your Spirit? Or where shall I flee from your 

presence?” But God will be present in the new heaven 

and earth in a different way.  

The word translated as “dwellling place” by the 

ESV could also be translated “tabernacle.” In the Old 

Testament, God appeared in visible form in a fiery 

cloud in the Tabernacle to lead and guide the 

Israelites. In Exodus 29:43-45 Moses records that 

God said, “There I will meet with the people of Israel, 

and it shall be sanctified by my glory. I will consecrate 

the tent of meeting and the altar. Aaron also and his 

sons I will consecrate to serve me as priests. I will 

dwell among the people of Israel and will be their 

God.” All who enter eternity will have that same 

privileged relationship with God, but to an even 

greater degree.  
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What’s so good about living in God’s presence? 

One incredible change is that there is no more death. 

John hears an explanation from this voice from the 

throne in verse 4. The voice says, “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." 

Death and suffering has been a part of nature since 

the time that Adam and Eve first sinned. God 

originally created the world to be free from suffering 

and death, and when he makes a new heaven and 

earth, he will restore it to that pristine condition. 

This transformation goes beyond the physical 

world into the hearts of people. Can you even imagine 

what it will be like to be free from any and all 

suffering, physical or emotional? Think of all the 

emotional scars and baggage that we carry being 

stripped away. In Psalm 16:11 David said, “You make 

known to me the path of life; in your presence there is 

fullness of joy; at your right hand are pleasures 

forevermore.” All our attempts to find joy in this 

world are just smeared on top of the sufferings we 

have already experienced, but in eternity God will 
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remove all of that so that we can experience true 

peace and joy. 

How do we respond to this incredible hope? At this 

point in John’s vision, God himself speaks, 

communicating two promises--one for those who 

thirst, and one for those who conquer.  

Before God states these promises he emphasizes 

his own reliability. In verses 5-6a John says,  

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." And he said to 

me, "It is done! I am the Alpha and the 

Omega, the beginning and the end.  

From God’s eternal perspective it is already fulfilled. 

He is the Alpha, the first letter in the Greek alphabet, 

and the Omega, the last letter. In other words, he is 

the A to Z and everything in between. He is the 

beginning and the end. He is eternal. No one could 

possibly be more trustworthy than him.  

So at the end of verse 6 God says, “To the thirsty I 

will give from the spring of the water of life without 
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payment.” John sees this water in the third scene of 

his tour. It’s a common biblical picture found in the 

prophecies of Isaiah and Jeremiah and the teaching of 

Jesus. The idea is that every thirst, every desire, every 

need we have ever had will ultimately be fulfilled by 

the presence of God. Most of us, however, look 

elsewhere for satisfaction. In Jeremiah 2:13 God said, 

“for my people have committed two evils: they have 

forsaken me, the fountain of living waters, and hewed 

out cisterns for themselves, broken cisterns that can 

hold no water.” We seek to quench our thirst through 

relationships, work, money, possessions, 

entertainment, and even religion, but these are all 

broken cisterns. We shouldn’t be surprised when we 

suffer disappointments here and now. God’s words 

here in Revelation 21 call us to stay thirsty. We need 

to see that our thirst can only be fulfilled by God 

himself in eternity. We do not need to pay; Christ has 

done that. We only need to thirst. What do you seek to 

quench your thirst, the things of life now or the 

presence of God in eternity? 

In verse 7 God adds a second promise, saying, 

“The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I 
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will be his God and he will be my son.” This idea of 

conquering or overcoming is used fifteen times in the 

book of Revelation to describe how a faithful believer 

responds to trials and temptations. The person who 

thirsts and the person who conquers are one and the 

same. If we truly view God as the only one who can 

satisfy our thirst, then we can overcome temptation 

knowing that it will not give us the satisfaction we 

seek. When we face trials, we will have the strength to 

press on knowing that relief awaits us in eternity, and 

not just relief. Here God says the conqueror receives a 

heritage, or an inheritance. Those who conqueror will 

have a place in God’s household for eternity.  

Those who do not thirst and conquer, however, 

will not enter this new heaven and earth. In verse 8, 

God says, “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." These are the people who never move 

beyond the mud pies. The characteristics and behave-

iors listed here all stand in direct opposition to the 

spirit of thirsting for the true God and overcoming by 
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his strength. None of us have the strength to resist 

temptation apart from Christ. If we do not overcome 

sin, it will overcome us, but through the death and 

resurrection of Christ we can be cleansed from the 

stain of our sins and find the strength to overcome. 

