The Revelation of John

Part One: Introduction to the Book


Authorship
There appears to be general consensus that the Apostle John wrote the book of Revelation. The feasibility of this increases with an earlier dating of the work and decreased with a later dating. In particular the personal and interactive way in which the book uses the name John flies in the face of pseudonyms which were commonly used in such literature.

Date of Writing
The book may have been written any time from 70CE to 95CE. A later dating is the more popular, contemporary view.

The Style of the Book
Revelation has been defined by what is commonly known as an apocalyptic book. Another example of this is the book of Daniel, found in the Hebrew Bible (O.T.). This strange term comes from the Greek word for ‘Revelation’ which appears in the first verse of the book (apokalupsis). Apocalypse has come to be associated with cataclysmic events and chaos, whereas if one reads the text of the book more carefully one will discover that Revelation is more about the hope and victory in Jesus Christ which has been revealed or disclosed. 

Apocalyptic works are usually written by minority groups who view the current world in a very negative light and are ‘holding on’ until God can restore hope in the future. The basis of most apocalyptic works is the narrator who tells a story which brings a message of hope during a time of crises.

In the above sense Revelation is and isn’t apocalyptic. It is in the style and context of the material, but is not in that as Christians we are not waiting for a future hope ... has Jesus has already come and won the victory over sin, death and evil at Calvary.

What Caused Revelation to be written?
As with all apocalyptic literature this book was written during a time of intense crises, which was assaulting the early believers on three different fronts:

· From the Jewish Adherents
The Romans did not allow ‘foreign’ religions, but the Christians existed safely under the Jewish Umbrella until after the Judeo-Roman war (66-70CE) where the Jews banned Christians from the synagogues (the Temple was destroyed in 70CE) citing their faith as a cheap version of the Jewish faith as one was not compelled to adhere to the strict Jewish regulations.

· From the Gentiles
Christianity excluded its adherents from participating in gentile life:

· Oaths were taken in the name of Gentile gods.

· Christians were perceived as atheists (rejecting their gods) and sometimes even cannibals (fables surrounding the sacrament of Holy Communion).

· They were excluded from economically empowering unions (collegia) which were based on Gentile gods.

· From the Roman Rulers
The Emperor at the most likely time of Revelation’s writing Titus Flavius Domitian installed Emperor Worship as a Roman requirement, which the Christians inter alia could not entertain. At the same, equally with the general populace, Christians were suffering under Roman taxation and oppression. Romans eventually began persecuting the Christians. This is what probably happened to Antipas (Rev 2:13) and other instances, as well (Rev 2:9, 10, 19, 25).

Thus it is easy to see how the early Christians would be in the market for a document which would offer, solace, comfort and reassurance under the conditions in which they tried to live and worship.

?
HOW DO YOU THINK OUR LIVES, AS CHRISTIANS COMPARE AND DIFFER TO THE EARLY EXPERIENCE OF THE REVELATION CHRISTIANS?
Symbolism

The book of Revelation is confusing to many, particularly when we read it as it appears to be something of a Fairy Tale which is beyond our understanding and more grim, than Grimm! The primary key to Revelation is understanding the symbolism. There are many types of symbols represented in the book:

· Symbols still unknown, eg. The ‘white stone’ Rev 2:17

· Hebrew Bible (O.T.) symbols (over 300 references)

· Persian and Babylonian mythology (Images reinterpreted for Christian benefit)

· Numeric Symbolism:

	NUMBER
	EXPLANATION

	7
	The number represents completeness. It is the most ‘holy number’ in Jewish readings. It represents perfection and completeness. Shalom. Made up of 3 + 4 (cf. below). Eg’s seven bowls, lamp stands, etc.

	12
	This is also an important number which features frequently (2 x 12 elders, 12 tribes x 12,000 members = 144,000) and is the product of 3 x 4 (cf. below).

	10
	Not as intense as the number 7, but also represents completeness. Taken from the ten fingers of the hand.  

	4
	This represents creation: the ‘four corners’ of the earth. For example of the measure of Jerusalem is cubic (4 sided).

	3
	This is the number which represents God. In Christian belief, this is appropriate in terms of the Trinity.

	6
	This represents humanity (7 - 1). Short of perfection. Incomplete.

	2
	This represents witnesses (Rev 11:3).

	8
	Some scholars accord this number to Jesus (7+1) one more than perfect. The early church used to signify Jesus with the number 888.

	3 ½ 
	Referring to time spans (Rev 11:9, 11) this refers to persecution.

	666
	The infamous mark of the beast. If one uses the Jewish system of Giamatra (where each letter has a value), this total may be reached with the Emperor Nero’s name.


So how do we deal with symbolism?
· Not literally. For example the 1000 years is not meant to be taken at face value, but represents 10 x 10 x 10 or 103 . God’s reign of providence. 

· There may be more than one meaning, where, for example, the desert may be both foreboding and a blessing (rev 12:1 and 17:1).

· Symbolism should be read in the context of the entire account.

· Symbolism should be referenced in terms of the structure of the whole book. For example the songs (ch’s 4, 5, 12, 15, 18 and 19) are spread throughout the ‘chaos’ in order to communicate to the reader that this suffering should be balanced with praise.

Why so much symbolism?
In my personal opinion, this is not because the Christians believed that if Romans got the text that they would not be able to interpret it, as the symbols were common enough for Christians to understand and were made of up images which were common to their contemporary world. Most convincingly symbolism was used to:

· Draw the reader in

· Make the text come alive

· Provide an everlasting image

Much as music or poetry draws people, more effectively than ordinary text. This is why Revelation is so evocative.

Next time:
· The style of the writing

· Can we ever understand Revelation?

· Different ways to read Revelation.

The structure and the division of the book
The Revelation of John

Part Two: Introduction to the Book


The Style of Writing
The dominant style of the book of Revelation is known as rhetoric: elaborate, ornamental language. So for example instead of saying, “They praised God”, written in rhetoric it might read, “The cherubim and seraphim raised their voices in exalted glory to the Lord of heaven and earth”.

Why would they do this?

Well the difference can be compared to that of an ‘information sign’ and an ‘instructional sign’ on the side of the road. Where the former may inform one of how many kilometres it is to a destination, the later would be, for example, a stop sign which solicits action.

Rhetoric makes us participate or act on the information we are receiving; helping us to bridge the now and what is yet to come - thereby challenging the disillusion of the day!

So Can We Understand Revelation?
We must be honest and acknowledge that there are parts of Revelation which we will interpret inaccurately, their will be other areas which we are unable to interpret at all, but on the whole (if we use Revelation as it is intended) we should be able to embrace the message of its author.

This will depend largely on how or why we read Revelation. If we read it,

· Out of pure curiosity

· Out of a search for a blueprint for the future,

then we will be disappointed. But if we, instead, seek out the encouragement and exhortation intended by Jesus, then Revelation will begin to make sense to us.

Ways in Which Revelation Can Be Read
People interpret Revelation differently, according to how they read the text. For example, if you read one of Burn’s poems as a history book, you will come out with a picture far from what the author intended - so it is with Revelation.

Here are some of the ways in which people read Revelation:

· Chiliastically (chilloi = 1000)

This is the way of looking at Revelation according to the millennium or 1000 year reign (Rev 20:1-6). The millennium is viewed by interpreters in several different ways. One position holds that the millennium only refers to Christ's spiritual rule today from heaven. This symbolic view is known as the amillennial interpretation. Another position views Christ's spiritual rule as working through preaching and teaching to bring gradual world improvement leading up to Christ's return. This is the postmillennial view. The position that holds to an actual thousand year period in the future is known as the premillennial view. This interpretation does not diminish the power of Christ's present rule from heaven or limit that rule to the church only. That position sees the need for a thousand_year place in history for an earthly fulfilment of Israel's promises of land and blessing. It stresses that the one thousand years in Revelation 20 are actual years and are not symbolic.

· Allegorically

This interpretation reads everything metaphorically. Well this is crucial in understanding Revelation, the allegory has to be rooted in some fact or common symbolism. Most often this approach is taken too far, or is loses its substantiation in the text.

· Recapitulation
This method focuses on the repetition, such as the seven seal, seven lamp stands, etc. and tried to interpret the text from these symbolic structures.

· World Church History
This views Revelation as a prophetic utterance on history. There are three basic subdivisions:

· End-historical approach : this reads Revelation as an ‘end times’ diary for the world.

· Church-historical approach: this reads Revelation as an ‘end times’ diary for the church.

· Time-historical: this is the most acceptable approach and understands that Revelation should be read in terms of the life experience of the author’s times. Caution must be exercised here in that the last few chapters clearly deal with end-times.

Structure and Division
If one listens to a piece of music, one will get no pleasure (or understanding) listening to a bland repeat of the same note. Similarly, only a blend of structures or symbolism can give harmony to Revelation. The structural picture becomes ‘coat-hooks’ on which we can understand:

· The big picture of Revelation

· The intention of the author, and

· Some of the symbolism

Types of Divisions
· Dual / Chronological Division
This is the most obvious division which splits Revelation into two parts Rev 1:9-3:22 (Letter) and Rev 4:1-22:5 (Visionary)

· Numerical

This is based upon the symbolism contained in the numbers of objects and their repeatition.

· Drama

This reads Revelation as series of acts which are linked to others acts thematically interspersed with songs.

For example, we can read Revelation as three acts:

Act One: God through Christ in the Church (Rev 1-3) - God’s contextual revelation.


Act Two: God through Christ in the Cosmos (Rev 4-11) - visions of heaven.


Act Three: God through Christ in History (Rev 12-22) - redemption and judgement.

The Revelation of John

Part Three: The Last Word on Scripture

Our Approach
The number of ways in which we study Revelation are limitless. You have already seen how many different ways there are of reading the text, of dividing the book and the multitude of the different layers of interpretation. For the sake of brevity, though, we are going to use Eugene Petersen’s outline of Revelation to assist us with a basic exegesis of the text.

Petersen Refers to Revelation as the last word on ...

· ... Scripture

· ... Christ

· ... the Church

· ... Worship

· ... Evil

· ... Prayer

· ... Witness

· ... Politics

· ... Judgement

· ... Salvation

· ... Heaven

You will able to tick off each of these themes as we deal with them week by week.

