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INTRODUCTION

Revelation & The End Times
For thousands of years, people have speculated about how the world will end. That it will
end at some point has not been a matter of much debate—what has a beginning typically
has an ending. How that end comes, however, has been debated for millennia. Christians
look to their scriptures to try and find what clues God has left for us to determine when and
how that end might come about. In particular, people look to the book of Revelation, which
many interpret as giving a disturbing account of things to come, that it describes images of
modern technology that John simply didn’t have words to describe.
By contrast, some view it as being rooted in its historical context, outlining events that
pertained only to first century Christians, with the exception of the final few chapters. Still
others believe that Revelation reveals to us timeless truths that were true in John’s day, and
continue to be relevant and true today as well, looking ultimately toward a future where God
in Christ reigns triumphant over the forces of evil and destruction in our world.
Modern American culture has grabbed hold primarily of the interpretation that views
Revelation as a road map of the future describing a time of great upheaval and chaos
following the “rapture” or disappearance of Christians from the world. This rapture then
ushers in the events of Revelation 6 and following. This idea has gained widespread
popularity through books and movies such as “Left Behind.”
However, upon closer examination, the “Left Behind” road map doesn’t exactly read
Revelation. It instead pulls together random bits of scripture and tries to frame them around
the events of Revelation. It creates a “system” or “script” that pieces together these bits of
scripture to form a chronological series of end-times events.
As Dr. Craig R. Koester points out in his book, “Revelation and the End of All Things,”1 what
happens if one of the pieces is out of place? How does that change our understanding?
For many, what we think about this doesn’t really matter. God will do what God will do, and
that is very true. However, what we believe about the end-times also tends to dictate our
actions and how we treat one another and our planet in the meantime. Central to the “Left
Behind” story is the restoration of Israel and the need for it to reclaim all the land promised to
Abraham in Genesis 15.
This is where what we believe about the end-times begins to have real-life repercussions and
devastating consequences in our world. People throughout the Middle East are affected in
tragic ways which leads to terrorism and violence as a result. In particular, Arab Christians
find themselves caught in the battle between Israelis and Muslims, viewed by Americans
merely as necessary sacrifices in order for this script to play out. Their American brothers
and sisters in Christ thus ignore their plight and watch with voyeuristic anticipation as Middle
East nations pull apart at the seams. Rather than push for peace between Israelis and Arabs,
followers of this script block anything short of the modern nation state of Israel reclaiming
the entire portion of its ancestral land.
But what if this interpretation is flawed? What if our understanding of “Israel’s” role is
skewed? What if our escapist desires to be raptured away from a time of trouble leaves us
woefully unprepared to deal with a world plunged into trial and tribulation? Worse yet—
what if Revelation’s warnings are meant to steer us in another direction and by embracing the
destructive elements as inevitable we have unwittingly brought judgment upon ourselves?
What if this prophecy is meant, like the prophets of old, to draw attention to our destructive
behavior so that we change our ways, rather than plunging us forward into an abyss of
unavoidable destruction?
1. Craig R. Koester, “Revelation and the End of All Things,” (Minneapolis, Eerdman’s Publishing Co. 2001), 38
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What if Revelation’s words of warning, mingled with hope and promise, are meant to disturb us enough that we
resist evil and violence rather than embracing it with eager gladness and fatalistic furor?
What if…in our zeal to hasten Christ’s coming (as if we had that power) we have become the very beast Revelation
warns about, that oppresses and sheds the blood of the saints? That brings destruction and war rather than
freedom and peace? A disturbing thought, no doubt. But a point of Christian reflection nonetheless.
This study invites you to enter into a journey that not only explores the problems and nuances of the “rapture”
system, but takes you through the visionary images that have sparked so much controversy and speculation
over the centuries.
Discover for yourself what God’s vision is for our future, and what role we are called to play in that vision.
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LEAVING THE RAPTURE BEHIND
The Rapture Script & Israel

OPENING PRAYER
Heavenly Father, we know your ways are mysterious but your promises are clear.
Help us to discern your will and word to us as we study your word this day. Amen.

OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1.

What is the first thing that comes to mind when you hear “Revelation?”

2.

What images do you most associate with the book of Revelation?

3.

What problems do you experience when you read Revelation?

4.

Have you heard of “the rapture” and do you know what it is? Where did you
first hear about it?

5.

If the rapture is true, why do you think God would remove all of his witnesses
from the earth during a time when they’re needed the most?

SESSION OVERVIEW/MAIN POINTS
•

“Pre-tribulation Rapture” system developed in 1800’s by John Nelson Darby.

•

Timeline of events pieces together different pieces of scripture from different parts
of the Bible in order to develop a “script.”

•

Pre-tribulation rapture lacks scriptural support.

•

God’s promises are bigger than we expect and are for the world, not just a group of
specific people.

The Rapture System’s Beginnings
Christians have always believed Jesus will one day
return to establish the fullness of his Kingdom on
earth. It has been a central and primary teaching
for two thousand years. However, for nearly 1800
years of that Christian history, no one utilized the
term “rapture” as a part of Christian understanding
regarding the end-times.