Are you an overcomer? 
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I spent my first semester of college on the campus 

of the University of Southern California which is 

located on the edge of downtown Los Angeles. One of 

the things I realized after a few weeks living on 

campus was that it never really got dark in the city. 

There were lights everywhere that provided some 

sense of security, but the city was anything but secure. 

It wasn’t uncommon to hear gunfire in the distance at 

night and police helicopters flying low with their 

searchlights on. In fact, a few months after I left 

U.S.C., riots broke out in the neighborhoods 

surrounding the campus.  
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Of course, cities throughout the world have similar 

problems. Cities do not have a great track record in 

Scripture either. The first major city called Babel was 

established in direct opposition to God’s command for 

people to scatter over the face of the earth and became 

a center for false religion. The problem is not cities 

themselves, but the darkness of human sinfulness that 

seems to multiply in them.  

As John’s tour of eternity continues, he sees a city 

unlike any that has ever existed. He describes his first 

glimpse of a New Jerusalem in Revelation 21:9-14. He 

says, 

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." And he 

carried me away in the Spirit to a great, high 

mountain, and showed me the holy city 

Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from 

God, having the glory of God, its radiance 

like a most rare jewel, like a jasper, clear as 

crystal. It had a great, high wall, with twelve 

gates, and at the gates twelve angels, and on 

the gates the names of the twelve tribes of 

the sons of Israel were inscribed--on the 

east three gates, on the north three gates, on 
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the south three gates, and on the west three 

gates. And the wall of the city had twelve 

foundations, and on them were the twelve 

names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 

Jerusalem holds a special significance in history 

because it was the place God chose as the capital city 

of Israel. King David reigned in Jerusalem and 

prepared the way for the Temple to be built there by 

his son Solomon. The Jerusalem of ancient history, 

however, never lived up to its lofty place in God’s 

plan. Sin multiplied there and God allowed the city to 

be destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 B.C. and then 

again by the Romans in A.D. 70. This new Jerusalem, 

however, will be different.  

The city’s appearance reveals that God himself will 

be its glorious light. John says that it has the glory of 

God. It is radiant like precious jewels. The city’s gates 

remind us of how the tribes of Israel encamped 

around the Tabernacle where God was present in the 

glory cloud. In contrast to this Old Testament 

imagery, however, the foundation of the city bears the 
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names of the twelve New Testament apostles. Their 

preaching and writing shines the light of God in a 

different sense. They revealed the truth of salvation in 

Christ. In John 8:12, for instance, John tells us, 

“Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, ‘I am the light of 

the world. Whoever follows me will not walk in 

darkness, but will have the light of life.’” Is God your 

light? We won’t see his light in eternity, unless we 

accept him as our light now. 

As John’s vision continues, his angelic guide takes 

him in for a closer look at the city’s exterior. In many 

ways the city mirrors some aspects of the Old 

Testament Temple, but John specifically states that no 

temple will be needed. In verses 15-22 he tells us, 

And the one who spoke with me had a 

measuring rod of gold to measure the city 

and its gates and walls. 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. He also measured its wall, 

144 cubits by human measurement, which is 

also an angel's measurement. The wall was 
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built of jasper, while the city was pure gold, 

like clear glass. The foundations of the wall 

of the city were adorned with every kind of 

jewel. The first was jasper, the second 

sapphire, the third agate, the fourth 

emerald, the fifth onyx, the sixth carnelian, 

the seventh chrysolite, the eighth beryl, the 

ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the 

eleventh jacinth, the twelfth amethyst. And 

the twelve gates were twelve pearls, each of 

the gates made of a single pearl, and the 

street of the city was pure gold, like 

transparent glass. And I saw no temple in 

the city, for its temple is the Lord God the 

Almighty and the Lamb. 

It’s hard to know what to make of the city’s 

dimensions. A stadion in ancient times was around 

600 feet, so 12,000 stadia would be around 1,400 

miles. If John is saying that the city’s length, width, 

and height are each equal to 1,400 miles, the city 

would cover a surface area of over half the United 

States and reach far into space. The orbit of the 

International Space Station is only 250 miles up. So 

many scholars say that these dimensions symbolize a 

perfect number, but I’m not willing to concede a 

literal interpretation that quickly. Perhaps John’s 
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number is the result of multiplying length, width, and 

height. If that is the case, the city would be an 11 mile 

cube--still massive but more conceivable. Or maybe 

this new earth will be larger than our current planet. 

Whatever we do with these numbers, the point is that 

the city is massive and has complete control over the 

world. Its cubic shape seems to mirror the holy of 

holies in the Old Testament temple--the place where 

the glory of God was present. The holy of holies will 

not be needed in eternity, because God is present.  