THE LAST WORD ON SCRIPTURE
Revelation 1:1_11
1
The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John,

2
who testifies to everything he saw__ that is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ.

3
Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.

4
John, To the seven churches in the province of Asia: Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits before his throne,

5
and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood,

6
and has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father__ to him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.

7
Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him. So shall it be! Amen.

8
"I am the Alpha and the Omega," says the Lord God, "who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty."

9
I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.

10
On the Lord's Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet,

11
which said: "Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea."

(NIV)

The Nature of the Word

A. The Senses
· What senses are alluded to in the first three verses of Revelation?

Right at the beginning of the book of Revelation John makes reference to the two particular sensory experiences: hearing and seeing. He does this to establish the basis of the book of Revelation. As much as a Grocer would boast that his Apples are the best from the Ceres valley, so this book has very particular origins.

· What, to your mind are the differences between 

· Seeing and reading (1:2)

· Listening and hearing (1:3)

These distinctions remind us of the difference between knowledge (where we take in information) and reacting to that knowledge (perceiving it) where we allow that information to affect us or impact on us in some way. This is the reason that Revelation is so important ... it is meant to impact us and not just be a textbook of information.

B. Prophecy and Revelation
Verse one and three of chapter one refer to two words: Revelation and Prophecy. These allude to A. very strongly:

Revelation

and

Prophecy

= seeing

and 

= hearing

And so as we read this book we are called not only to take in its information but to see the Revelation and hear the Prophecy as it pertains to our own lives. Thus it is a book which should always have valid comments on our Spirituality irrespective of the era or moment in history in which we live.

C. The Timing
John uses a very particular word when he says in 1:3 and 22:10 that the “time is near”. This uses the exact same root (eggus/eggizein) which Jesus uses when he says the “Kingdom of God is at hand” Mark 1:15. This means that these words are relevant to us now. Not in the past, not in the future but right now ... it is at hand (available for us to stretch out and touch!). Again referring to the senses and demanding a response (grasping it).

Eugene Petersen puts it this way, “... the presence is pregnant with future possibility”.

D. The Origin
If Revelation is to bee seen and heard then who are we to see and who are we to hear? John is very specific in 1:1. Jesus.

This comes from Christ.

Many are tempted to perceive Scripture as man’s attempt to explain God whereas Revelation demands that we understand that this book originated or came from God. God’s word to us. It was something which was seen and heard, and not merely ideas born within.

· You will remember the opening words of St John’s gospel: read John 1:1-2, 14.

It comes directly from God and thus demands a reading which takes these words seriously, which takes us to the next point:

E. The Warning
There is a threat which accompanies this book: 

· Read Revelation 22:18 to 19. 

· Now read Deuteronomy 4:2!

This ‘warning’ was quoted from the book of Deuteronomy which constituted the last of the five books of Moses, or the books of the Law. You would have heard us refer to them as the Pentateuch or Tenach in Hebrew. It was believed by the Jewish faithful that these books constituted the whole of God’s revelation. Deuteronomy was the full stop on God’s word. 

When referring to ‘keeping’ the words of this book, the Greek refers not to keeping it safely as in a strong box or a safe, but rather to ‘keep at it’. Thus the word can be preserved by being pursued. By you and I continuously seeing and hearing Jesus in the now.

Reminding us that God is sufficient. That these words are about God and not about how we can make them suit us but rather about how we are called to keep at pursuing God’s word!

Jesus included this warning in the book of Revelation to show us that in fact Revelation is the final word on Jesus Christ, and this leads us to the next point:

F. The Final, complete Word
It is remarkable that of the 404 verses which make up Revelation there are 518 references to previous scriptures in the Bible. This suggests to us that Revelation is based on what was past. One has to have read or understood what came before (the 65 books of Scripture) in order to understand this, the final Revelation.

Being a prophecy, as we alluded to earlier, Jesus is also speaking on what is taking place now, but he also takes us into the future in the following way. Look at the progression of the following verses:

· 1:8 - "I am the Alpha and the Omega," says the Lord God ...
· 21:6 - "... I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. ...”

· 22:13 - “...I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.”

As you all know the Greek alphabet begins with Alpha and ends with Omega. Every word is made up of these letters ... by making these statements God is saying “I am the Word” (John 1); but the progression from Beginning and End to the First and the Last reminds us that not only is the Bible the first and last word on God ... but that God (him)self is the origin and completion of all things. That all things start with him and end with him.

Thus the Bible is not merely a script for a Sunday School play but the complete and final Word on the origin and completion of all life.

CONCLUSION
This section on the Final Word occurs right at the beginning of Revelation to remind us that this isn’t some text which we can read and walk away unmoved. Instead it speaks of the origin and completion of all things, it demands our response and it is to honoured as the key for us to be able to pursue personal relationship with Jesus in times of crises.

The Revelation of John

Part Four: The Last Word on Christ


Revelation 1:12_20

12
I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands,

13
and among the lampstands was someone "like a son of man," dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest.

14
His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire.

15
His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters.

16
In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp double_edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all its brilliance.

17
When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and said: "Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last.

18
I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.

19
"Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later.

20
The mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand and of the seven golden lampstands is this: The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.

(NIV)

INTRODUCTION
The book of Revelation begins with the phrase, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ”. In this instance the preposition ‘of’ has two terms: referring to content and also the agent of the revelation. That is, Jesus is both the source of the information and the information is about Jesus.

Thus very clearly Revelation is first and foremost about Jesus. The author begins the book this way as an encouragement for readers not to be so distracted by the symbolism and metaphor and drama that they miss the whole point of text.

This functions much the same with the Bible: we may be overwhelmed by the pithy sayings, intrigued by the dramas, taken in by the parables and amazed by the miracles - but unless Jesus remains the centre it is all pointless. Jesus is the thread, the goal and the author of all which is Scriptural.

Thus in Revelation all the issues should draw one back to Christ: as much as the 10 commandments was about loving God and each other, divorced from a Christ-centred focus they can become simple rules which evolved into the complex laws of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

Like A Son of Man
How often have you heard this phrase?

Well this is found in the other apocalyptic book of the Bible: Daniel. For a moment consider the image of Jesus as a pale, passive, frail teacher whose focus is more on study than on sturdiness ....

Now read Daniel 7:13-14!

What images does this conjure?

Jesus often referred to himself as ‘a son of man’. Yet this seems to contradict his servant and submissive nature. Why was this concept so important?

Well part of the disciples journey was coming to accept this dual role: that Jesus was a meek and willing suffering servant, but he also had power and authority as God. This is why it took Jesus three years to disciple his Disciples, so that they could come to understand this dual nature.

For the author of Revelation - the problem was similar.

Jesus had walked and talked on the earth. They knew he had a mother. Knew his brothers. Some had spoken to those who had seen him or heard him. Some may have done so themselves. Jesus had become to the Jews who lived in and around 95BCE a very common, ordinary figure which could easily be visualised traversing the roads of Palestine.

And in this ordinariness there seemed to be little impact in overcoming the severe crises which the Christians of the day faced. They needed to recover the a vision of God which reminded them of his unearthly power, authority and judgement. One who was bigger than the world in which they lived ... and this is why the author reminds us that Jesus was ‘the son of man’ (1:13) and then he reinforces this phrase by providing a vision which testifies to this greatness.

The Vision of Christ
We find the son of man among the seven lamp stands. Elsewhere in Revelation we read that the lamp stands represent the church. Reminding us that, although this is not exclusively the case, Jesus can be found / should be found primarily in the church. It reminds us - and a persecuted church - that Jesus is not ashamed to be associated with us, foibles, warts and all!

The following symbolism is prevalent in the vision of Jesus in the first chapter of Revelation;

Clothing
Look at the description of the clothing in this vision. Does this ring a bell (no pun intended)? Now read Exodus 29:5.

The son of Man was wearing garments reminiscent of a priest. Priests who’s primary function are to be a bridge between humanity and God. Priests who would draw humanity into worship and call upon God to be present in their midst. Jesus is the ultimate Priest or reconciler between the two - embracing both in his very nature: 100% man and 100% God.

Heads and Eyes
Eyes, in particular, speak of integrity and character. You will remember how Moses’ face so shone with God’s glory that none could look upon him ... and yet here (although there is shining) one is fre to gaze into the eyes. The head, on the other hand, is white. This is reminiscent of purity and forgiveness. You will remember the Isaiah  text which declare that “... though our sins... be as red as crimson, they shall be as white as wool”

Feet
The vision of the son of Man has feet which are burnished bronze. Now remember that Iron is strong but it rusts. Copper doesn’t rust but it is malleable. But together, to form bronze, they create a metal which is both rust resistant and strong!

This conjures up visions of Daniel’s own visions of his King who had a strong upper body but had feet made of clay (Dan 2:31-45) : the image was as fragile as its base. Jesus’ is the base which is indestructible ... everlasting ... secure!

Voice
The voice gives justice to the words. Take the word ‘no’ for example. A sharp retort, ‘No’ would be a command or an instruction. A long-ended, drawn out ‘No’ could be a question. A laughing, giggling ‘No’ could be an encouragement.

We read that Jesus voice was like the ‘sound of rushing waters’. Wow! Who has not enjoyed the sound of a flowing stream or the distant rumble of crashing waves? The voice interprets the man, the mission and the character. It reminds us that this glorious son of man is also a pastor.

Seven Stars
More common in Jesus time than now was the phenomenon of astrology. People often consulted their stars (as we do today) to determine their fate. These seven stars refer to just this: at Jesus’ time there were only seven known stars on our Solar System.

Right Hand
The right hand is traditionally a hand of action and of strength. The fact that Jesus holds these seven (astrological) stars in his right hand communicates to the world that he controls the starts - they do not control us! Jesus is in control of our future and our present and we needn’t fear the fate of superstition.

The Sword
This powerful image reinforces last times theme - the word of God. We all remember Paul dramatic description of the armour of God, where in Ephesians 6:17 he refers to the sword which is the Word of God.

Shining Face
This, as was mentioned above, refers to Moses’ experience of God (Num 6:25). It reminds us of the presence of Holiness and a sign of God. It also alludes to themes such as those found in John’s gospel and letters where we are called to ‘walk in the light’.