Not only does the term appear nowhere in scripture, but the concept
of a “secret rapture” where millions of Christians all over the world
suddenly disappear, leaving the earth in turmoil and despair had only scarcely been imagined
before the 1800’s. It was a former Anglican Priest named John Nelson Darby who developed the
early end-times script that has become what is known today as “pre-millennial dispensationalism.”
Disillusioned with the Anglican Church and convinced they had devolved into apostasy, Darby
helped form the “Plymouth Brethren” and became known as the father of modern fundamentalism.
Darby spent much of his time obsessed with end-times prophecies, convinced that some clue
regarding the timing of the end of days was present within scripture.
Darby determined that Christ would not just appear once to establish His Kingdom, but would
in fact return twice. The first return would be secret and would not be part of the “every eye shall
see him and every knee shall bow,” described in the opening verses of Revelation. It would involve
rapturing the church into heaven, while leaving non-believers behind to suffer through a seven
year period of tribulation.
3
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Unlike many end-times predictors, Darby refrained
from giving specific dates and times. Rather, he invented
“dispensations,” or intervals of time that all of the
Bible and history were divided into—hence the term
“dispensationalism.”

story of God’s people, like the center of a wheel that
reaches outward through time, space and history.

Darby’s ideas didn’t garner wide-spread attention or
interest in America until after the end of the Civil War.
America was a nation that was grieving the bloodiest war
According to Darby, God divided history into seven it had ever witnessed on its front lawns. This set the stage
different dispensations where he dealt with humanity for Darby’s escapist theology to take root. Desiring to
according to different rules in each time period and lays never experience the hell of those days again, his ideas
out the master plan for all of human history:
spread like wild-fire throughout the United States, made
most popular by the publication of the Scofield Reference
1. Innocence (Genesis 1:28-3:6)
Bible in 1909.
2. Conscience or Moral Responsibility (Genesis 4:1-8:14)
Cyrus Scofield had no theological education or training
whatsoever, but took Darby’s ideas and went through the
Bible, adding dispensationalist headings and notes in the
margin, commenting on each prophetic passage through
the lens of Darby’s system. It soon became the version of
Such an idea makes a certain amount of rational sense and the Bible Americans began to read their scriptures through
helps explain inconsistencies and contradictions in the during much of the twentieth century.
Bible. The problem is it does not recognize the centrality Since Scofield’s Reference Bible, a variety of fundamentalist
of Christ throughout the scriptures, but relegates him only leaders have centered their ministries around these
to a particular dispensation or time-period. Yet, scriptural teachings, and made millions on theories and fictionalized
witness testifies to the fact that Christ’s presence, whether accounts of how this end-times script plays out.
manifest in human form or not, has been central to the
3. Human Government (Genesis 8:15 – 11:32)
4. Promise (Genesis 12:1 – Exodus 18:27)
5. The Law (Exodus 19:3 – Acts 1:26)
6. The Church (Acts 2:1 – Revelation 19)
7. The Millennial Kingdom (Revelation 20)

Pre-Millennial Dispensationalism Timeline
Pre-millennial dispensationalism follows a timeline of specific events, pieced
together from various parts of the Bible - Ezekiel, Isaiah, Daniel, Joel, 1 & 2
Thessalonians, Romans, Matthew, Zechariah, and Revelation. The question
Dr. Craig Koester asks in his book “Revelation and the End of All Things” is
what happens if one of these pieces is out of place? Contrary to popular
understanding and opinion, this timeline does not begin with Revelation,
but rather, starts with a passage from Daniel 9:20-27.

Rebuilding the Temple

The Rapture

(Matt. 24:38-42; 1 Thess. 4:15-17)

Dispensationalists believe that Daniel
9:20-26 describes the 490 year time
frame between the rebuilding of
the Temple in Jerusalem and the
crucifixion of Jesus.

The rapture, which is believed by pre-millennial
dispensationalists to be the disappearance of Christians
all over the world, will be the sign that God’s clock has
started back up again, and that the events in Daniel 27
will now occur, along with chapters 6-22 of Revelation
and various other parts of scripture.

God’s Time Out
After Jesus’ crucifixion - there is a 2000 year
time frame that exists between verses 26 and 27.
The formation of the nation-state of Israel is believed to
be the signal that God is about to start the clock ticking
again, as fulfillment of God’s promise to restore the nation
of Israel.

Beginning of the Great Tribulation
& Rise of the Anti-Christ
(Daniel 9:27; Matt. 24; Daniel 2 & 7; Rev. 6-7)

Once the Christians have been raptured, the time of
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PRE-MILLENNIAL DISPENSATIONALIST TIMELINE OF EVENTS
1st Half of Great
Tribulation

Exile to Crucifixion

God’s “Time Out”

Rapture

490 Years from time of
Jews return from exile
to Christ’s Crucifixion

After Christ’s death
& resurrection, God
stops the prophetic
clock until the Gentiles
are brought in.

Christians are raptured
from the earth & God’s
prophetic clock starts
ticking again.

Daniel 9:20-26

Anti-Christ covenant w/Israel
1 World Government
Temple Rebuilt
144,000 Jewish Evangelists
commissioned

1 Thess. 4:15-17
Matt. 24:38-42

(No scriptural
references... possibly
Romans 11)

Daniel 9:27
Matt 24
Daniel 2 & 7
Rev. 7

2nd Half of Great
Tribulation

Armageddon &
Christ’s Return

Millennial Reign

Final Judgment

Eternity

2nd half of Great
Tribulation
Harlot’s one world
religion (Papacy)
Temple defiled
Anti-Christ controls
world economy