The description of the city’s jeweled walls may be 

making a similar point. Exodus 28 describes the 

breastplate worn by the high priest when he would 

enter into the temple. It was to be covered with twelve 

jewels, and in the ESV translation John mentions nine 

of the twelve here in Revelation 21. The other three 

jewels listed in these two passages do not match up, 

but since we do not have pictures of what ancient 

authors had in mind when they spoke of these various 

jewels, the translations of the Hebrew terms in 

Exodus and the Greek terms in Revelation are 

somewhat uncertain. In light of that uncertainty, I 

think we can conclude that the entire city in 
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Revelation 21 is designed to remind people of the high 

priest. He was the only one who could draw near to 

the glory of God in the Old Testament, but in eternity 

everyone will have the same access.  

The Old Testament system of temple worship 

emphasized man’s separation from God. The walls, 

the gates, and even the jeweled breastplate of the high 

priest all represented barriers that kept people away 

from God. The New Jerusalem suggests the exact 

opposite. The glory of God will be accessible. 

So what is the practical significance of having 

access to God’s glory in the New Jerusalem? In verses 

23-27 John shows how God’s light will shine through 

his people. He says,  

And the city has no need of sun or moon to 

shine on it, for the glory of God gives it light, 

and its lamp is the Lamb. By its light will the 

nations walk, and the kings of the earth will 

bring their glory into it, and its gates will 

never be shut by day--and there will be no 

night there. They will bring into it the glory 

and the honor of the nations. But nothing 

unclean will ever enter it, nor anyone who 
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does what is detestable or false, but only 

those who are written in the Lamb's book of 

life. 

In eternity everyone in the world will walk by 

God’s light both literally and spiritually. Could that be 

said of you today? Does God’s truth guide you through 

life? Walking in God’s light is an essential part of 

being a Christian. John made this point in 1 John 1:5-

7. There he said, 

This is the message we have heard from him 

and proclaim to you, that God is light, and 

in him is no darkness at all. If we say we 

have fellowship with him while we walk in 

darkness, we lie and do not practice the 

truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in 

the light, we have fellowship with one 

another, and the blood of Jesus his Son 

cleanses us from all sin. 

The decision to believe in God and in Jesus Christ is 

essentially a decision to rely upon the light that he 

gives to guide us through life. If you claim to believe, 

but ignore the light of the truth he reveals, then you 

really don’t believe. Walking in the darkness is what 

makes someone unclean, and John says in Revelation 
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21:27 that nothing unclean will be a part of this New 

Jerusalem. 

John also speaks in Revelation 21:24 and 26 about 

the kings and the nations bringing honor and glory 

into the new Jerusalem. In other words, they are 

reflecting God’s truth back toward him. They are 

offering up praise for all that they see in him. We have 

that same focus when we gather for worship now. We 

walk by God’s light and then gather to celebrate who 

God is and all that he means to us. What we do every 

Sunday is a rehearsal for eternity. Are you reflecting 

God’s light today? Is it shining through you? 
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I never really experienced seasons when I was 

growing up in Southern California. We talked about 

fall. In my elementary school we even made art 

projects with red and orange leaves, but it was all sort 

of wishful thinking. Trees there don’t really change 

color much. A lot of plants stay green and flowers 

bloom all year long. But when I moved to Michigan, I 

finally got to experience the true beauty of autumn. 

But I quickly found out that there is a cost--hour and 

hours of raking leaves. I suspect the fall season only 

exists because of the spiritual fall of humanity and the 
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curse of death that God subsequently pronounced on 

creation.  

Before Adam and Eve sinned, they lived in a 

perfect garden with trees that provided food easily 

and continually. Best of all, they had access to the tree 

of life that enabled them to live forever. But after their 

sin, Genesis 3:17-19 tells us,  

And to Adam he said, "Because you have 

listened to the voice of your wife and have 

eaten of the tree of which I commanded you, 

'You shall not eat of it,' cursed is the ground 

because of you; in pain you shall eat of it all 

the days of your life; thorns and thistles it 

shall bring forth for you; and you shall eat 

the plants of the field. By the sweat of your 

face you shall eat bread, till you return to 

the ground, for out of it you were taken; for 

you are dust, and to dust you shall return." 

Creation was cursed because of Adam’s sin so that his 

work became laborious and tiresome. Genesis 3:22-23 

also says,  

Then the LORD God said, ‘Behold, the man 

has become like one of us in knowing good 

and evil. Now, lest he reach out his hand 

and take also of the tree of life and eat, and 

live forever—’ therefore the LORD God sent 
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him out from the garden of Eden to work 

the ground from which he was taken.”  