The Structure of the Vision
Perhaps most fascinating, though, about this text is the very clear chronological structure of this vision where common themes start outwards and work inwards towards the apex (voice):

White hair......................................................................
Forgiveness and blessing

|

|

Eyes
.....................................................
Relationship (communication)

|

|

|

|
Feet
..........................................
Action (capability)

|

|
|

|

|
|
Voice
..............................
Prophetic Word of God = good news 

|

|
|

|

|
Right hand

|

|

|

Mouth

|

Shining Face

Other Visions of Christ
This is not the only vision of Christ. There are six others making seven in total:

1. Rev 1:12-20 - The Son of  Man

2. Rev 5:6-7 - Crucified Christ

3. Rev 12:1-6 - The cosmic equivalent of Christ’s birth

4. Rev 14:1 - Christ and the 144 000

5. Rev 14:14 - Christ crowned and armed for judgment

6. Rev 19:6 - Christ leading the armies of God

7. Rev 22:12-17 - Christ’s second coming

John’s Experience of this Vision
Remember that Patmos was a slave labour colony where life was hard and incredibly restrictive - over and above the isolation of the locale. The author would have been frail and weak and disillusioned. This vision of Christ would have restored his motivation and passion. Equally the church was in the doldrums - stretched beyond their initial impetus - and this lit a fire beneath them.

We find this in the words, ‘Fear not write what you see”. This vision led to action. As much as Samson was crushed by his own failure - his vision (poor choice of words) of God’s power beyond circumstance, was what enabled him to inflict the final blow on the Dagon worshippers.

Application
This vision reminds us that:
· Christ is greater than the ordinary

· Through the Good News Jesus seeks to change lives (action), through relationship, offering forgiveness to all who respond.

· If we truly grasp this vision, then it will compel us to act out it’s consequences.

The Revelation of John

Part Four: The Last Word on the Church


correction
We forgive Eugene Petersen’s poor metallurgical knowledge and correctly state the Bronze is made if tin and copper - not iron and copper, as alluded to in the previous section. The illustration still stands though.
Revelation 1:20

20
The mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand and of the seven golden lampstands is this: The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.

(NIV)

INTRODUCTION
What has the church got to do with it? The Revelation was to John?

Well we read that it is for “the seven Churches of Asia”. At the beginning of Revelation we read that  there will be a blessing on those who reads (aloud) and listens and keeps the words of this book. Thus Revelation was meant to be shared.

We see this accent on community throughout Jesus proclamation of the gospel. His command to love is a command to build community. Love, grace and gifts cannot function effectively in isolation. The revelation of the Gospel is always personal, but it is never individual. It builds up the person for the sake of the community. The Roman Catholic concept that there is no salvation outside of the church is not entirely incorrect inasmuch that our earthly experience of God’s Kingdom cannot be fulfilled outside of the church.  

This world tends to fragment community, can you offer examples as to how this happens?

John’s Temptation
In John’s day the temptation to go it alone must have been great. Christians were made vulnerable to persecution, conspicuous in their worship and threatening in their influence when they met, worshipped and co-operated together.

It would have been easier for John just to stick to his one-on-one relationship with God.

A theological scholar highlights some of the scriptures which challenge this temptation:

· It is not goof for man to be alone.

· I will make your seed like the sand of the sea.

· Forsake not the assembling of yourselves together.

· When you pray say, “Our Father ...”

· Love your neighbour as you love yourself

· Bear one another’s burdens

· The concept of Trinity

This is reiterated in the Revelation narrative where John sees the seven churches represented by the seven lamp stands. What is most intriguing though, is that in their midst he saw one who was like the ‘Son of Man”. Jesus is in the midst of the church. 

With all our flaws and limitations Jesus reveals himself in our midst. Thus as important as it is to be discerning in our selection of church, we should be very cautious of being critical of it. For even in its failure it hosts the presence of Christ.

Aversion to Church
Many people use the church as an excuse to avoid an active worshipping experience of God, because of the limitations of the church(‘s members). Forgetting that it is the hypocrite and the prostitute and the fraudster that Jesus died for. If churches were composed of perfect people then their would be no need for the church’s existence!

Revelation’s Answer
The text of Revelation reminds us that in order to move from the amazing vision of Christ (last week) we have to move through the church before we can reach heaven (Rev 4 and 5) or slay the sin (Rev 12-14) in our lives!

The Seven Churches
These different congregations are defined by their geographical collection of ordinary people who lived in:

· Ephesus

· Smyrna

· Pergamum

· Thyatira

· Sardis

· Philadelphia

· Laodicea

These churches were on the old Roman postal circuit and now can be traced within the contemporary area of Turkey. There is no reference to their character but there is to what defines them: Jesus. We see this in all of the seven churches:

· Ephesus - “...Him who holds the seven stars ...”

· Smyrna - “...from the first and the last who was deal and now lives”

· Pergamum - “...from him who holds the sharp, two edged sword...”

· Thyatira - “...eyes like flames of fire...”

· Sardis - “...He who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars...”

· Philadelphia - “...the holy and true ...”

· Laodicea - “...the Amen”

This gives emphasis to the fact that the church’s identity should not come from its traditions, its denomination, its geography, its numbers, its wealth, its buildings, nor anything other than Jesus Christ himself!

The author writes to seven churches, as does St Paul. Can you remember the numerical value of seven and its possible implications?

What is important is that, although the churches represent the world-wide church, none of these churches are perfect. Each has performed well in specific areas (with a few exceptions) and each has its own challenges. What do you think this is saying about our congregation and every other church?

Please read John 16:7-11, 13. What is the act of the Spirit?

How is the church called to respond (Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 29, 3:6, 13, 22)?

Do we do enough of this?

Isaiah (6:10) accuses his hearers of having ‘heavy ears’, while in 1 Samuel 20:2 there is reference to a Hebrew idiom which speaks of uncovering the ears so that God’s word can get in.

How do we ‘stop up’ our ears?

How can we prevent this?

We as Presbyterians specifically believe that God reveals himself in community. That is why we do not have Bishops but rather Presbyteries and a General Assembly, in which we vest authority. Although God does not only speak to the church corporately, he also speaks to the individuals of the church and has individual messages for each church. In his seven-fold message, God uses the following formula:

· Affirmation (except Sardis and Laodicea)

· Corrective discipline (except Smyrna)

· Concludes with promise

Although the messages themselves are unique! Take a look:

	church
	affirmation
	correction
	promise
	paidea (3:19)

	Ephesus
	untiring vigilant work
	lost first love
	tree of life
	love

	Smyrna
	brave suffering
	-
	crown of life
	suffer

	Pergamum
	courageous witness
	indifferent to heresy
	white stone
	speak the truth

	Thyatira
	dev. discipleship
	tolerant of immorality
	morning star
	be holy

	Sardis
	-
	apathy
	white garments
	to be authentic

	Philadelphia
	brave steadfastness
	-
	pillar in the temple
	to be in mission

	Laodicea
	-
	luxury vs spirituality
	eating/ ruling with Christ
	worship and serve God with gifts


There are some interesting points about the above:

· The author does not complain or glorify the church, they are just facts

· He is brief and gets on with the work of Revelation

· He does not apologise for the church - they are simply lamp stands
· The church is like the body which exists in spite of condition

Petersen makes a very important point. People get angry at the church so often because of failed expectations, and reminds us that:

· The church is not what we organise, but rather what

· God gives,

· Not the people we want, but the people,

· God gives

IN CONCLUSION
Were we to evaluate seven churches in any geographical area today, would we not find the same: reason to chastise, reason to affirm, challenges to work on one of these seven areas but also blazing lamp stands for Jesus?

The Revelation of John

Part Six: The Last Word on Worship


Rev 3:20
20
Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.

Rev 5:14
14
The four living creatures said, "Amen," and the elders fell down and worshiped.

(NIV)

Introduction
The message to the church in Laodicea is perhaps the most pitiful and yet the most important: the promise is one, where the person who loves the Lord Jesus Christ, will be invited to participate in the Eucharistic (thanksgiving) / Communion meal (3:20). It is an invitation to give thanks for Jesus’ life, to break bread and consecrate wine and remember him.

But Jesus stands at the door and knocks ... what has separated them from the worship experience has been their luxury (3:17) - they have wanted for nothing and therefore it has made them believe that they have had no need for Christ. And yet the author of Revelation has contrasted this with their Spiritual need: wretched, poor, pitiable, blind and nackaed (3:17).

What keeps us from worship, as individuals and as a congregation?

Worship As Response to God

What is important to remember that the vision section on worship follows a) the vision of the Christ (part four) and b) the Church’s transmission of that vision to / making that vision a reality for (part five), the world. 

Again, as with the previous two, the vision is preceded with two events: 1:10 and 4:2.

There are two primary perceptions on worship:

· Outsiders see believers singing outdated hymns, off key, eating morsels of bread and juice, reading from an old book and lecturing the congregation on issues beyond their comprehension.

· Christians perceive worship as an act of attention to the living God, with the conviction that they are in his presence. The presence of one who speaks, rules, reveals, heals, redeems, orders and blesses those present.

Here are two tensions: a meeting called by God’s initiative to connect with His people, or a meeting initiated by people in a desperate urge to attract God’s attention (1 Kings 18)?

The Book of Revelation suggests that the last word on worship focuses on five areas; all which testify to the former: Worship ...

· centres

· gathers

· reveals

· sings, and

· affirms

i. Centring Around the Throne
The promise for Laodicea is the promise of the throne: “I will grant him to sit with me on my throne” ...

The Dwelling of God
The most hallowed, most revered and most feared spot in the Jewish Temple was the Holy of Holies. The entire liturgy of Jewish worship was focussed on this area in which the Ark of the Covenant (the ‘box’ containing the stone tablets, on which the laws given to Moses by God, were written). On the top of this ‘box’ was a seat which was composed of the wings of two cherubim; this was where God would come and ‘sit’ and meet with the High Priest to atone for Israel’s sins. This was known as the ‘Mercy seat’ (Ex 25:17-22, 1 Chr 28:11, Heb 9:5). This was God’s ‘throne on earth. Mostly, though, the Jews perceived God’s dwelling place as being on his throne in heaven (Ps 11:4, 45:6), a concept carried over into the New Testament.