Return of Christ &
Saints/Armageddon
Gog & Magog
Kings of East

Millennial Reign
Christ and Saints rule
on earth for 1000
years

Satan loosed and
defeated
Resurrection and
Final Judgment

New
heaven/
New earth

Rev. 19:11-21
Isaiah 63:1-3
Joel 3
Zechariah 12
Ezekiel 39, Dan 11
Rev. 16:11

Rev. 20:1-6
Isaiah 65:20-25
Micah 4:3

Rev. 20:7-15

Rev. 4:1-19:10
1 John 2:18
2 Thess. 2

Rev. 21 & 22

Fall of Babylon & Armageddon

Great Tribulation (Revelation 2) will begin. Verse 27 in
Daniel 9 claims this time frame is one “week” or seven
years, at which time the anti-Christ will make a covenant
with Israel only to break it 3 1/2 years later. Matthew 24,
Daniel 2 and 7 and Revelation 6-7 describe a time of great
turmoil and upheaval in the world. Terror and chaos reign
as the seven seals (Rev. 6) are unleashed upon the world
as a one-world government (Daniel 2) headed up by the
beast (Daniel 7, 2 Thessalonians) takes over and 144,000
Jews are commissioned as Christian Evangelists (Rev. 7).

(Rev. 19:11-21; Isaiah 63:1-3; Joel 3; Zech. 12; Ezekiel 39,
Daniel 11; Rev. 16:11)
Babylon/the Harlot/the false religion is destroyed by the
beast and as the end of the 7 years draws near, he prepares
for Armageddon—the final show-down between Christ
and the saints, and the anti-Christ and his followers.
Invading armies from Gog and Magog (Ezekiel 39; Rev.
16:11) attack—though who Gog and Magog are exactly
changes from decade to decade. Sometimes it’s Russia and
China, sometimes other Arab countries. This is an everchanging prediction based on current world events. At the
height of the battle, Jesus and the saints enter and slaughter
everyone involved.

Desecration of the Temple & The
Anti- Christ’s Rule
(Rev. 6-19; 2 Thess. 2:4; 1 John 2:18)

Once the anti-Christ breaks his pact with Israel after 3
1/2 years, the anti-Christ will go into the temple and set
himself up as God. (Daniel 9:27, 2 Thessalonians 2:4)
Heavy persecution of converts to Christianity begins, and
anyone who doesn’t take the mark of the beast is arrested
and beheaded. (Rev. 13) The “harlot,” or a one-world false
religion, arises, presumably led by the papacy in Rome.

The Millennial Reign, Satan’s Doom
& Resurrection
(Rev. 20:1-6; Isaiah 65:20-25; Micah 4:3)

After Jesus conquers the anti-Christ, he establishes a
thousand year reign on earth (Rev. 20) with the people
who survived the tribulation. It is a time of peace and
5

tranquility for the world. (Isaiah 65:20-25; Micah 4:3) At
the end of the thousand years, Satan is released for a short
time so that he can once again wreak havoc and deceive
the nations, but then is summarily defeated, this time for
good, and thrown into the lake of fire along with all of his
followers. The resurrection of the dead occurs and people
are judged.

us who are alive will. Nowhere in Paul’s writings is there
ever the sense that Christ would return twice or that there
would be some form of a delay between Christ’s return
and the coming Kingdom, and certainly no delay between
his return and the resurrection of the dead.
The other text that gets widely used as “evidence” of the
rapture in scripture is from Matthew 24:

Eternity

“For as in those days before the flood they were eating and
drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day
Noah entered the ark, and they knew nothing until the
flood came and swept them all away, so too will be the
coming of the Son of Man. Then two will be in the field;
one will be taken and one will be left. Two women will be
grinding meal together; one will be taken and one will be
left. Keep awake therefore, for you do not know on what
day your Lord is coming.”

(Revelation 21 & 22)
Once the resurrection occurs, a new heaven and new
earth are established, completely wiping away the world
that existed before. Everyone lives in eternity with God
and Christ in this new creation.

The Scriptural Problems
with the Rapture

– Matthew 24:38-42

The assumption made by rapture proponents in this
passage is that the ones being “taken” are the lucky ones.
However, both the context of the passage and the cultural
understanding in Jesus’ day points us in a different
direction. Those who were “swept away” by the waters of
the flood were taken away in judgment. Those who were
“taken” while working in the fields during the first century
were usually “taken” by the Romans to be interrogated,
imprisoned, and most likely killed, much like how the
Gestapo of Nazi Germany operated.

Furthermore, the script outlined by pre-millennial
dispensationalists assumes they have all the different parts
If you’re wondering where exactly Revelation, or the Bible of scripture placed in the right spots on the timeline. Yet
for that matter, mentions “the rapture,” the only reference many interpret events like 9/11 as “the fall of Babylon,”
that is even remotely related is found in 1 Thessalonians 4. which doesn’t happen until Revelation 19. Did the rapture
happen and no one knew about it?
“For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that

Hal Lindsey and other advocates of the rapture argue
that since the word “church” is not mentioned after
Revelation 4, it must no longer have a place in the
rest of the letter. However, saints are mentioned as
being present—in fact, it is the blood of the saints the
Harlot drinks. The saints—the people who make up the
church—are most definitely present.

we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the
Lord, will by no means precede those who have died.
For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the
archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will
descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise
first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught
up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in
the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.”