Eternal life was forfeited and paradise was lost. 

As John’s tour of eternity continues into 

Revelation 22, he seems to be taken to the heart of the 

New Jerusalem, and there he finds a new garden with 

a new tree of life. In verses 1 and 2 he says,  

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 through 

the middle of the street of the city; also, 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. 

Paradise will be regained, and no one will have the 

arduous task of raking up decaying leaves. On the 

contrary, the tree of life enables all the nations in the 

new heaven and earth to live for eternity. 

Even in these first few verses, John begins to 

highlight a third characteristic of God. We’ve seen that 

in eternity he will be present, and he will be light, but 
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as John describes the new garden he emphasizes that 

God will be king. Notice that in verse 1, John 

mentions the throne of God and of the Lamb. The 

word “throne” is used 35 times in the book of 

Revelation. Three of those references speak of the 

throne of Satan or the beast, and 30 refer to God’s 

throne in heaven. Revelation 22:1 and 3 refer to God’s 

throne being on earth. Matthew 6:10 tells us that 

Jesus taught his followers to pray, “Your kingdom 

come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 

The throne of God in this new garden is the final 

fulfillment of that prayer. The division that now exists 

between heaven and earth will be no more.  

This joining of heaven and earth is only possible 

because the curse from Genesis 3 has been removed. 

In Revelation 22:3, John says, “No longer will there be 

anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the 

Lamb will be in it, and his servants will worship him.” 

Here again, John mentions the throne. Every moment 

of our lives has been lived under the curse. The curse 

meant that Adam and Eve were removed from the 
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garden, removed from the presence of God, removed 

from the glory of God, and removed from the 

beneficial effects of God’s immediate reign over their 

life. God certainly continued to reign after Adam and 

Eve fell, but it was not the same as the close guidance 

they had received previously. This new garden in 

eternity demonstrates that the influence of the curse 

is finished.  

What will this new garden with God’s throne and 

without the curse mean for people? People will 

experience the joy of serving their King like never 

before. At the end of verse 3 John mentioned that 

God’s servants will worship him. Do you think of 

yourself as a servant of God?  

John continues to describe what it will mean to 

serve God in eternity in verses 4 and 5. He says, “They 

will see his face, and his name will be on their 

foreheads. 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.” Those who 

serve God in eternity will never have any doubts or 
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any worries about their standing with him or their 

relationship with him. They will see his face. His 

name will be on them. God will be their light, and they 

will reign with him forever.  

Back in chapter 21 we spoke of thirsting for him, 

and here at the beginning of chapter 22 John sees the 

river of the water of life flowing from God’s throne. 

We assume that the only way to quench our thirst is to 

be free and to choose our own path, but our deepest 

thirst will ultimately be quenched by serving our king 

in eternity. We cannot, however, wait until then to 

begin serving him. We will not experience the joy of 

serving God in eternity, unless we begin serving him 

now. Even in this cursed world, we can devote all of 

our work to our God and King as an act of worship. Is 

that how you approach life? 
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John’s visionary tour of eternity has given us the 

broad view of the new heaven and earth, flying around 

the new Jerusalem, and zooming in to the new garden 

with the tree of life. We’ve seen that God will be 

present and accessible, shining the light of his glory 

and reigning as king upon his throne. There will be no 

more death or suffering of any kind, no more temples, 

and no more curse. So as we wait for eternity, we 

should thirst for God, conquering the temptations and 

trials that come our way, reflecting his glory, and 

serving him in everything we do.  

These are the lifelong pursuits of all who are 

headed toward eternity, but what specific steps do you 

need to take in response to God’s Word today? Maybe 

today is the day for you to begin walking in God’s 

light. Believe in Him. Trust the perfect wisdom of his 

word to guide you through life. If you’re not ready to 

take that step, I would encourage you to spend some 

time reading Psalm 27, because in that psalm David 

expresses his desire for the things we’ve talked about 

today. Take some time to consider how important and 

significant this vision of eternity is for your life. 
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Maybe today you are dealing with a particular trial or 

temptation. If that is the case, would you look to God 

for help and start praying diligently for strength to 

overcome that situation. Or maybe today you’ve 

thought of some specific way that you should be 

shining and reflecting God’s glory. Make a 

commitment before God to follow through on that 

conviction. May God help us live each day with 

eternity in view. 

1. How did you think about eternity prior to studying 

this passage? How has your understanding 

changed? 

 

 

2. Of the three characteristics of God drawn from this 

passage, which one do you find most encouraging? 

Why? 