There are only five out of the twenty-two chapters of Revelation which do not make mention of God’s throne (9, 10, 15, 17 and 18).

God’s Centring Reign
Psalm 93:1 speaks of God’s reign - the throne is a place of authority, influence and direction. It is the focus or the seat of a kingdom. All the Kingdom’s activities, guidelines, rules, pronouncements and judgements flow from the throne or are the inspiration thereof. This is typified by the classic James Bond 007 movie line, ‘For king/queen and country’. 

Life centres around the throne.

Worship centres around God’s throne. We worship in response to and from this centre. This place of God’s presence / existence; and this is imperative:
Distracted
What is intriguing is that twice another throne is mentioned in Revelation (2:13, 16:10); reminding that there is a throne which ‘competes’ with God’s own.

Without this centring we chase after other thrones and hop from one to another looking for the guidance, directing, absolution, endorsement and focus of these other thrones.

Can you give examples of types of ‘other thrones’ which distract our gaze from the throne in heaven?

Israel was plagued for years by portable, temporary and often spontaneous altars erected for Baal worship. The prophet Jeremiah cried out against these distractions and refractions of worship and called for a new centring on God (Jer 3:22-23 and 17:12). A centring that we are called to embrace each week (in fact each day!). For it is this worship which mingles the things of man with the things of God and brings the former into the service of the latter...

ii. Gathering of All Things in God
Rev 4:4; 6b-8

4
Surrounding the throne were twenty_four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty_four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads.

6
... around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back.

7
The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle.

8
Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come."

(NIV)

The effect of everyone looking in the same direction (being centred on the throne of God) is a natural gathering of people - much like spectators at the great thrones of rugby, cricket, soccer or even the Olympic Games. We read that the following are gathered there:

· 24 Thrones

· Four living creatures

The Old and the New
The 24 thrones and 24 elders surrounding the Throne are quite obviously reminiscent of the two sets of 12 leaders: The twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve Apostles. The new and the old church! The new and the old Covenant.

This picture vividly reminds us of Revelation History: a theological term which encompasses the entire direction and purpose of the world’s existence - beginning with Abram stretching through to Elijah, onwards to Jesus and right into our lounges; all pointing directing, heading toward the throne ... the place where we are gathered, united surrounding God’s throne (presence). The purpose of man is worship God and enjoy him for ever, to paraphrase one our Reformed confessions.

The gathering where the world’s existence has one common purpose and focus; to draw it’s population together in praise of the Creator, as the Old Testament prophets used to declare - to make the Temple a ‘house of prayer for all nations’.

The Validity of Uniqueness
What is truly fascinating are the ‘living creatures’ which are also mentioned. Their presence represent two facets to the reader of Revelation:

Firstly the different animals remind us of the different characteristics to be found amongst those who are gathered:

· The lion: the noblest

· The ox: the strongest

· The human: wisest

· The eagle: swiftest (gifted)

Reminding us that there is a  place for anyone. A place where all nationalities, the shy and reserved, the bold and courageous, young and old, the clever and the talented, all come together to pay homage to the King. All are welcome!

The Completeness of the Gathering
Linked very closely to this is the completeness of the gathering. Here I quote verbatim from Eugene Petersen’s comments on this section:

“In worship every sign of life and every impulse to holiness, every bit of beauty and every spark of vitality - Hebrew patriarchs, Christian Apostles, wild animals, domesticated livestock, human beings, soaring birds, - are arranged around the this throne centre that pulses light, showing each at its best, picking up all the colours of the spectrum in order to show off the glories”

In God’s presence our chaotic world can (and will) offer perfect testimony to the order and purpose of life and creation. Reflecting the beauty and radiance of the Father (jasper, carnelian and emerald - 4:3).

What does this say to you about the importance of nature, etc.?

The Crystal Sea
In front of this throne lies the crystal sea. The sea of glass like a crystal (4:6). This dates back to the passing through of the Exodus Jews from the Reed Sea into the Wilderness and the Wilderness Jews into the promised land, through the Jordan River.

This crossing through the water symbolised cleansing entry into God’s Promise(d land). Entry into God’s invisible Kingdom.

The crystal sea was placed at the front of the Temple for purification (washing) before coming to worship God. Gentiles who became Jews were given entry into the faith through baptism in the Jordan river. The Essene sect from Qumran (Dead Sea Scrolls community) In the New Testament era the Romans used to have a pluvinium at the entrance of their homes which guests would use to wash themselves, as the Christians first met in homes this became their Jordan River or purificatory entry into the Pomise(d Land) of God - his eternal Kingdom. 

Passing from our old way of life (Egypt / the wilderness / pagan beliefs) into a new way of life (faith) miraculously alive and cleansed.

The Forerunners of Christian Worship
Later on we read that there is also an altar in the place of worship - reminding us of the forerunners of Christian worship: 

· Throne - pulpit

· Sea - font

· Altar - communion table

Next time we will take a look at how worship reveals, sings and affirms

The Revelation of John

Part Six B : The Last Word on Worship


A reminder of the texts we have been looking at:

Rev 3:20
20
Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me.

Rev 5:14
14
The four living creatures said, "Amen," and the elders fell down and worshiped.

Rev 4:4; 6b-8
4
Surrounding the throne were twenty_four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty_four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads.

6
... around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back.

7
The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle.

8
Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: "Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come."

(NIV)

In the previous notes we observed how worship was our response to God, while causing centring and gathering, this time we shall look at how it results in revealing, singing and affirming.

Worship Reveals
As we continue with this vision we encounter the following scripture in Revelation:

Rev 5:3_4
But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside.

(NIV)

Here John has been exposed to the most amazing splendour and magnificence: he has had a vision of Jesus, he has received messages to the church - he has witnessed the creatures response to the Lamb, but still he weeps unconsolabaly (notice it’s repetition) because the scroll cannot be opened.

To the first century Christian when the author of Revelation mentioned scroll, he meant scripture.

If you have ever had the privilege of entering a synagogue you will notice the pride of place the scriptures (scrolls) take in the setting and in worship: they are housed in a curtained box which takes prominence in the synagogue. Whenever an adult male reads from the scrolls, they are removed most reverently, kissed and then read in the original Hebrew.

This is not the only time the scrolls have been inaccessible: seven hundred years prior to this, we read in Isaiah 29:11-12 that God’s vision was sealed up and no one was qualified to unseal it.

This was so important to the Jews, and these clumsy eleven metre documents were so well preserved and revered because they contained God’s personal and direct instructions or revelation to his people. All the worship in the world serves only the purpose of revealing God’s will or intention for his people. Without it every else has no purpose. This is why John was so emotional about the scrolls not being opened because it defeated the point of everything which was going on around him.

But then we are reminded of Luke, chapter four, where Jesus reads from Isaiah:

“The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: "The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favour." Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. The eyes of everyone in the synagogue were fastened on him, and he began by saying to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing."[Luke 4:17_21. (NIV)

Jesus unseals the scroll. He reveals it’s contents. We experience this again, later on, when Philip is brought before the Ethiopian (Acts 8:30-31) and he explains the content of Isaiah 53 to the Eunuch who responds in faith and ‘went on his way rejoicing’ (Acts 8:39).

The moment the scroll is unsealed John stops weeping. 

In the presence of the throne, of the elders and the winged creatures we are so over-awed by what is taking place that we begin to question our place and our inclusion in this. We grapple with the ‘questions of life’: what is my place here? Do I belong? Am I included? Is this not too Holy for me?

What, do you believe, prevents us from experiencing the revealed scroll, in our daily lives?

Opening the scroll, or revealing Jesus, or preaching is the act by which I am included in what God is doing. It is the way in which Jesus is revealed to me and invites me to participate in redemption plan. The many eyes of the creatures are focussed on the throne. They are alert. Watching. Waiting for the moment the scrolls will be revealed. And when they are, there is only one possible response:

Singing
As this act of worship continues so minds are focussed, spirits renewed and clear understanding bursts forth, so we become impatient with inexpressive pedestrian speech and our tight control gives rise to the poetry and transportation of song.

We read repeatedly of Moses singing, of Miriam, Deborah and David singing. Of the songs of Mary, Angels, Jesus, Paul and Silas singing.

In Revelation four and five we read of five songs being sung (although worship is not confined to this section, as it cannot be contained). 

They are

· two hymns to God

· two hymns to Christ (the redeemer)

· one hymn to the Creator and Redeemer together.

Worship does have place for emotion! First comes the intellect: the revealing - the proclamation of the Word - but we are invited to respond (not only) emotionally.

The First Song (Rev 4:8)
This is the one sung at Holy Communion. It has three lines, of three words each. Three being the most common symbol for God - reminding us that all things are found and fulfilled in God.

The Second Song (Rev 4:11)
This is our response to the first song: where we adore God because of the way all things are found in him, as Creator.

The Third Song (Rev 5:9)

The third song adores God because of what the Lamb has done for us - the perfecter of Creation. (It is important to note that it is at this point that the scroll is opened - Jesus’ redemption makes way for god to be revealed to us!). The singers are the same twenty four elders who have observed creation and sung in response to it.

The Fourth Song (Rev 5:12)

The fourth song begins like the third, ‘worthy’ but then goes on to give more detail about redemption. This song is sung by Angels, where heaven joins in with the praise of man.

The Fifth Song (Rev 5:13)
Here we have a repetition of ‘blessing and honour’ but this time all people and creatures in heaven and on earth sing out in praise. Where the joining of heaven and earth in worship (made possible by the fulfilment of creation - song one and two - by the redemption of the lamb - song three and four) results in God being exalted by all - the very purpose of our being!

Thus worship not only is our response to God, but also our prayers to and the very goal of our existence.

Affirmation
Worship has one overt consequence:

The four living creatures say, ‘Amen’ (5:14) and in response the twenty four elders bow down and worship God.

Amen means ‘so be it!’

It means ‘yes!’

This is the last word on worship.

God has said ‘yes’ to us in the person of Jesus. Yes to saving us. Yes to love and forgiveness. Our only possible response is to say ‘Yes’ in return.

