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LESSON 20 - REVELATION

Introduction:

Date: 90-95 AD
This “Revelation” was given to the apostle John during the reign of Emperor Domitian (81-96 AD). He called himself August, Saviour, Lord, even God. He built statues of himself all over the empire, requiring citizens to offer sacrifice as evidence of allegiance. 
The latest this book could be dated under Domitian is 96 AD, and probably it was written in the first 1/2 of the decade.

Author: John, the disciple, although the style is vastly different from the gospel, no doubt because the first 3 chapters were dictated to John by Jesus, and the rest is the vision of things to come. Still there are similarities:

· Jesus is referred to as the "Lamb of God"

· The "Logos" or Word of God

· “Whosoever believes will inherit eternal life”
Much has changed the beginning of the century. Life is cruel, dangerous, bloody, especially for followers of Jesus. They are now seen as distinct from the Jews, who were exempted from emperor worship. The Roman Empire no longer "Pax Romana," and the book of Revelation reflects that.

Circumstances of writing:

· A time of severe persecution of the church.

· John (who had settled at Ephesus) had been exiled on Patmos (1:4), probably as a slave laborer in the island quarries.

· Emperor worship had become obligatory. He took persecution of Christians to a new level – Nero had persecuted Christians in Rome (both Peter and Paul were martyred during his reign), but it was confined primarily to Rome. Domitian required all citizens throughout the Empire to worship him, thus spreading throughout Asia Minor, including the Seven Churches to whom the letters of Rev 2-3 are addressed were located. 

· Christians, refusing to participate in idolatry, were persecuted, and often martyred.


· Early Christians had lived in eager expectation of Christ's return, but 60 yrs. had passed, pressure was mounting; it was only natural for some to waver.

So the letter is a letter of encouragement to stand firm, and it has come from Jesus himself:

· God is in control, no matter how bad things look 

· Christ is King of kings and Lord of lords. Jesus, not the emperor is 'Lord of history' 
· He is coming again and will execute justice. There will be a glorious future for every faithful Christian
· God loves and cares for His people unfailingly
These are some of the key themes of the book.

In our materialistic, mechanistic, scientific age, it is easy to miss the spirit of the book. There are two extremes to be avoided in understanding the book:
1. Reducing it to a literal timetable of events rather than seeing it as a picture (remember ‘vivid-picture images’ in the “Think Hebrew” lesson?) given by God to capture our imagination and inspire our hearts,

2. Reducing it to fantasy and mysticism (sometimes in reaction to the rationalism of the previous view), having nothing to do with history.

We must avoid both and recognize it as a picture book of timeless truths expressed with (and through) vision and imagination, and as a concrete book rooted in history proclaiming Christ as the Lord of history, both then and now.

A. Principles of interpretation:
1. What did it mean to the original readers? What was happening in current events? Understand it in the light of its historical setting.  Explore the persecution of the church to which Jesus is speaking - its problems, how it was coping.
If Christ had come in 96 AD, what would the book of Revelation have meant to Christians living then?

2. What is the literary style? Revelation is written in a style of literature called “Apocalyptic.”  Chapters 4-21 are poetic, visionary, expressing its meaning through symbols and imagery. It is designed to be seen on a 60 ft. screen, not to be studied through a microscope.


It is first a picture, second, words.

To take picture language literally or to treat the book as a logical document or timetable is to go against the spirit of apocalyptic style.

3. Revelation is rooted primarily in the OT (esp. Ezekiel), and it is in the OT that we find the meaning of the various symbols. We compare scripture (NT) with scripture (OT), rather than by comparing scripture with contemporary ideas of the meaning of the symbols. (Ex. Rev. 14:10 is found also in Ps. 75:8, Isa. 51:17, Jer.25:15)

4. Obscure passages must always be understood in the light of the passages that are clear, never the other way around. Focus on the straight forward to explain the hidden, not the reverse.

Example: Rev. 19:17-18 is contrasted with “the wedding feast of the Lamb” (Luke 14, Rev. 19:9). The two feasts are contrasting grace and judgement, two perspectives of the end of time, etc.

5. This is a book of visions, and visions are similar to parables, communicating one main idea. 

Example: Man plowing in a neighbor's field, discovers a treasure buried there - we don't try to figure out what the plow, the donkey, the treasure chest all represent, but what is the main idea: The Kingdom of God is worth more than anything else.

Likewise John does not try to harmonize all the details. Try instead to get the one main picture, the main idea the vision is communicating.
6. John's vision is not a chronological sequence of events, which follow one after the other (Greek thinking). The Eastern mind is not as preoccupied with chronology as the West. Some passages seem to be dealing with events that are happening simultaneously (Seals - Ch. 6-8; Trumpets - Ch. 8-9, bowls, etc.), and indicate an escalation of judgement.
B.  Interpretations: There are four main approaches to interpreting Revelation

1. Preterist - means we're dealing primarily with past history

a. Rome is the beast of Ch. 13, those promoting the worship of Rome are the false prophet.
b. Rome and the Roman Empire have been destroyed, so all is fulfilled except Rev 19-21, which will be complete with Christ’s second coming. 
In this view the entire book is historical and has little to say to us today. This is the classic liberal view.