 

 

3. How would you describe eternity to someone who 

has never read the Bible?
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Comic book heroes are everywhere right now, and 

their stories always tie-in to the idea that with great 

power comes great responsibility. How could you not 

stop an alien invasion when you’re the only one faster 

than a speeding bullet and able to leap tall buildings 

in a single bound? That’s the world of fiction, but the 

Bible teaches a different idea. Great responsibility 

comes with great knowledge.  

Knowledge seems cheap today. With a few clicks 

we can access more information than any physical 
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library could ever contain. We can learn about any 

subject, even the Bible, theology, and spiritual life, but 

it seems to matter less and less to us. It wasn’t always 

this way.  

In centuries past very few people had access to 

knowledge about the Bible. The only copies of the 

Bible that existed were locked away in churches and 

written in a language that average people could not 

understand. In fact, John Wycliffe, who lived in 14th 

Century England, was persecuted and declared a 

heretic by the Catholic Church for his efforts to make 

the Bible accessible to more people by translating it 

into English. Their hatred for him was so intense that 

thirty years after his death they exhumed his corpse so 

that his body could be burned. Believers like Wycliffe 

were willing to die in order to give people knowledge 

of the Bible.  

Jesus explained the importance of knowledge in a 

parable he told about a master and his servants. Luke 

12:47-48 tells us that he said,  

And that servant who knew his master's will 

but did not get ready or act according to his 

will, will receive a severe beating. But the 

one who did not know, and did what 
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deserved a beating, will receive a light 

beating. Everyone to whom much was given, 

of him much will be required, and from him 

to whom they entrusted much, they will 

demand the more. 

We have been given much, but what have we done 

with it? 

Today we conclude our verse by verse study of the 

book of Revelation that I’ve called, “Knowledge of the 

Future--Strength to Persevere.” As we have worked 

our way through the book, I have emphasized that 

God did not give these visions to John to simply 

satisfy our curiosity. We finish the book with more 

questions than answers. Nevertheless, the book was 

intended to encourage Christians as they faced intense 

temptation and opposition. Even though we may not 

be able to answer all of our questions about the end 

times, the encouraging message of the book is still 

loud and clear. Jesus wins! 

The book’s original title in Greek is the Apocalypse 

of Jesus Christ. Apocalypse doesn’t mean destruction, 

though we often use the word that way today. It 

means unveiling or revelation. Knowledge is the heart 

of the book. It tells us how Jesus will be revealed in 



— 596 — 

the future when he returns to earth. The question is 

what will we do with that important knowledge? With 

great knowledge comes great responsibility. The final 

verses, Revelation 22:6-21, present seven 

responsibilities for all who have read the book. These 

are our marching orders. This is how we should live in 

light of the Apocalypse.  
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Do you have any decorative books? Not books 

about decorating. I’m talking about books that you’ve 

never read and do not intend to read, because you like 

the way they look sitting on a shelf in your home. 

Maybe you just like the color of the spine regardless of 

what the book is about. Maybe you have even selected 

titles that will impress people like a collection of 

Shakespeare’s works.  

The first responsibility for those who have read 

Revelation, is that we have a book to keep. We’re not 

talking about simply keeping it around for decoration. 
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Revelation 22:6-7 shows us three characteristics of the 

book that explain how it should be kept.  

In the first part of verse 6 John says, “And he 

[probably the angel who spoke to him previously] said 

to me, ‘These words are trustworthy and true.’” 

Revelation is not just a record of someone’s ideas or 

subjective experiences. It presents vital truths about 

God’s justice and people’s eternal destiny. This book is 

meant to shape the way you approach life. To keep it 

means to accept it with the confidence that it is 

entirely true.  

In the next part of verse 6 the angel says, “And the 

Lord, the God of the spirits of the prophets, has sent 

his angel to show his servants what must soon take 

place." So Revelation is also worth keeping because it 

carries God’s divine authority. God worked through 

John just as he did through other biblical prophets to 

produce a document that is God-breathed. In 2 Peter 

1:21 Peter explained, “For no prophecy was ever 

produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God 

as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” Think 

about how you read and how you listen. Do you treat 

the Bible, including the book of Revelation, as words 
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from God? To keep it means treating it as an 

authoritative book from God. 

In verse 7, Jesus himself seems to interject. He 

says, “And behold, I am coming soon. Blessed is the 

one who keeps the words of the prophecy of this 

book.” The word “keep” is often used to speak of 

obeying God’s commandments. The words of Jesus 

here confirm what we have seen about the practical 

intent of the book. Revelation includes both explicit 

commands and truths that shape how we live. In 

order to truly keep this book, we must know it and 

obey it, and Jesus promises that when we do, we will 

be blessed. We will be blessed with strength to 

persevere here and now and with life in God’s 

presence forever.  