We spend much of our lives saying ‘no’ to God. Can you offer a few examples of this?

Saying yes to God is removing self from centre and placing God in his rightful place. Amen is a positive, emphatic, exuberant response (Greek and Septuagint Greek translations were abandoned for the Hebrew as they sounded so ‘wimpish’ in comparison). Justin Martyr (150 B.C.E.) explains how worshippers always responded to prayers with vigorous ‘Amens’. He uses the Greek word epeuphemei (shouts in applause). We applaud God not only for what he can do ... but also what he does ...

For no matter how many promises God has made, they are "Yes" in Christ. And so through him the "Amen" is spoken by us to the glory of God. 2 Cor 1:20. (NIV)

Isaiah called God the ‘Amen’ (Is 65:16). Revelation accords Jesus the same title (3:14). In the gospels there are sixty three occasions when Jesus is recorded as saying, “Amen, Amen, I say unto you ...” Schleir concludes, in his study on this word, that it contains ‘the whole of Christology in a nutshell’ - God’s yes to the world!

Shouldn’t this be our last word!

Conclusion
We have vision of pathetic, cowering, pitiable Christians persecuted, oppressed and stunted in their faith by the events of the day. Revelation paints a different picture: a dynamic exuberant intellectual and emotional worship experience which positively declares God’s yes to the world in Jesus and our yes response to him.

This is what made the church survive. Worship charges, energised, motivated and transformed the believer ensuring the this point of connection between God and humanity should ensure the dynamism and preservation of the visible church. 

These dramatic pictures of revelation are pictures which constitute the ordinary experience of believers. The challenge is for us to see them. Worship opens our eyes to this and releases us from a ‘narrow selfish outlook on the universe’ to a world of victory over death and evil, a world of celebratory praise all mediated by a common act of worship!

The Revelation of John

Part Seven : The Last Word on Prayer


Rev 8:3_4
3
Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all the saints, on the golden altar before the throne.

4
The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel's hand.

(NIV)
Chapters eight and nine of revelation deal with the Last Word on Prayer. The early Church’s ability to withstand the pressures and torments of the day (cf. introduction) may be directly attributed to prayer. Prayer begins with silence (8:1). How and why should we incorporate silence in our prayers?

Prayer has impact
We read that these prayers have impact. Things begin to happen. They are mixed with

· Incense (purity)

· Fire (the holy spirit)

and the resultant censer is thrown down upon the earth, causing “peals of thunder, voices, flashes if lightening and an earthquake”. Prayer has visible effect upon its re-entry into the world! George Herbert calls this reversed thunder

Prayer is access to God
John lost complete control over his environment. Right in the beginning of revelation we read that he has been exiled to Patmos (off South Western modern Turkey). Here in this colony which is mere ly 160km², individuals were put to work in quarries and mines. Hard labour where every move and every action was not your own, but at the behest of your captives.

In complete contrast we read that John was ‘in the Spirit’ (1:10). A more accurate rendering of the Greek would be ‘I came to be in the Spirit’. John was attending to God. John was in an attitude of listening / talking with (not to!) To God. It was a condition of God-centredness. God-orientation. Suddenly John is no longer controlled / influenced by his circumstances or limited to his surroundings but the entire array of heaven and earth is placed before him. Prayer moves us beyond our circumstances by giving us access to God.

Prayer is Receptive Participation
Had John not been in an attitude of prayer, he would not have received the Revelation. Prayer is always a response. God is the one who initiates prayer; he is the one who always takes the initiative. - He speaks, He commands, He blesses, He is incarnated, He saves. Our only response is prayer.

We read in Revelation that John said ‘I saw .... I heard’. This only happens to one who is available to see and to here. One who is praying. It is important to note that by the time we reach the end of Revelation, John is still praying, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (22:20).

Prayer Reorientates
John’s revelation came on the ‘Lord’s day’. This, as we all know, was the word describing the ‘first day’ of the week, on which Christians celebrated. Progressing from the Sabbath to a ‘new day’. A new beginning. What many people are unaware of is that this term is just another phrase hi-jacked from the pagan world. The Lord’s day was a Roman term on which the Roman’s celebrated the mighty acts and power of Caesar who ‘held Rome together’. The Christians in their humour and irony chose this term to acknowledge God.

It was important as the ordinary every day of the week was filled with images as dramatic and colourful and violent as recorded in John’s Revelation. Persecution. Death threats and sentences were common place throughout the Pax Romana. And yet in the chaos of Revelation we find patterns, symbols, mysteries and victory. On the Lord’s day, where we respond to God in prayer, we find reorientation. 

In Rome each day of the week was assigned to a particular deity. In Revelation the first day colours the entire week: no competing for a god’s attention; but the personal, direct, one-on-one interaction towards the living God - which brings silence (from the chaos and violence and turmoil)!

Prayer is where God listens
Here the creator of the world stops and pays attention to you. Directly. Personally. Completely!

Prayer is where God answers
During the opening of the fifth seal, we read a direct reference to prayer again. Here the saints who have been slain lie under the alter and ask, ‘How long?’. God responds by given them a robe and telling them to wait a little longer until their number is complete (6:9-11).

Here God responds to the prayers by asking the saints to be patient. To wait a little longer. The white of the saints robes and the white horse which emerges when the first seal is broken reminds us of God’s righteousness which comes into effect when we pray!

Prayer heralds power and victory
Seven Angels have seven trumpets (8:6ff). You will remember the symbolic implications of trumpets from an earlier section: power, authority, victory.

The images of trumpets and the number seven would take any Jew back to the image of Joshua’s conquest of Jericho (Joshua 6:1-5). We find further references to trumpets in scripture, and their consequent meanings:

· Silver trumpets to break camp (move on) - Num 10:1-2

· Summon to war - Num 10:9

· For the remembrance of God at appointed feasts - Num 10:10

· Rosh Hashannah & Day of Atonement (new beginnings)

· To mark the Jubilee year - Luke 25:8-9 

· To mark the Temple Sacrifices, as the lamb was put on the alter, preceded by the incense offering.

· Christ’s coming - 1 Thess 4:16

· Resurrection of the dead - Matt 24:31, Is 27:13

But there is a cost to this victory.

Prayer invokes judgement and repentance
Whenever we enter in God’s holy presence we become aware of our own inadequacy. You will remember Isaiah’s response to God’s presence:

"Woe to me!" I cried. "I am ruined! For I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of  unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the King, the LORD Almighty." Isa 6:5. (NIV).

It is this judgement which we have to pass through (as the Jews of Egypt, the reed sea and the wandering in the desert before we can inherit the promised land (victory). Hence the plagues which come with the blowing of each of the seven trumpets, again reminiscent of the plagues of Egypt, as follows:


Rev 8:7ff
Plague one - 

Neither safety in earth, sea nor sky, salvation is from God alone.

Plague two - 

Poisoning waters are in contrast with the ‘bitter water’ of Exodus, where evil leaves us un-nourished and thirsting for the ‘water of life’.


Plague three & four- 
The luminaries are darkened. Indicating that all things (now) are under the shadow of God’s judgement - as he created it all.

Interruption of the Eagle’s warning (8:13)

Plague five - 

The locusts - in keeping with the prophet Joel’s prophecy marking the destruction of all that is evil - the terrible consequences of those who refuse to repent from their sin.

Plague six - 

The sixth plague contrasts with the sixth day when we were created; where, because of our stubborness, as with Pharaoh and the firstborn in Egypt, this day represents death to the unfaithful and life to those who obey at the Passover of the Angel of death.

Interruption of our next them (10 and 11)

Seventh Trumpet - 

The heavenly scene where the Lord’s prayer is being uttered (11:15-19), “Thy Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven”. God’s Kingdom has been established at last! The rule is complete. The Ark which is the sign of God’s presence with his people (eg. parade around Jericho) which was last from time to time (Philistine’s, Destruction of the Temple) has now been found again! It was all along in the heavenly temple where are prayers are consummated.

Therefore
Prayer is the place of God’s presence. A response to his goodness. The vehicle of his salvation.

The Revelation of John

Part Eight : The Last Word on Witness


Rev 11:3
"And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy one thousand two hundred and sixty days, clothed in sackcloth." Please read Revelation 10 and 11 in their entirity.

Introduction
We read about two witnesses in Revelation: Antipas from the Pergemene Church who was killed because of the persecution of Christians (2:13), while Jesus is mentioned in a sooner text in almost all identical phrases, as the faithful witness (the difference being the Jesus became the firstborn among the dead). In both instances the word for witness (or telling the truth about God) ho martus gives us our word martyr, as speaking the truth about truth about Jesus, in the first Century was a dangerous business.

What are the dangers of speaking the truth about Jesus today?

Witnessing: Our Response to God
Most of the other ancient beliefs centred around rituals and rites which were attempts to appease or influence the gods for the benefit of the adherents - these included sacrifices, spells or incantations.  Whereas Biblical belief determined that in response to God’s revelation, to when God speaks, we are called to report the ensuing conversation between God and ourselves to the world!

This is what it means to witness. This was often done at the expense of their lives. In (17:6) we read that the Whore of Babylon was ‘drunk with the blood of the Saints and the blood of the martyrs of Jesus’.

Can you remember individuals in scripture who gave their lives in the service of Witnessing?

Witnessing: Boldness
The chief cause of challenging Witnessing is timidity. There is great contrast between the vibrant, loud and dominant ordinary world with the humble, serving, loving world of the Christian. We, in a sense, have to recover our Christian imagination and passion which has been blunted and ‘shouted down’ by the noise of the advertiser’s and retailers.

We are afraid of speaking of our conversation with Christ, to the world for a number of reasons, can you give example of this?

Angels
This section opens with the presence of Angels. We have created images of Angels as chubby cherubic boys with infant bodies (the last place you’re going to find and Angel!). Instead the image conjured in Revelation is of power and influence and earth-shaking presence!

Scripture speaks of two kinds of Angels ; those who look like human beings, such as those who appear in the story of Abram and Sarai (Gen 18, Heb 13:2) and those who appear in Supernatural form who in rare instances appear to individuals such as Jacob and Mary (Gen 32, Luke 1).