2. Idealist - we are dealing with truths that are trans-historical, they are always true, always applicable, in the same way that parables teach eternal truths.

The book is a symbolic portrayal of the struggle between the Kingdom of God and the powers of Satanic evil. The beast represents satanic evil wherever it breaks out to oppress the church. The tribulation represents persecution whenever/wherever Christians experience it.

3. Historical – the prophecies explain the history of Western Europe until the coming of Christ. Current events are interpreted through the lens of Revelation.  Usually the beast becomes the Roman papacy, and the false prophet the Roman Catholic Church, or it could become Stalin, Hitler, Idi Amin, Pol Pot or Barak Obama.

Needless to say, the approach has a few potential difficulties, not the least of which why the Lord would focus on Western Europe!
4. Futurist- sees almost everything in Revelation still to come. There are a few versions of this, but usually Ch. 2-3 are seen as messages to historical churches, or the ages of church history.

Ch. 6-18 are viewed as the tribulation which hasn't come yet. We'll know it is time to pick up the thread of history at Ch. 6 when the tribulation starts.

Summary: 

Some people interpret Revelation literally, and try to figure out their theology of the details:
· Premillennial: Christ’s 2nd coming begin his 1000 year reign on the earth, after which judgement will come.
· Postmillennial: Christ’s 1000 year reign (understanding 1000 being “a multitude” or “many”) began following his resurrection, he is establishing his Kingdom over all the earth, defeating Satan as he does, and his 2nd coming will be the end of history.
· A-millennial: view Christ’s 1000 year reign as symbolic, relating more to God’s rule over Creation or the Church
· Pre-tribulation: that Christians will be raptured (taken out of the world) prior to the Tribulation
· Post-tribulation: after a time of Tribulation, at the 2nd coming of Christ the dead will be raised and those still living will be caught up together in the air 
· One problem with a literal interpretation: How do you reconcile 144,000 people in a ‘Jehovah’s Witness heaven’ with the numbers of Christians through the centuries, whether the Beast is Russia, China, Muslims or secular humanists?
Others interpret the book symbolically, and draw strength and courage for life today, whatever the future may bring. Perhaps the correct interpretation is both/and, discerning when the vision is revealing historical events that are or will take place, and when Jesus is speaking to all Christians of all times.
Each reader must decide what God’s intention was in his Revelation (hopefully based on solid interpretive principles, guided by the Holy Spirit). The book had lessons for the church of 95 AD, for the church of the Middle Ages, as well as today, and the “Last Days.” 
Every generation of believers has believed they were living in the final chapter of history. One day it will be so!
C.  Lessons from Revelation

Ch. 1: In the midst of suffering, the glorified Christ addresses His people. 
His message:
1. Assurance! Jesus is personally present, walking among the lampstands. Whether the church is strong or weak, confident or afraid, large or small, he is there





The lampstands are the church, holding the oil that supplies light (1:12-13, 20). Jesus holds

seven stars in his hands, who are the messengers of the churches (human not

angelic as some translations read) - perhaps pastors or leaders of the churches. Jesus is

walking among 7 lampstands:

· Jesus is the source of life and light for the people of God, the oil in the lampstands.
· As candles are made for the night, so the church is the light in dark times. 
2. Ch 2-3: Letters to the churches. His message, "Hear what the spirit is saying to the churches"
Pattern: Recipient, Characteristic of Christ related to that church, praise for the Church, criticism, demand, warning, promise. 

The lessons of the seven churches are applicable to us all. At least some of the persecution has been deserved. Jesus’ warning has come to bring repentance. Sometime trouble that comes upon the church is an opportunity for repentance and renewed faith (3:19-22). Jesus is calling the Church back to himself:
· Good deeds, but they have abandoned their first love (2:4)

· The faithful have compromised (2:14-16):
Immorality, false teaching has been tolerated among them (2:19-20)

· Faith and practice were dead (3:1-3)

· Some are lukewarm in faith, grieving the Lord. Apathy is an abomination to Him; those who are lukewarm will be spewed, vomited out (3:15-18)


If they repent they will receive a reward, if they don’t their lampstand will be removed. 
Two churches do not receive a warning, Smyrna and Philadelphia are both suffering great persecution, they have not compromised and Jesus encourages them to remain faithful even to death, and they will receive the crown of life.

Chapters 4-5 set the stage for the drama that follows. God is sovereign, seated on his throne, Jesus is pictured as both sacrificial Lamb, and ruling Lion of Judah.
3.  “We are participants in the victory won for God's people even now" (Ch. 4-7)

· We are now (as we worship) joining those in heaven, the 24 elders (the totality of Israel and the church), celebrating the complete victory of the Lamb.