Israel’s Divine Role

– 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17

Paul is offering up a word of edification to those who are
concerned that Christ has not yet returned, and many
of them are beginning to die. Paul’s reassurance is they
need not worry—that their loved ones will be resurrected
and see Christ at his second coming even before those of

Central to this entire system is the role of the nation-state
of modern day Israel. Pre-millennial dispensationalists
believe that in order for Christ to return, modern
Israel must reclaim all the land promised to Abraham
in Genesis 15. Christians who therefore support all
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A Brief History of Palestine &
Modern Israel

Mount Moriah is a sacred site to Muslims,
Jews, and Christians. “The Dome of the Rock”
sits enshrined upon what many believe is the
place where Abraham almost sacrificed his
son, where the original temple of Solomon was
built, and where Muhammad is claimed to have
ascended to heaven to speak and pray with
Moses and Jesus.

Since its establishment in 1948, the modern nation-state of Israel
has been a point of contention and controversy within the Middle
East. After World War I and the fall of the Turkish Ottoman
Empire, the land in the region of the Middle East and Palestine
came under the control of the British and French governments,
the entire area divided up into individual nation-states with little
regard for ancestral lands and tribal loyalties. Jews, looking for a
homeland, had been migrating to the land of Palestine, purchasing
land and setting up homes since the late 1800’s.

While the United States supported what was known as the
“Balfour Declaration” that promised the formation of a
homeland for Jews in Palestine, the British were opposed to
unlimited migration of Jews to the region and were afraid of alienating the other Arab states due to their
political and economic interests.
Complicating matters, there was the issue of they had promised the Arab nations control over Palestine if
they helped fight with the Allies during World War I. Before his death in 1945, President Roosevelt assured
Arabs that the United States would not intervene in affairs in the region without consulting both the Arabs
and the Jews.
In light of the Holocaust that annihilated nearly 6 million European Jews, however, President Truman began
negotiating with Britain regarding the future of Palestine, and in May of 1946 announced his approval of
a recommendation to admit 100,000 displaced persons into Palestine and in October publicly declared his
support for the creation of a Jewish state. The United Nations immediately began to debate the proposition of
creating both Palestinian and Jewish states in an effort to find a solution before Britain’s mandate over the region
expired, declaring the area of religious significance surrounding Jerusalem would remain under international
control administered by the United Nations.
The Palestinian Arabs refused to recognize this arrangement, which they regarded as favorable to the Jews and
unfair to the Arab population that would remain in Jewish territory under the partition. The United States
sought a middle way by supporting the United Nations resolution, but also encouraging negotiations between
Arabs and Jews in the Middle East.
Small skirmishes broke out as Palestinian groups began attacking Jewish settlements in hopes of preventing the
Jewish nation-state from forming. Jews on the other hand were determined to claim the land outlined in the
U.N. Resolution. On May 14, 1948, Israel declared themselves an independent state—which prompted the
invasion by other Arab states: Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Egypt and the Saudi Arabian army under the command
of the Egyptians. Britain eventually intervened, giving Israel the upper hand and an uneasy armistice was
eventually agreed upon, though it gave additional land to Israel that had previously been outlined in the U.N.
Resolution as Palestinian Territory. As a result, hundreds of thousands of Arab Palestinians were displaced and
left homeless. The armistice held until 1967 when Israel, convinced there was an impending attack coming
from Egypt and other Arab nations launched a preemptive strike in what would become known as the 6-day
war. The swift and rapid defeat of Israel’s enemies has been lauded by Christian Zionists as evidence of God’s
divine hand protecting the nation. Israel seized territories in the Gaza Strip and West Bank as a result and
despite mandates put forth in the 4th Geneva convention that prohibit such action, have bulldozed homes of
the indigenous Palestinians and settled the disputed lands.
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will never again deprive them of their children.”
expansionist efforts by modern Israel are referred to as
“Christian Zionists.” Zionism is the movement among Another passage utilized to outline the “special” role
the Jews that seeks to reclaim their ancestral lands modern Israel plays in this scenario is Romans 9-11. In
in Palestine and rebuild their temple on Mt. Moriah, these chapters, Paul makes the following statement:
which is currently occupied by the Muslim Dome of
“So that you may not claim to be wiser than you are,
the Rock. “Christian Zionism” is a Christian movement
brothers and sisters, I want you to understand this
which shares in the Zionist belief. They point to passages
mystery: a hardening has come upon part of Israel,
such as Ezekiel 36 to prove their point:
until the full number of the Gentiles has come in.
“‘But you, mountains of Israel, will produce branches
And so all Israel will be saved...”
and fruit for my people Israel, for they will soon come
-Romans 11:25-26
home. I am concerned for you and will look on you
The question Christians must ask upon reading such
with favor; you will be plowed and sown, and I will
passages, is to whom is God referring? Who exactly is
cause many people to live on you—yes, all of Israel.
“Israel”? How do we, as Christians, followers of God’s
The towns will be inhabited and the ruins rebuilt.
promised Messiah, understand the promises made to
I will increase the number of people and animals
“Israel”? What are these promises and who are they
living on you, and they will be fruitful and become
being made to ultimately?
numerous. I will settle people on you as in the past
and will make you prosper more than before. Then
The statement “all of Israel” itself is confusing because
you will know that I am the Lord. I will cause
elsewhere in scripture, God declares only a remnant will
people, my people Israel, to live on you. They will
be saved (Isaiah 10). So which is it? A remnant, or all
possess you, and you will be their inheritance; you
of Israel? Many current end-times theologies interpret
(Left) Distribution of the land to the 12 tribes from Joshua 13-19.
(Below) The division of Israel into two kingdoms after King Solomon’s death. Israel/Ephraim in the North; Judah in the South.
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this statement to mean God has a separate and special
plan for the Jews, citing Paul’s discourse regarding why
so many Jews have “stumbled” and not accepted Jesus as
the Messiah.
The problems inherent in interpreting this passage in this
way is that it totally negates the previous eight chapters of
Romans, where Paul has been arguing that it is through
“faith alone” that one is saved, not by heritage.
Paul spends a lot of time telling the Jews not to boast
about being Jews, because they can be cut off just like the
Gentiles had been cut off for so long. Then he admonishes
the Gentiles, telling them not to think that just because
many Jews have rejected Jesus that they are somehow
“superior” to the Jews—because it was through the Jews
that God’s Messiah and plan for salvation came about
to begin with. The Messiah is not the Messiah for only
Gentiles, but for Jews first, then Gentiles.