The Bible refers to Angels as ‘ministering spirits’. Read this definition in Hebrews 1:14 and see if you can identify the purpose of these beings.

Witnessing: Not Telling All at Once
We read that John was ordered to seal the scroll with the words the seven thunders have said (Psalm 29 is reminiscent of this where God roars out seven acts of creation and judgement seven times and the people respond in praise). Jesus was reminding John, and us, that as witnesses it is not always right that we tell all, immediately. We see this throughout Jesus ministry, such as after the transfiguration where he exhorted the witnesses (Peter and John) in Matthew 17:9 not to tell anyone. Simply because faith can only be grasped in steps and to understand what comes after sometimes means that we first have to grasp what comes before - there is a time to speak and a time to keep silent (Ecc 3:7).

Witnessing: Revealing what is Proclaimed, urgently!
The mighty Angel makes his second appearance. We first read of him in chapter five when John weeps because no one can open the book. Well, the book is open (10:1). The Word has been proclaimed (cf. Part Two) and because it has been made known we can share it with the world (Witness).

This Angel cries out in 10:6 that there will be no more delay! This is now the end of procrastination, their needs to be urgency in our declaration of Jesus as Lord and Saviour! In sharing with the world the contents of the book.

How, sometimes, do we delay our calling to Witness?

Witnessing: Living Out our Belief

John is asked not to read the book, but to eat it (10:9). We in a sense have to eat the proclamation of Christ. To eat something is to make it a part of yourself. It’s nutrients become a part of your body, contribute to it’s sustenance and building up. For us to be effective witnesses the message of Jesus must be more than just a message, it must be a part of who we are ... a part of our lives. More than just head-knowledge but also life-message.

Witnessing: In Humility and Incompleteness
Very interestingly, in this section the mighty Angel asks John to take the book (biblion). When John takes it, and again later on, he refers to it as the little book (biblaridion). John is acknowledging with humility that his message of the Good News, that his witnessing can never grasp the completeness or fullness of Jesus. John does not use this as an excuse not to witness - but rather simply an acknowledgment that although he only knows in part (1 Cor 13) he still has an obligation to speak what he knows.

Witnessing: Blessing and Burden
All who speak of God’s love (witnessing) know that to do so is a blessing. Is to affirm and entrench and celebrate in one’s own life, God’s goodness. But this is a mixed blessing.

In Rev 10:9-10 John is exhorted to eat the scroll which is sweet in the mouth but bitter in the stomach. We read of this in Ezekial ((2:8-3:3). Ezekial’s congregation was a rebellious house (3:7). Our blessing is not always received well. Jeremiah, Moses, Elijah even John the Baptist, Paul and Stephen understood first hand the bitterness of witnessing: the rejection of the message and (therefore) the messenger.

We reminded though that for those who receive him: Taste and see that the Lord is good (Ps 34:8). For those who persist in witnessing: ... I will give you rest (Matt 11:28).

Witnessing at a Cost
It is important to remember that in Revelation it is the lamb who opens the book and the seals; especially that it was the lamb that was slain. 

Also important is Revelation 10:11 where John is entreated to prophesy again. It is not sufficient that we speak of God and his love to the world just once, or when it suits us, or when it is convenient. It is something which should be done again, and again. There is no rest or break for the witness!

It isn’t something which should just happen when in public. Someone said, “The mark of a true gentleman is when he is a gentlemen in private”.

Witnessing out of Worship
It is intriguing to note that the next chapter commencing with measuring (our quantity surveyors will be pleased to know that there will be work for them in heaven). Not only is the temple measured but the number of worshippers is also counted.

This speaks of the important parameters or boundaries of worship. Everything in the Christian’s life at the time of Jesus’ revelation was chaotic: socio-economic and religio-political mayhem! But worship was a place which was bordered, clearly defined and occurred within fixed bounds to a fixed number of people.

Worship is the ultimate witness: it draws the individual by the hand and places him/her into the very hands of God. It is a place where the order (1 Cor 14:40) and control (Gal 5:23) provide a stable alternative to the chaos and uncertainty of the world. This does not mean that worship can never be spontaneous or that God’s presence can be boxed, or framed or defined. It simply recognise the effectiveness and witness of sensible, orderly worship.

Witnessing: from Worship to the World
Once empowered by the worship, the witnesses are challenged to enter the chaotic world of unbelievers - the court of the Gentiles which is unmeasured! The place where anything can happen. A place which is fraught with dangers ...

Witnessing: Word and Prophecy
The two witnesses reminds of the witnessing of the transfiguration of Jesus (Matthew, Mark and Luke all tell this story). At the transfiguration of Christ there are two witnesses: Moses and Elijah. The epitome of the law and the law’s application to life - prophecy.

We are called to witness by passing on the law (the good news) and to live out that message by applying the good news to our lives (prophecy). To live like this is as powerful as the witness of the two individuals in Revelation where ‘fire comes from their mouths’ and they destroy their enemies.

Witnessing is Dangerous
We read that these witnesses speak for 1260 days (representative of the time of history) but at the end of that time the beast from the Abyss rises and kills the. Even their dead bodies are mocked and humiliated and scorned.

Witnessing is and can be the same. Remember the Jewish and then Roman persecution! How do we suffer similarly today, as witnesses?

Witnessing Endures
After three and a half days the witnesses are raised from the dead. God’s word can never be killed or permanently destroyed. This has been testified to by the perseverance of the church in spite of much persecution in some places and great failure in others ... and yet the believing and witnessing community persists!

Witnessing: A Conversation between Earth and Heaven
Interestingly the witnessing takes place between the sixth and the seventh trumpet blasts (cf. part 7).  Witnessing takes place in the middle of the chaos of the world.

Witnessing is attested to by heaven. When Moses received the words on Mount Sainai (Ex 19:6) we read that there was thunder and lightening and a thick cloud upon the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast! There is this interaction between the proclamation of the earth and the affirmation of heaven.

In chapter 11 the 24 elders respond to the witnesses’ proclamation with the words of the Lord’s prayer: “On earth as it is in heaven”.

God will back up our witnessing from heaven. He does the work. He performs powerfully. He goes before us in the Holy Spirit. Witnessing begins with the mightiness of God (trumpet blast) and the church pointing it out (witnessing). It is this conversation between heaven and earth which brings hope to our world!

We read that after witnessing for 1260 days the witnesses are killed from the beast which emerges from the Abyss. 

The Revelation of John

Part Nine : The Last Word on Politics


Rev 14:12
This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus. (NIV)

Introduction

Read Revelation chapter 12 to chapter 14.

The first century Christians who had been taught to pray, “Thy Kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven”, were informed in the Revelation of Jesus Christ that “the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign for ever and ever” (11:15).

Why would the early Christians be tempted to think that this is ‘rubbish’?

The kingdom of God has deep political implications - but in a way which is unique to traditional political concepts. The word kingdom, basilea, or realm speaks of a sphere of influence which encompasses everything and everyone: corporeal and incorporeal.

Party Politics and the Politics of Faith
There is a marked difference between the two. Jesus most prominent theme in the gospels, according to Trevor Hudson, is the “kingdom of heaven is near’. There is no hesitation in the claims or demands of Jesus influence on everyday life, but it is in the way this happens which we find the difference.

Whereas earthly politics involves militarism, propaganda, competition, power and position.

Eugene Petersen explains how Jesus outlines this contrast at the end of his life, when:

· Assured Pilate that his Kingdom wasn’t earthly

· Refused to defend himself against his detractors

· Chastised Peter for using the sword

· His exaltation took place on the cross of crucifixion. 

And of course we all remember how Jesus refused political ascension when tempted by Satan in the desert, who offered him all the kingdoms of the world. These politics are non-pretentious and offer little immediate reward, making them seem limp in comparison the in-your-face politics of the world!

Both deal with power and rule ... it is the method which is different.

A dramatic Vision!
In much later works, Eugene Petersen refers to the gospel message as being subversive (a radical supporter of political or social revolution - Wordweb). We have heard the story of Jesus birth time and time again. We have neutralised it with Christmas Carols such as ‘Away in a manger’ and ‘Silent Night’. Revelation paints a much more dramatic picture.

The scene opens with a trumpet blast (remember the meaning discussed in previous sections). There is a beautiful woman who is pregnant. Around her head are stars, she stands on the moon, her garment is woven from the sun. Can you think of why this should be?

A chorus of 24 male voices is drowned out by the travails of labour. As childbirth is reaching its apex a vulgar, reptilic dragon with seven heads appears and waits to devour the child as it appears. But at the moment of birth, as the dragon lunges, so the child is snatched away in the nick of time - lifted up to heaven where he and the woman are tendered. Revelation refers to this child as ‘one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron’ similar to the prophecy of Psalm 2:9.

This dramatic portrayal of Jesus birth is an entry of the politics which will end all politics.

A War
This even sparks a great war between Archangels, Angels and the Dragon and his hosts. The forces of evil are beaten and literally bounced out of heaven. Read again Rev 12:10-12. Echoes of Isaiah 14:12 and Luke 10:18.

This is the politics of Jesus. Not a weak, submissive acceptance of the perils of our world - but a valiant conquering of all that is evil!

Ongoing Battle
The Dragon, from the ground then tried to attack the woman. The ground swallows him up. Then from the depths of he calls forth two ridiculous characters (mentioned in Job 40-41). One a patchwork of leftover body parts, the other a fake lamb. They turn their attack on the believers.

What do you think these different levels of attack are meant to symbolise?

The Method
There are two methods employed in this attach

· Frighten the saints into disobedience (Rev 13:7)

· Deceit (Rev 13:14)

This was aimed at separating behaviour from belief. The most effective method of attack against Christ’s political kingdom.

How, thou, would this contrast with George Bush’s attitude towards the Iraq war?