Do you treat Revelation as a book that is true and 

authoritative? Do you know it and obey it? God will 

hold us accountable for this responsibility. We have a 

book to keep. 
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With all of the money our society spends on toys, 

children are still often entertained by the simplest of 

things. When my children were young, I remember 

occasions when they were completely absorbed with 

blowing up a balloon and letting it go. You know what 

happens. The balloon shoots all around the room. You 

never know where it’s going to land. That 

unpredictability and the sound effect that accom-

panies it can be fun for kids. There are times, 

however, when we as people can be like those 

balloons. Our emotions get stirred up and we go 
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shooting off unpredictably in all directions, and that is 

never fun for anyone. 

The book of Revelation stirs up deep feelings of 

both fear and joy, so those who have read it have a 

powerful impulse that we have to direct. In Revelation 

22:8-9, John describes his own experience with this 

problem. He says,  

I, John, am the one who heard and saw 

these things. And when I heard and saw 

them, I fell down to worship at the feet of 

the angel who showed them to me, but he 

said to me, "You must not do that! I am a 

fellow servant with you and your brothers 

the prophets, and with those who keep the 

words of this book. Worship God." 

John fully understood that only God is worthy of 

worship. This lesson was apparent in his visions. 

Angels and prophets are all servants of God like every 

other believer. In the heat of the moment, however, 

John’s emotions betrayed him, and he began to 

worship the angelic messenger who was speaking with 

him. He acted in a way that was inappropriate at best, 

and sinful if he would have persisted in it. Emotional 

impulses must be directed according to God’s Word.  
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How do you handle your emotions? Are you like 

that balloon going wherever the impulse leads when 

you’re excited? What about when you feel angry or 

sad? In the heat of the moment, we can say and do 

things that are sinful. Proverbs 17:27 advises us, 

“Whoever restrains his words has knowledge, and he 

who has a cool spirit is a man of understanding.” If we 

take the time to evaluate our response in light of God’s 

word, the Holy Spirit will give us the strength to 

exercise self-control (Gal 5:22-23).  We have an 

impulse to direct. 
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Have you ever read something that you did not 

want anyone to know that you read? Did you read it 

behind locked doors with dim lighting? That’s often 

how we act when we’re considering something 

immoral, yet the truth of the matter is that God is fully 

aware of our thoughts. I have in mind those times 

when we read something good, but we’re concerned 

about what other people might think.  

Those who read the book of Revelation have a 

message to share, but we may hesitate to tell people 

that we have been studying the book. The book has 

often been abused by unorthodox cult groups, who 
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generally ignore the rest of the Bible but specialize in 

wild interpretations of John’s visions. Are you 

concerned that people might lump you into the same 

category as those people? Some well-known Bible 

teachers have even avoided the book entirely. For 

instance, the great reformer John Calvin wrote 

commentaries on every book of the New Testament 

except Revelation. For those who do teach the book, I 

suspect that this stigma may be one of the factors that 

pushes many toward symbolic interpretations.  

Was John tempted to keep Revelation to himself? 

In Revelation 22:10, John says, “And he said to me, 

‘Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, 

for the time is near.’” Could he have been concerned 

about what people would think of some of his strange 

visions? Other apocalyptic works were written by false 

prophets. Was John concerned about people 

associating him with them? He does not say, but this 

verse makes it clear that God wanted this book to be 

openly shared. 

This fear about what people may think arises not 

only with Revelation but with everything Jesus taught. 

He knew his disciples would hesitate to be open. 
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Matthew 10:27-28 tells us that he taught them, “What 

I tell you in the dark, say in the light, and what you 

hear whispered, proclaim on the housetops. And do 

not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the 

soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and 

body in hell.” Fear should not keep us from speaking 

openly about Jesus and his teaching, or about his 

return. We have a message to share. Are you willing to 

tell it to people? 
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Life often seems like a maze with countless 

decisions. It can be complicated and bewilderingly 

difficult to navigate. But the Bible as a whole and the 

book of Revelation in particular boils all the 

complexities of life down to one simple choice. Will 

you follow God or not? The significance of that one 

decision towers over every other choice.  

Everyone who reads the book of Revelation has a 

choice to make. In Revelation 22:11 the angelic 

messenger says, “Let the evildoer still do evil, and the 

filthy still be filthy, and the righteous still do right, 

and the holy still be holy." There is a sense of urgency 
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and finality here. There is no middle ground. Some 

choose to do evil and some choose to do right. That 

decision means that some will be filthy in God’s eyes 

because of their evil deeds, and some will be holy 

because of their righteous deeds. Which side are you 

on?  