Paul’s letter to the Romans emphasizes salvation from God
comes through faith, and faith alone. While he struggles
with why some of his own people have rejected their
Messiah, he holds out hope that they might one day turn
to Christ in faith.

Neither should boast, because they are all included by
the same thing: faith. Paul clarifies that Jews are only true
Jews if they are Jews inwardly (2:28-29) and points out
to be a descendant of Abraham is far more encompassing
than just “the Jews”—as Abraham was the father of many
nations, including many “Gentile” nations through Hagar
and his second wife, Keturah (4:16-18).

unbelieving Jews so that Gentiles may be brought in, and
it is in this way that “all Israel”—both Jew and Gentile—
will be saved, because both are heirs through faith. While
some have indeed stumbled, Paul reminds us that Jews
were still the cornerstone upon which Christianity was
built, that the first disciples and earliest converts were all
Jewish. After all, Paul himself was an Israelite of the tribe
of Benjamin.

Additionally, Paul makes it clear in other letters (notably
Galatians 3) that one is a descendant of Abraham’s through
faith, not heritage. To clarify further what is meant by
“Israel,” Paul states in Romans 9 that not all Israelites
belong to Israel and not all of Abraham’s children are his
true descendants.

As he quotes in Romans 10:12, “Everyone who calls on
the Lord shall be saved.” Thus the comment regarding “on
account of the patriarchs” is highlighting for the Gentiles
that God has not abandoned or written his people off. He
loves them and desires them to come to faith as much as
he desires anyone to come to faith.

Lest it be forgotten, the despised Samaritans were Israelites
as well, a remnant of the Northern Kingdom that was
destroyed by the Assyrian Empire. Jesus’ outreach to the
Samaritans, a hated enemy of the nation of Judah, serves
as a reminder that Christ came to reclaim all his people
—not just the “Jews” of the Southern Kingdom of Judah
which represented only a small portion of the original
twelve tribes. While Samaritans were despised for having
mingled with Gentiles, they were hated as a bitter enemy
and rival nation long before the Assyrians destroyed the
North or the Babylonians destroyed the South. Yet both,
whether pure or not, were descendants of Jacob/Israel.

It is through this profound mystery (also mentioned in
Ephesians 3 and Colossians 2) that Gentiles have become
“fellow heirs” through Christ. God therefore is saving Jew
and Gentile not by two different methods of salvation,
but in the way that he promised throughout all of the
Old Testament. The Messiah of the Gentiles was first,
and foremost, the Messiah promised to “Israel.” Any
Jew can still be grafted back in as though they had never
been cut off if they do. Yet, Paul also points out “God
will have mercy on whom he will have mercy.” Therefore,
ultimately, issues of salvation lie not in our hands or our
understandings, but in God’s.

It is also important to understand the statement “so
all Israel” will be saved. The word “so” (kai outws) is
usually translated and understood as a temporal “when”
all Israel will be saved. Yet, this term also means “in
this way,” denoting the manner through which God is
saving “all Israel”—through a hardening on a part of the

To be clear, none of this is an argument against the right of
the Jewish people to form their own nation state, especially
given the events of the Holocaust following World War
II. However, such a nation should be subject to the same
9

governing rules of international law and humanitarian
treatment of those who live within their borders. Giving any
nation a blank check to commit atrocities, act oppressively
or unjustly without reprimand simply because one believes
they play a “divine role” is unconscionable.

restoration has occurred, it is obviously incomplete.
When comparing the founding of modern Israel with the
passages of Ezekiel 36 and 37, the parallel falls short. No
cleansing, no King, no long lives, no healing. Ezekiel 37 also
claims that the Northern Tribes of Ephraim will be joined
back together with the Southern Tribes of Judah to form
one nation. The Northern Tribes have long disappeared—
scattered and assimilated into their surrounding cultures
after being conquered by the Assyrians. A few migrated to
the Southern Kingdom for refuge and became part of the
nation of Judah (the prophet Anna from Luke 2 is said to
be from the tribe of Asher), and the Samaritans continue to
live in the West Bank. Overall, however, their lineage and
history as distinct tribes has virtually disappeared as they
have been scattered among the nations. The Samaritans
(of which less than a thousand remain) are what remains
of the nation of “Ephraim,” and that rift is still readily
apparent even today. The modern nation state of Israel
continues to define itself as “Jewish,” the descendants of