John responds by saying, “Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints” (13:10). But this endurance is not passive suffering it calls for

· Understanding and critical thinking (13:8 - the number of the beast)

THINK
· Avoid false worship (14:11 - the beast is like a lamb)



RESIST
· Replace the mark with the shema in our lives (Phylacteries of Deut 6:4-5)
LIVE
The Warriors

Our greatest danger is to believe that we take on this war, on our own. That this is our battle to be won! But three succeeding visions present us with the real picture. Next time we will look at the Lamb leading worship (14:1-5), the three Angels preaching (14:6-13) and the harvest (14:14-20).
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Part Nine : The Last Word on Politics


Rev 14:12
This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus. (NIV)
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The first century Christians who had been taught to pray, “Thy Kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven”, were informed in the Revelation of Jesus Christ that “the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign for ever and ever” (11:15).

Why would the early Christians be tempted to think that this is ‘rubbish’?

The kingdom of God has deep political implications - but in a way which is unique to traditional political concepts. The word kingdom, basilea, or realm speaks of a sphere of influence which encompasses everything and everyone: corporeal and incorporeal.

Party Politics and the Politics of Faith
There is a marked difference between the two. Jesus most prominent theme in the gospels, according to Trevor Hudson, is the “kingdom of heaven is near’. There is no hesitation in the claims or demands of Jesus influence on everyday life, but it is in the way this happens which we find the difference.

Whereas earthly politics involves militarism, propaganda, competition, power and position.

Eugene Petersen explains how Jesus outlines this contrast at the end of his life, when:

· Assured Pilate that his Kingdom wasn’t earthly

· Refused to defend himself against his detractors
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In much later works, Eugene Petersen refers to the gospel message as being subversive (a radical supporter of political or social revolution - Wordweb). We have heard the story of Jesus birth time and time again. We have neutralised it with Christmas Carols such as ‘Away in a manger’ and ‘Silent Night’. Revelation paints a much more dramatic picture.

The scene opens with a trumpet blast (remember the meaning discussed in previous sections). There is a beautiful woman who is pregnant. Around her head are stars, she stands on the moon, her garment is woven from the sun. Can you think of why this should be?

A chorus of 24 male voices is drowned out by the travails of labour. As childbirth is reaching its apex a vulgar, reptilic dragon with seven heads appears and waits to devour the child as it appears. But at the moment of birth, as the dragon lunges, so the child is snatched away in the nick of time - lifted up to heaven where he and the woman are tendered. Revelation refers to this child as ‘one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron’ similar to the prophecy of Psalm 2:9.

This dramatic portrayal of Jesus birth is an entry of the politics which will end all politics.

A War
This even sparks a great war between Archangels, Angels and the Dragon and his hosts. The forces of evil are beaten and literally bounced out of heaven. Read again Rev 12:10-12. Echoes of Isaiah 14:12 and Luke 10:18.

This is the politics of Jesus. Not a weak, submissive acceptance of the perils of our world - but a valiant conquering of all that is evil!

Ongoing Battle
The Dragon, from the ground then tried to attack the woman. The ground swallows him up. Then from the depths of he calls forth two ridiculous characters (mentioned in Job 40-41). One a patchwork of leftover body parts, the other a fake lamb. They turn their attack on the believers.

What do you think these different levels of attack are meant to symbolise?

The Method
There are two methods employed in this attach

· Frighten the saints into disobedience (Rev 13:7)

· Deceit (Rev 13:14)

This was aimed at separating behaviour from belief. The most effective method of attack against Christ’s political kingdom.

How, thou, would this contrast with George Bush’s attitude towards the Iraq war?

John responds by saying, “Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints” (13:10). But this endurance is not passive suffering it calls for

· Understanding and critical thinking (13:8 - the number of the beast)

THINK
· Avoid false worship (14:11 - the beast is like a lamb)



RESIST
· Replace the mark with the shema in our lives (Phylacteries of Deut 6:4-5)
LIVE
The Warriors

Our greatest danger is to believe that we take on this war, on our own. That this is our battle to be won! But three succeeding visions present us with the real picture. Next time we will look at the Lamb leading worship (14:1-5), the three Angels preaching (14:6-13) and the harvest (14:14-20).

The Revelation of John

Part Eleven : The Last Word on Salvation


Rev 19:6_9
Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: "Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear." (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) Then the angel said to me, "Write: 'Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!'" And he added, "These are the true words of God." (NIV)
Salvation and Catastrophe

Read Revelation chapter 19 to chapter 20.

This section begins with the third of Revelation’s salvation that celebrate the triumph of God’s work. The first being 7:10 and 12:10 - this song stretches from 19:1-3.

We are always saved ‘from something’. Thus it is logical that salvation happens against a backdrop of catastrophe. There are many examples of how catastrophe has crept into creation, humanity and relationship. Can you offer some examples of these? 

Look at what happens:

	Catastrophe

Rom 1:25
They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator__ who is forever praised. Amen.

Rom 8:20_24
For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has?
	Salvation

2 Cor 5:17_21
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.

We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.




The Seven Seals
When we think back on the seven seals we are repulsed by the drama, cruelty and severity of the judgements. Too often we see catastrophe as fate or as a momentary crises that will ‘get better in the end’. We need to remember Romans 3:23

“... for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,...”

Thus we have to understand the completeness of the catastrophe in order to appreciate the extent of salvation. This would have been very real to some of the early Christians, although others may have passed off their persecution as the whims of a maniac and not representative of the greater chaos.

The Hebrew word for salvation yeshew`ah means to expand or broaden: helping us to exchange our narrow fatalistic understanding of catastrophe to the expansive and enormity of God’s saving love.

Two Dimensions of Salvation
Petersen explains to us that this salvation is neatly portrayed by two events, which serve a very particular purpose: the meal and the war - prevent us from buying into the Christian habit of reducing our salvation:

· making our salvation fit our comfort zone

· retreating to a faith that we can manage

· defining faith as ethical decorum,

· personal / subjective devotion, or

· work.

The Meal
We see the introduction to this meal occurring in the four ‘Hallelujah songs’, we looked at in the last section, with each successive song proclaim: salvation, an expansion on the theme, and the marriage supper of the Lamb (Jesus) and his Bride (the Church invisible). This launches us into the meal.

Meals played a large role in Jesus’ ministry, you will remember the Gospel’s description of these meal times:

· Cana

· Resurrection breakfast

· Supper with sinners

· Feeding of the masses

· Emmaus

· Zaccheus

· Last supper

It is the latter which sets the tone for us and reminds us that our experience and our experience of salvation moves beyond the ordinary. We obviously recognise and celebrate this meal at the sacrament of Holy Communion:

· The Jews and Jesus were used to worshipping in the Tempe and Synagogues - now this meal could be invoked anywhere at anytime - in fields, on the lakes, in homes - wherever Jesus taught. Making our ordinary lives more than just life but very sacraments!

· The consistency with which Communion has been enacted since Jesus’ inception has been one of the key features of the Christian church - in spite of th rise and fall of different doctrines, heresies, styles of worship, structures of church - communion has remained the same!

This reminds us of the largeness of our salvation in the following ways:

· All can eat: Salvation is accessible to all.

· The meal draws all believers in, even those beyond our comprehension

· The meal makes sense of time, as we sit with “the one who is and was and is to come” (14:8)

· Meals are preferably not eaten alone

· Meals are a place of trust and giving

· Meals are often places of forgiveness and healing

· All people are of the same standing around a table

· Meals are about intimacy

Thus helping us to keep a clear picture of the ‘largeness’ of our salvation in our minds. Understanding that it is not about ‘doing’, or morality, or correctness, but about fellowshipping in the presence of the Lamb.

War!

This imagery seems very far from that of a meal - but they are complimentary: Jesus is described as a rider on a white horse (Rev 19:11).

The details of this battle are confusing but result in a powerful victory where the two beasts are ‘thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulphur”, to be joined later on (a millennium) by the dragon.

This reminds us that although salvation is represented by a meal, it can never be reduced to a soppy sentimental experience, or something neutral - rather salvation is a dramatic and adrenaline pumping battle:

· Jesus’ Lord’s prayer: Deliver us from evil.

· Rom 8:38 - powers

· 1 Cor 2:8 - rulers

· Col 1:16 - dominions

But there is nothing to fear in this battle, as “Jesus disarmed the principalities and powers and made a public example of them in him” (Col 2:15). It is important to remember that no one can truly be neutral or passive in battle.

Thus Jesus overcomes the representations of that evil in our lives: death, illness, indifference, antagonism, idolatry, etc.

There is a great history of war amongst the Jewish nation and although inevitably it always resulted in death God could and often did use it for blessing. This final war, though, results not in slaughter but rather in salvation. Paul wrote in Ephesians 6, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”

Jesus gave prime examples of his victories in this battle:

· Possessed were freed

· The ill were healed

· The chaos was calmed

· Dead were raised

· Hopeless were offered a future

· Sinners were redeemed

We try to reduce this battle to a final setting or a final date - to bring it under our control by predicting its end. While we are certain of God’s victory (1 Cor 15) it is crucial that we do not have access to this information because the uncertainty about the battle’s close reminds us that it is something bigger than our prophecies or our warfare technology or our policies or churches; that is why not even the son of man knows the appointed day or hour.

This battle would have been very important pastoral news for the Christian in John’s day - why would you think this would be?

Conclusion

We, as Christians, are drawn into the fellowship of our salvation - the meal, but at the same time this is not an insulated, patronising, molly-coddled environment but rather an inauguration meal into the throes of battle where we are battered and bruised but never defeated!

Although Salvation is complete - “It is finished” - it is something which continues. It is something which is inaugurated by the lamb who invokes the meal (this is my body), who wins the battle.  We see the complementary nature of the meal and battle in the 23rd Psalm: “Thou preparest a table for me, in the presence of my enemies”. In the communion meal where fellowship is brought into being by shed blood and broken body. Salvation is not just the ordinary hope of a distant future but rather being continually rescued from death and chaos, being brought into intimate fellowship with the Father and his children. 

The Revelation of John

Part Twelve : The Last Word on Salvation


Rev 19:6_9
Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: "Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear." (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) Then the angel said to me, "Write: 'Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!'" And he added, "These are the true words of God." (NIV)
Salvation and Catastrophe

Read Revelation chapter 19 to chapter 20.

This section begins with the third of Revelation’s salvation that celebrate the triumph of God’s work. The first being 7:10 and 12:10 - this song stretches from 19:1-3.

We are always saved ‘from something’. Thus it is logical that salvation happens against a backdrop of catastrophe. There are many examples of how catastrophe has crept into creation, humanity and relationship. Can you offer some examples of these? 