The choice you make will shape your eternal 

destiny. In verses 12 and 13 Jesus speaks again and 

says, “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my 

recompense with me, to repay each one for what he 

has done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and 

the last, the beginning and the end.” He is the creator 

and he will be the final judge. Revelation has showed 

us that those who are righteous and holy will be 

rewarded with eternal life with God in a new heaven 

and earth, but those who are evil and filthy will be 

subject to eternal punishment in the lake of fire. 

The problem, of course, is that all of us have 

sinned. We are all filthy, so verse 14 gives hope of the 

opportunity for salvation. The passage says, “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.” We learned about the tree of life 
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and the gates of the New Jerusalem in our study last 

week. Through faith in the sacrificial death of Christ 

on our behalf, we are washed and made holy so that 

we can have eternal life. In 1 Corinthians 6, Paul listed 

several sinful behaviors and then said in verse 11, 

“And such were some of you. But you were washed, 

you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of 

the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” 

Those who ignore the opportunity of salvation, 

however, will not enjoy eternal life in God’s presence. 

Verse 15 says, “Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and 

the sexually immoral and murderers and idolaters, 

and everyone who loves and practices falsehood.” In 

ancient times, dogs were generally not household pets 

but filthy scavengers. So this reference to dogs, may 

be a picture of sinners in general, or John may have 

had in mind some specific sin. On other occasions the 

Bible uses the word “dog” as a derogatory name for 

unbelievers or even for male prostitutes. The overall 

point is clear. Those whose lives are characterized by 

unrepentant sin will be excluded from the new heaven 

and earth. 
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Life isn’t a maze. Revelation presents a clear 

choice: righteousness or evil, holiness or filth, eternal 

blessing or eternal punishment. Everyone who reads 

the book makes a choice either to listen and begin 

trusting in Christ and following him, or to ignore the 

book and continue going your own way. If you haven’t 

already done so, I cannot urge you enough to choose 

Christ today! 
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Babies are good at letting everyone know when 

they need something. But it’s not always easy to figure 

out what they need. When they’re hungry, they cry. 

When they’re wet, they cry. When they feel sick, they 

cry. When they’re overstimulated, they cry. Parenting 

can be a challenge!  

As adults we should be easier to handle. We can 

communicate our needs. But sometimes, we don’t 

really know what our true needs are or where to look 

to meet those needs. Our study of Revelation 21 last 

week showed us the ultimate solution to all of our 

needs. We need Jesus to come and bring us to the new 
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heaven and earth where there is no longer any death 

or mourning or crying or pain. Those who have read 

Revelation have a prayer to say. 

Jesus speaks in Revelation 22:16 and identifies 

himself as the one who can meet our need. He says, “I, 

Jesus, have sent my angel to testify to you about these 

things for the churches. I am the root and the 

descendant of David, the bright morning star.” In 

addressing the churches, he presents himself as the 

one who fulfills the needs of New Testament believers. 

By mentioning David, Jesus also connects himself into 

the promises of the Old Testament. He is the 

promised Messiah who who will rule the world. 

Finally, he is the morning star, the sign that a new day 

is coming. 

How should we respond? The first part of verse 17 

says, “The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come.’ And let the 

one who hears say, ‘Come.’” These are prayers for 

Jesus to come. It may seem strange to think of the 

Spirit praying, but in Romans 8:26 Paul says, 

“Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we 

do not know what to pray for as we ought, but the 

Spirit himself intercedes for us with groanings too 
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deep for words.” What is the gist of those groanings? 

As God’s Spirit indwells us he sees that we need Jesus 

to come, so that is what he prays. The whole picture of 

believers as the bride of Christ reinforces that request. 

We are waiting for the great wedding feast, so this is 

how we should pray. 

The second half of verse 17 changes perspectives. 

It says, “And let the one who is thirsty come; let the 

one who desires take the water of life without price.” 

The first part of the verse focuses on Christ coming to 

earth, but the second part of the verse focuses on 

people coming to Christ. The ultimate answer to our 

every thirst is found in him, so our needs will not be 

fully met until he comes.  

We often focus our prayers on immediate 

concerns. We ask for peace in some stressful situation 

or the healing of some medical problem. God invites 

us to bring those concerns to him, but we need to look 

beyond the immediate. Every prayer should lead us 

back to the desire for Christ to come. Is this how you 

pray? 
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Imagine how the world would respond if some 

amateur artist tried to modify some great work of art. 