The Promised Land and Israel
One thing that we know about God: His promises are
always fulfilled—but—they are many times fulfilled
differently than expected, and in most cases above and
beyond that expectation. Ezekiel makes promises about
Israel’s restoration. But this restoration speaks of a day that
claims when they return, it will be with a new heart and they
will be cleansed, sprinkled clean and “I will give you a new
heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your
heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.” He makes this
promise in both Ezekiel 36 & 37.
And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my
decrees and be careful to keep my laws. Then you will live
in the land I gave your ancestors; you will be my people,
and I will be your God.
-Ezekiel 36:26-27
They will no longer defile themselves with their idols and
vile images or with any of their offenses, for I will save
them from all their sinful backsliding, and I will cleanse
them. They will be my people, and I will be their God.
-Ezekiel 37:23

This is not the only place God makes such a promise. Jeremiah
31:33 states, “And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit
I will put within you.” Jeremiah finishes that verse by stating,
“I will be your God, and you will be my people.” Revelation Gustave Doré (1832-1883) “New Jerusalem,”
picks up that same promise in Revelation 21. “Behold, the Wood Engraving
tabernacle of God is among men, and He will dwell among Judah, the southern kingdom which was dispersed by the
them, and they shall be His people, and God Himself will be Babylonians, brought back, then dispersed again by the
among them.”
Romans. These Jews, an incomplete representation of “all
One of the foundations of Christian teaching is the Israel” has formed its own state, but Israel has hardly been
understanding that this “new heart” and this “cleansing” restored to its fullness via the nation state.
comes through the cleansing blood of Christ. The “Promised Oddly enough, there is mention in the Bible where
Land” of God’s New Heaven and New Earth aligns with Samaritans, Jews and Gentiles are all brought together. It’s
a multitude of Old Testament promises of gathering His in the book of Acts when the disciples are sent to proclaim
people back to Himself.
the good news of Christ to the nations, and communities
Clearly, John envisioned the promises of Ezekiel and of Samaritans (Acts 8:4-16), Jews (Acts 17:11-15), and
Jeremiah as promises made to the entire breadth of God’s Gentiles (Acts 10:44-48) all believe. They are united not
people and was not descriptive of only a singular tribe. through re-acquiring ancestral lands, but through the
Furthermore, the founding of modern Israel has neither power of the Holy Spirit and faith in Christ.
“cleansed’ them nor created some event that has restored Christian Zionists will argue, however, that these land
their good fortune. The land has not returned to becoming promises are why modern Israel has to reclaim the entire
like “the garden of Eden” as promised in Ezekiel 36:35. area that was outlined in Genesis 15—yet, Ezekiel’s vision
Nor has the resurrection occurred in Ezekiel 37. Whatever of Israel’s restoration also claims, “Then the nations that are
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left all around you shall know that I, the Lord, have rebuilt
the ruined places, and replanted that which was desolate.” If
this is the promised restoration, the surrounding nations
apparently did not get the memo that they were supposed
to recognize this as a divine act of God.

and God’s Holy Mountain for instruction, modern Israel
builds walls and checkpoints, limiting people access and
denying the nations the ability to freely worship and praise
God in His Holy City. They threaten nuclear destruction
upon each other, lobbing bombs at each other on a daily
Yet, when Ezekiel’s vision is compared and contrasted basis. The restoration of Israel has had some serious setwith John’s view of the New Jerusalem descending out of backs if this was how it was supposed to come about.
heaven, after Christ’s return and the resurrection, we see For thousands of years, Christians have understood the Old
all these promises being brought to fruition, not before. Testament promises of “Israel’s restoration” not to be the
Ezekiel 37 confirms that the re-establishment of Israel is founding of a nation state, but rather the ushering in of
God’s kingdom where Gentiles and Jews were enfolded,
post-resurrection:
together, into the promises of God. The restoration of Israel
Then he said to me, “Mortal, these bones are the whole
meant the establishment of God’s Kingdom on Earth.
house of Israel. They say, ‘Our bones are dried up, and our
hope is lost; we are cut off completely.’ Therefore prophesy,
and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: I am going to
open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O
my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel.
And you shall know that I am the Lord, when I open your
graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my people. I
will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will
place you on your own soil; then you shall know that I, the
Lord, have spoken and will act, says the Lord.
-Ezekiel 37:11-14

Therefore, a violent, militaristic vision of Jerusalem
triumphing over its enemies stands in stark contrast to the
ultimate vision God has for Jerusalem throughout the Old
Testament and at the end of Revelation. Jerusalem is a city
that the prophets state all nations will one day stream to.
Rather than destruction of the nations, all nations will turn
to Jerusalem, and revere God. Revelation claims that its
open gates welcome the nations so that they may be healed
by the leaves of the Tree of Life. This picks up on Isaiah 2’s
promises of the Mountain of God:
In the last days the mountain of the Lord’s temple will
be established as the highest of the mountains; it will be
exalted above the hills, and all nations will stream to it.
Many peoples will come and say,
“Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the
temple of the God of Jacob. He will teach us his ways,
so that we may walk in his paths. The law will go out
from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. He
will judge between the nations and will settle disputes
for many peoples. They will beat their swords into
plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation
will not take up sword against nation, nor will they
train for war anymore.”
-Isaiah 2:3-4

As it stands now, rather than nations streaming to Israel

Have two thousand years worth of Christians simply
misunderstood God’s promises—that they weren’t really
for them, but were for a nation-state that would be
established in 1948? If so, this misunderstanding extends
to many of the authors of the New Testament, who wrote
after the fall of Jerusalem, and spoke of their expectation
that Jesus would return at any time with no stipulation
that a Jewish nation-state must first be re-established. In
fact, most Christians saw the destruction of Jerusalem
as God moving beyond the confines of Judaism and
Jerusalem, spreading across the world—just as Jesus told
the Samaritan woman it would and just as he told his
disciples it would before his ascension. While he was here,
Jesus warned of Jerusalem’s destruction with no hint that
it would need to be rebuilt before his return. In fact, when
he spoke of the Temple destruction, he pointed to Himself
as the rebuilding of the Temple—He was the Temple
(John 2). His spirit would now reside inside people, not a
structure. “For do you not know your body is a temple of the
holy spirit?”