· We participate in that victory. Though the ultimate consummation is ahead, its reality grips us now.

· Disciples of Jesus will continue to be martyred  (6:9-11; 7:9-17)
· Nevertheless God has already numbered His own, and not one will be ultimately lost. The 144,000 – all of those God has redeemed, both saints of the Old Testament: 12 tribes of Israel, and the New Testament: the 12 apostles) cannot be kept from their rightful place before God's throne. We are part of God's victory now!

4. "Do not be dismayed. Judgement is coming" (Ch. 8-11)

God's trumpets are sounding. In the OT trumpets meant something significant was about to happen. The trumpets sounding now mean that the time of judgement has come.
The message of these chapters is both
a. Encouragement for the Church: 

· Do not be dismayed when you see evil multiplying and seeming to triumph (environmental disaster, disease, famine, war, natural disasters).

· Even in this time of judgement, God does not abandon the world, but sends his witnesses to call people to repentance. Though they may be slain, people will recognize the truth of their message, and glorify God.
· You may appear weak and powerless to the world, the public witness of the church may be silenced (as in China and the Soviet Union), but you are secure in him. The church itself can never be obliterated, and will emerge victorious.
b. And a message for the world: In judgement there is always both a call to repent, and the execution of justice.
Evil people and systems (Nero, Diocletian, Hitler, Stalin, Idi Amin, Mao Zedong) all tried to silence the Church and failed. God's truth can be rejected, but never defeated. When the final trumpet has sounded the ultimate victory will be undeniable.

5. "Recognize your opposition" not flesh and blood, but principalities and powers (Ch. 12-14)
From the beginning Satan has attacked - in the garden, through idolatry, war - but a beachhead was established in Bethlehem. Receiving a deadly setback, Satan has turned his anger on the Church (the Woman, or true Israel). The battle continues.

Satan has his own counter spiritual system (he is the Dragon)

· Worldly political power (Roman power) is the second person of the demonic trinity (the Beast)    

· The lamb (with the voice of the dragon) is the counterfeit church, the third person of the demonic trinity (Roman emperors increasingly claiming divinity). It will attempt to seduce the saints to worship themselves (mankind i.e. humanism).

To the church God says, "Recognize your opposition, who your enemy really is - not flesh and blood (secularists, Muslims, New Age), but principalities and powers."

(See the counterfeit parallel: Father = Satan, Son = one world system, political power, Holy Spirit = apostate church, or one world church)

6.  "Judgement does come in history" (remember OT Lesson 19?) (Ch.15-18)

· When justice is slow it is because God is patiently waiting, giving humanity opportunity to turn to Him. He is defeating Satan and establishing his authority one person/community at a time. When the bowls of wrath are finally poured out, no one can say it was not justified. Evil political power and the counterfeit church will be destroyed.

· As in the past, so now - judgment will come in history.

God does not step in and "zap" the enemy - He uses people and nations already in place (Cyrus, Babylon, Germany, etc.), but the day of final judgment (“The Day of the Lord”) will come.
7.  "Blessed is he who enters a fight he cannot win to gain a crown he cannot lose." (Ch. 19-20)

The battle is not ours. We could not win it if it were – Jesus encourages the Church to simply “stand.” The battle continues and is much bigger than our own personal struggle with Satan. It is a cosmic battle, and there will be casualties. Yet even as Pharaoh was lured into the sea, Satan and his hosts of hell are coming to their Armageddon.

We may be temporarily defeated, but we cannot lose. A banquet awaits us in heaven; every tear will be dried; evil will be vanquished; we will wear the crown we cannot lose. Jesus has already defeated Satan, and we just await his final exile.
Conclusion: “What has been accomplished by all of these painful struggles?"  (Ch. 21-22)

· The New Jerusalem, the Bride of Christ, the Church of Jesus Christ is being perfected through all of these conflicts. We are being purified, and strengthened in faith and courage. Not one experience is lost to God's purposes. 
· Both the tabernacle and Solomon's temple were signs that God's dwelling is with his people. Now the Church has become the Holy of Holies, assuring that God's presence is established among us for the rest of time. God is in us as well as with us!

· From the little embryo called the church, is growing the fullness of Him who fills all with His fullness (Eph. 1:20-23). The trials and struggles of the moment are the birth pangs of a salvation that will be cosmic in its final dimensions.

· The victory is sure. The Church (us, his people) will endure. Christ’s Kingdom will come in fullness. “The glory of the Lord will cover the earth, as the waters cover the sea.” 

Wherever you are, whatever your circumstances, you have been blessed to be a blessing. 
You are set apart to be part of a mission that is God's final design for history. The destiny still stands. Go and fulfill your calling and promise. Take this message of hope, the message of salvation/redemption/transformation to the nations!