Look at what happens:

	Catastrophe

Rom 1:25
They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served created things rather than the Creator__ who is forever praised. Amen.

Rom 8:20_24
For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what he already has?
	Salvation

2 Cor 5:17_21
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of reconciliation.

We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be reconciled to God. God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.




The Seven Seals
When we think back on the seven seals we are repulsed by the drama, cruelty and severity of the judgements. Too often we see catastrophe as fate or as a momentary crises that will ‘get better in the end’. We need to remember Romans 3:23

“... for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,...”

Thus we have to understand the completeness of the catastrophe in order to appreciate the extent of salvation. This would have been very real to some of the early Christians, although others may have passed off their persecution as the whims of a maniac and not representative of the greater chaos.

The Hebrew word for salvation yeshew`ah means to expand or broaden: helping us to exchange our narrow fatalistic understanding of catastrophe to the expansive and enormity of God’s saving love.

Two Dimensions of Salvation
Petersen explains to us that this salvation is neatly portrayed by two events, which serve a very particular purpose: the meal and the war - prevent us from buying into the Christian habit of reducing our salvation:

· making our salvation fit our comfort zone

· retreating to a faith that we can manage

· defining faith as ethical decorum,

· personal / subjective devotion, or

· work.

The Meal
We see the introduction to this meal occurring in the four ‘Hallelujah songs’, we looked at in the last section, with each successive song proclaim: salvation, an expansion on the theme, and the marriage supper of the Lamb (Jesus) and his Bride (the Church invisible). This launches us into the meal.

Meals played a large role in Jesus’ ministry, you will remember the Gospel’s description of these meal times:

· Cana

· Resurrection breakfast

· Supper with sinners

· Feeding of the masses

· Emmaus

· Zaccheus

· Last supper

It is the latter which sets the tone for us and reminds us that our experience and our experience of salvation moves beyond the ordinary. We obviously recognise and celebrate this meal at the sacrament of Holy Communion:

· The Jews and Jesus were used to worshipping in the Tempe and Synagogues - now this meal could be invoked anywhere at anytime - in fields, on the lakes, in homes - wherever Jesus taught. Making our ordinary lives more than just life but very sacraments!

· The consistency with which Communion has been enacted since Jesus’ inception has been one of the key features of the Christian church - in spite of th rise and fall of different doctrines, heresies, styles of worship, structures of church - communion has remained the same!

This reminds us of the largeness of our salvation in the following ways:

· All can eat: Salvation is accessible to all.

· The meal draws all believers in, even those beyond our comprehension

· The meal makes sense of time, as we sit with “the one who is and was and is to come” (14:8)

· Meals are preferably not eaten alone

· Meals are a place of trust and giving

· Meals are often places of forgiveness and healing

· All people are of the same standing around a table

· Meals are about intimacy

Thus helping us to keep a clear picture of the ‘largeness’ of our salvation in our minds. Understanding that it is not about ‘doing’, or morality, or correctness, but about fellowshipping in the presence of the Lamb.

War!

This imagery seems very far from that of a meal - but they are complimentary: Jesus is described as a rider on a white horse (Rev 19:11).

The details of this battle are confusing but result in a powerful victory where the two beasts are ‘thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulphur”, to be joined later on (a millennium) by the dragon.

This reminds us that although salvation is represented by a meal, it can never be reduced to a soppy sentimental experience, or something neutral - rather salvation is a dramatic and adrenaline pumping battle:

· Jesus’ Lord’s prayer: Deliver us from evil.

· Rom 8:38 - powers

· 1 Cor 2:8 - rulers

· Col 1:16 - dominions

But there is nothing to fear in this battle, as “Jesus disarmed the principalities and powers and made a public example of them in him” (Col 2:15). It is important to remember that no one can truly be neutral or passive in battle.

Thus Jesus overcomes the representations of that evil in our lives: death, illness, indifference, antagonism, idolatry, etc.

There is a great history of war amongst the Jewish nation and although inevitably it always resulted in death God could and often did use it for blessing. This final war, though, results not in slaughter but rather in salvation. Paul wrote in Ephesians 6, “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”

Jesus gave prime examples of his victories in this battle:

· Possessed were freed

· The ill were healed

· The chaos was calmed

· Dead were raised

· Hopeless were offered a future

· Sinners were redeemed

We try to reduce this battle to a final setting or a final date - to bring it under our control by predicting its end. While we are certain of God’s victory (1 Cor 15) it is crucial that we do not have access to this information because the uncertainty about the battle’s close reminds us that it is something bigger than our prophecies or our warfare technology or our policies or churches; that is why not even the son of man knows the appointed day or hour.

This battle would have been very important pastoral news for the Christian in John’s day - why would you think this would be?

Conclusion

We, as Christians, are drawn into the fellowship of our salvation - the meal, but at the same time this is not an insulated, patronising, molly-coddled environment but rather an inauguration meal into the throes of battle where we are battered and bruised but never defeated!

Although Salvation is complete - “It is finished” - it is something which continues. It is something which is inaugurated by the lamb who invokes the meal (this is my body), who wins the battle.  We see the complementary nature of the meal and battle in the 23rd Psalm: “Thou preparest a table for me, in the presence of my enemies”. In the communion meal where fellowship is brought into being by shed blood and broken body. Salvation is not just the ordinary hope of a distant future but rather being continually rescued from death and chaos, being brought into intimate fellowship with the Father and his children. 

The Revelation of John

Part Thirteen : The Last Word on Heaven


Revelation 21:2_3
I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. (NIV)

Introduction
In Matthew’s gospel (3:16-17) we read how Jesus - as he emerges from baptism, receives God’s acclaim  when ‘the heaven’s opened). The very same vocabulary is utilised in Revelation (4:1). The former marks a new nearness to heaven as brought about by Christ’s ministry. The latter a fulfilment of that closeness brought about by Christ’s victory over death and evil. Both epitomising the phrase repeated throughout St Matthew’s gospel: the Kingdom of heaven is near.

Keeping it in Balance
Scripture is inaugurated with the words in Genesis 1, “In the beginning”; here John concludes Salvation history with a new beginning: “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth”. Both begin with ‘heaven’ and ‘earth’. These represent all matter: from the orbits of planetary systems to the orbits of nuclear structures.  This was particularly important given the challenges to the emerging church by the Gnostic heresies that matter is evil and spirit is righteous - where heaven is a place where all materialism is slowly peeled away revealing the ultimate truth of Spirit.

The opposite is equally true: too many of us today place too much emphasis on matter and show little regard for the Spiritual other than superstition of incidental aspersions. 

Christian Spirituality is rooted in a balance between the heaven and earth of Revelation 21. A reading of Revelation is an ongoing reminder of the dialogue between heaven and earth. The visions of heaven are what inspire the persecuted Christians of John’s day to persevere in their faith.

Robert Browning wrote, “Earth is crammed with heaven”. We have a taste now of what we will know in full in the future.

The Holy City
When we think of heaven, we are often tempted to revert to the garden: restoration of the Garden of Eden.  It seems a little odd that the city of Jerusalem should be considered an adequate representation of the fulfilment of our faith. Cities have been a places of brother-hating (Enoch), God-defying (Babel) and Jesus-rejecting (Jerusalem). Why now a metaphor for heaven?

· Avoids escapism

· Reinforces transformation of reality

· Deals with real issues

The twelve gates to the city speak of the Twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve foundation stones, of the Twelve Apostles: if we are honest these figures are poor representations of perfection, success or obedience; a reminder that heaven is not a place of heroes and saints but rather ordinary people who grapple with their humanity and  struggle to make sense of our relationship with Jesus in a world which has no time for him. Reminding us that in Jesus, history is retrievable.

Visions of the City
The geometry of the city is described in terms of large cubic numbers. The large cubic numbers remind us of three things:

· Symmetry - where balance is restored, and

· Three - the presence of the Triune God; whole- and holiness.

· Space without getting lost

The city is also described as being filled with light (22:5). This metaphor is also consistent in Revelation History: the first creation in Genesis is light, the first vision of Revelation is of Jesus as the light of the world and now the Holy City is illuminated with the light of Christ. You will remember how in John’s writings (1,3,8,9 & 12) especially, the high prominence given to analogies of light, especially considering that most of life is spent living in the ‘shadow of the valley of death’. Equal accent on this comes from the precious stones which emit the light of different colours. This reminds us of the twelve precious stones in Aaron’s priestly breastplate (Ex 28:17-20) which was worn when the people were presented to God. We will no longer have to hide in the darkness but because of our salvation we will be presented to God, and dwell in the light.

The final visual stimulus comes from the fertility: the water of life, the tree of life with twelve kinds of fruit. Reminding us that we will have all that we need to mature and grow and know wholeness in heaven: the basics for sustenance: food and water. On earth we add all sorts of supplements that end up demeaning our image of God instead of preserving it; all that is necessary are the basics and the presence of Christ is all sufficient for the rest!

The City and the Citiess

An interesting study compares the sins of the cities listed earlier on in Revelation with the fulfilments of the new Jerusalem:

	church
	affirmation
	correction
	promise
	paidea (3:19)

	Ephesus
	Untiring vigilant work
	lost first love
	tree of life
	love

	Smyrna
	brave suffering
	-
	crown of life
	suffer

	Pergamum
	courageous witness
	indifferent to heresy
	white stone
	speak the truth

	Thyatira
	dev. discipleship
	tolerant of immorality
	morning star
	be holy

	Sardis
	-
	apathy
	white garments
	to be authentic

	Philadelphia
	brave steadfastness
	-
	pillar in the temple
	to be in mission

	Laodicea
	-
	luxury vs spirituality
	eating/ ruling with Christ
	worship and serve God with gifts


In Conclusion

Eugene Petersen in a very stirring conclusion to this section reminds us that heaven descends. If we see heaven as a place where our desires will be fulfilled or our impatience satiated or our needs met, we are going to be very disappointed in this vision. Heaven should be seen, rather, as a place where, God’s presence invades, descends overcomes that which has cut itself off from his nearness before!
� 1988. Petersen, E. Harper and Row. California.