What if someone tried to add a splash of color to 

Leonardo’s Mona Lisa or blend the colors together 

better in Van Gogh’s Starry Night? People would see it 

as the height of arrogance and disrespect, yet when it 

comes to the Bible, people do not hesitate to suggest 

changes.  

In Revelation 22:18-19 John issues a warning that 

every reader must heed. He says, “I warn everyone 

who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if 

anyone adds to them, God will add to him the plagues 



— 614 — 

described in this book, and if anyone takes away from 

the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take 

away his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, 

which are described in this book.” 

In the most literal sense, the person who adds to 

Revelation is someone who presents himself as a 

prophet and claims to have extra visions from God. 

The person who takes away from the book would be a 

critic who asserts that some of John’s visions should 

be rejected as untrue. The actions of both individuals 

show disrespect for God’s Word, and because of that, 

it becomes clear that they are not believers though 

they may claim otherwise. For this reason, they will 

suffer the plagues of Revelation and be excluded from 

eternal life.  

This warning should prompt us to be careful about 

how we handle not only the book of Revelation, but 

the entire Bible. In 2 Timothy 2:15, Paul challenged 

Timothy, “Do your best to present yourself to God as 

one approved, a worker who has no need to be 

ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.” If we 

twist a passage to say something that it doesn’t say, 

aren’t we showing the same heart of disrespect for 



 

— 615 — 

God as the false prophet? If we choose to minimize or 

ignore parts of the Bible, aren’t we acting like the 

critic? Those who read Revelation have a warning to 

heed. 

  



— 616 — 

After some of the darkest storms pass over us, we 

find a rainbow. In Genesis 9 after Noah and his family 

survived the great flood, God made the rainbow as the 

symbol of his covenant to never again destroy the 

earth with a flood. The rainbow stands as a reminder 

of God’s grace. Even when life seems dark and stormy, 

God is accomplishing his good and perfect purpose.  

Just like the story of Noah, the book of Revelation 

shows the grace of God at work. In God’s wrath he will 

bring a time of great destruction upon the earth, yet 

through it all he is working through his grace to bring 

about something far better. As we have said, the 



 

— 617 — 

original recipients of the book of Revelation were 

facing dark trials of their own. For them and for us the 

book of Revelation presents us with a promise to 

trust, a promise that the grace of God is at work. 

The final words in Revelation and in the entire 

New Testament remind us of God’s grace. In 

Revelation 22:20-21 John says, “He who testifies to 

these things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. 

Come, Lord Jesus! The grace of the Lord Jesus be 

with all. Amen.” Jesus promised that he would come 

soon. But how can that be, since we are still waiting 

almost 2,000 years later?  

People were already questioning Jesus’ return 

before the end of the First Century. Peter responded 

in 2 Peter 3:8-9 by saying,  

But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, 

that with the Lord one day is as a thousand 

years, and a thousand years as one day. 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. 

From God’s perspective, the events of Revelation 

could begin to unfold at any moment. In his mercy 
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and grace, however, he delays as he draws more 

people to repentance.  

Do you trust the promise of God’s grace? Do you 

believe that he is working through all the 

circumstances of life to draw people to salvation? The 

book of Revelation shows us his ultimate plan. As 

those who have read it, we have the responsibility to 

trust his promise.  

 



 

— 619 — 

 

With great knowledge comes great responsibility. 

As those who have read and studied the book of 

Revelation, we have a book to keep, an impulse to 

direct, a message to share, a choice to make, a prayer 

to say, a warning to heed, and a promise to trust. On 

which of these responsibilities do you most need to 

focus?  

Maybe today you simply need to start by going 

back and reading through the book of Revelation on 

your own.  

Or perhaps you are one of those people that God is 

waiting for. If you have never made the choice to turn 

away from your sin and to come to Jesus to be 

cleansed of the filthy stain of sin, would you do that 

today? As verse 14 says, would you wash your robes 

and begin a relationship with the living God?  

Or maybe today you realize that your prayers have 

all focused on the immediate rather than the eternal. 

If so, would you make a commitment to change the 

way you pray? Begin to pray for Christ to come. Don’t 

stop praying for those immediate needs but begin to 

pray for our ultimate need to be fulfilled.  



— 620 — 

Or maybe there is someone in your life who needs 

to hear about Christ return. Don’t keep the truths you 

know sealed up. Share God’s truth openly.  

May God help us live in light of the Apocalypse! 

1. Which of these responsibilities are you most 

faithfully fulfilling? Why? 

 

 

 

2. Which of these responsibilities are you least 

faithful to fulfill? Why? 

 

 

 

3. How would you introduce the book of Revelation 

to someone who had never read it? 
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