Imminent Destruction of
Our World?
Revelation 21 states that
we will get a “new” heaven
and a “new” earth. Because
of that, pre-millennial dispensationalists utilize that
promise as reason to lose
hope that planet earth
might have some redeeming quality or value. Since
they believe they won’t be
here to watch its ultimate demise anyway - there’s no reason
to worry about or care for it in the here and now. The end,
they are convinced, is imminent, and therefore have aban11

doned any responsibility towards its preservation.

The trump card of course seems to be 2 Peter 3:7, stating
Hal Lindsey writes: “Although I grieve over the lost world that the earth will be consumed by fire.
But by the same word the present heavens and earth have
that is headed toward catastrophe, the hope of the rapture
1
been reserved for fire, being kept until the day of judgment
keeps me from despair.”
and destruction of the godless...But the day of the Lord
will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away
with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with
fire, and the earth and everything that is done on it will
be disclosed.”

Lindsey, and other rapture proponents, are banking our
planet on their rapture. They are placing their hope in
being able to escape the problems of our world, rather than
delving into and engaging them.
And when we are told we will get a “new heaven and new
earth,” exactly what is meant by “new”? Barbara Rossing
argues in her book “The Rapture Exposed,”2 that “new” does
not necessarily mean “different.”

Something to note, however, is 2 Peter’s description of
the earth’s consumption by fire never says the world itself
will be utterly destroyed. Rather, the heaven and earth
have been “reserved for fire being kept until the day of
judgment and destruction of the godless.” The godless are
destroyed—but what about the earth itself? “The elements
will be dissolved with fire and the earth and what is done on
it will be disclosed.”

“... the earth becomes new in the sense of resurrection of
renewal - just as our bodies will be resurrected, brought to
new life, but they are still our bodies. The whole creation
is longing for redemption, the apostle Paul writes—this is
the sense in which there will be a new creation. It, too,
will be redeemed, made new. The Greek word used for the
“new” earth in Revelation 21:1 can mean either “renewed
or “new”—but it certainly does not mean a “different”
earth. There is no justification for using up the earth on
the grounds that we get to trade this one in for a new and
bigger one in seven years.”

This doesn’t sound like an earth that explodes in fire. This
sounds like the refining, cleansing spirit of God (frequently
referred to as a “refining fire”) taking out the garbage, as it
“discloses” or reveals everything that has been done on it.
The earth seems more like a tattle-tale on humanity rather
than a giant fire ball that is beyond use. If the earth is going
Additionally, in the world of rapture proponents, there is no to disclose to God everything we’ve done to it...perhaps we
room on this “new earth” for anything that isn’t going to be might want not to let it give a bad report.
utilized and inhabited by humans. Tim LaHaye, author of Ultimately—the problem of putting one’s hope in the
“Left Behind,” muses that there will no longer be mountains imminent rapture is if we’re stuck with this planet for
or oceans or deserts, because humans can’t live there.
another few thousand years—perhaps we need to make sure
It would be interesting to hear what the four living creatures it is able to sustain us. As Martin Luther is oft attributed to
of Revelation 4 have to think about that, as representatives having said: “Even if I knew tomorrow the world would fall
to pieces, I would still plant my apple tree.”
of wild and domestic animals and the birds of the air.
1 . Hal Lindsey, “The Rapture: Truth or Consequences,” (New York, Bantam Books
1983), 210
2 . Barbara R. Rossing, “The Rapture Exposed: The Message of Hope in the Book of
Revelation,” (New York, Basic Books Publishing, 2004), 7

Closing Discussion Questions
•

After watching the video and/or reading the Study Guide articles, has your viewpoint shifted any?
What new things, if any, did you learn?

•

In John 17:15-16, Jesus prays on behalf of his disciples: “I am not asking you to take them out of
the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil one. They do not belong to the world, just as
I do not belong to the world.” What do you think it means to be in the world, not of the world? Why
would Jesus want his followers to remain in the world?

•

Why do you think American Christians cling so fiercely to the idea of being whisked away from
the troubles of the world when the Christian calling is to be in the world doing God’s work and
witnessing to what He has done through Christ?

Closing Prayer
Almighty God, as your people, we are called to be your witnesses in the world. Help us to persevere
through the trials and tribulations of the world you so deeply love. Amen.
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CHRIST & THE CHURCHES
A Letter to the Churches of Asia Minor
Scripture Reading: Revelation 1-3
OPENING PRAYER
God of all, you call your church to be a faithful witness. You call us out of complacency.
You call us to be different than the world around us. Renew in us our zeal and love for
you as we proclaim your word to the world. Amen.

OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
1.

Why do you write a letter?

2.

Did John expect the recipients of his letter to understand him?

3.

Why do you think Revelation uses so much symbolism and “picture language”?

4.

What springs to mind when you hear the word “apocalypse”?

5.

Think about the different kinds of literature you read. (Newspapers, novels, poetry.
etc.) How does knowing what kind of literature you’re reading influence how you
read it?

SESSION OVERVIEW/MAIN POINTS
• As a letter, John’s purpose was to communicate something to the recipients.
• The use of the “apocalyptic” style of writing is meant to evoke emotion. Like Jesus
used parables to illustrate a point, John uses imagery and pictures to drive home the
nature of both worldly threats and heavenly promises.
• Each of the seven churches suffered from one of three problems: complacency,
assimilation, or persecution.

What Are We Reading?
By it’s own admission, Revelation encompasses three types of literary
styles: it’s a letter, a prophecy and an apocalypse.

Understanding Revelation to be all three of these things is instrumental in knowing how to read
it. Like when reading the Psalms, it’s important to remember that the Psalms are poetry, not a
narrative or historical accounting. It’s like reading a hymn book that doesn’t have any of the notes.
As a letter, we know John had a specific audience in mind when it was written. Like most
letters, it was meant to communicate a message that he would have intended the recipients
to understand. Therefore its imagery would have meant something to its original readers and
hearers and was not meant simply for future generations to decipher completely apart from
its time and place. The opening chapters of Revelation get largely ignored by most modern
interpreters because there’s no getting around the fact that it specifies being written to real
congregations filled with real people facing real problems. Yet, understanding that fact helps set
the stage for understanding the rest of Revelation.
As a prophecy, we know that it is God’s word sent to give both warning and promise to those who
read or hear it. Like most prophetic books from the Old Testament, Revelation lays out a path of
what will come if its words are not heeded.
13

2

As an apocalypse, we know it’s a letter and prophecy written in a particular form that was popular in John’s day. The
word “apocalypse” simply means “to reveal.” Through picture language, apocalypses assigned animals and an array of
other imagery to deliver promises of hope and edification during times of upheaval and difficulty. The imagery is used
to convey a reality or truth about something that simple description would not accomplish.

Christ & The Churches

(Rev. 1-3)

Unlike most modern understandings, Revelation opens
not with death and destruction, but with a vision of
Christ coming with the clouds. Not in secret to sweep
Christians out of the world in order to cause chaos
and havoc, but so that “every eye shall see, and every
knee shall bow.”

The First and the Last
Revelation opens in much the same way that it ends - with Christ at
the forefront, reminding readers that He is the First and the Last, the
Beginning and the End. Everything in our world starts with Him and
ends with Him. He is there at the beginning of life, he will be there
at the end of the life. Such an understanding is important—if Christ
is present at the beginning and the end—does it stand to reason he’s
there always throughout the middle as well? Which means, Christ is
present in some manner in his world even as the plagues and calamities
of Revelation unfold.

Rebecca Craig (2014) “Every Eye Shall See,”

As a priestly figure, reminiscent of Daniel’s “Son of Man,” and Ezekiel’s Acrylic on Canvas
heavenly guide, Christ arrives in the midst of seven It is explained that the seven stars are the seven angels
lampstands holding seven stars in his hands. Temple sent to each of these churches, but they would have had
imagery is important for Revelation, but not in the sense another meaning to Christians in John’s day as well.
that another brick and mortar structure needs to be Roman coins, like our coins today, had images and symbols
rebuilt. Rather, the Temple is where God meets humanity of their leaders embossed upon them. Several coins boasted
in Jesus Christ. The entire book of Hebrews outlines how seven stars—a reminder of Caesar’s rule over all things,
Christ is now not only our High Priest who stands before highlighting their deification as both god and Emperor.
God on our behalf, but that Christ Himself has become
the Temple, he is the dividing curtain that exists between Christ holding these seven stars in his hand reminds us
that it is not these worldly rulers who control all things
humanity and the Holy of Holies.
Furthermore, John opens in verse 6 reminding listeners
and readers that all followers of Christ are now priests in
the Kingdom of God. As priests, we attend to the temple
of God every day.

These Roman denarius coins commemorate the deification of
Domitian’s infant son, shown as a young Jupiter seated on a globe
with his hand raised toward seven stars that represented the
constellation of the Great Bear. Domitian was likely the reigning
Emperor when Revelation was written (c. 90 AD), and imposed
one of the harshest persecutions against Christians since Nero’s
campaign in the 60’s.

So as Jesus arrives, looking like a High Priest, standing in
the midst of his Temple, he is surrounded by the church.
They are the seven lampstands, which again pull on Temple
imagery as there were ten lampstands, or menorahs, that
stood inside the original Temple of Solomon to illuminate it.
Already John is using Old Testament language, pulling on
Temple imagery. The lampstands here, we’re told, are the
churches. Christ standing in their midst serves to remind
us Christ is present in the midst of his people.
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and are divine, but rather Christ. It was not Domitian
who was deified, but the true son of God: Jesus Christ.
The stars declare dominion and power over those he rules.

Compromise, Complacency, Persecution
The churches of Asia Minor suffered from three primary
problems as faith communities.
Christians in Smyrna & Philadelphia were denounced
because their faith commitments set them apart from the
wider non-Christian context. Their challenge was how to
persevere in the face of open conflict. Their religion set them
apart from their pagan neighbors, and in fact were accused
of being “atheists.” As persecuted churches, Revelation held
out hope that their sufferings were not in vain.
Christians at Pergamum and Thyatira struggled with
issues of compromise and assimilation. Their challenge
was what to do when their faith interfered with their social
and economic life. In many of these churches, they needed
to be part of a trade guild where their money supported
paganism, or festivals where the food was food that had
been sacrificed to idols. To not take part would really set
them apart and might bring upon them the persecution
some of the other churches were suffering.
Christians at Laodicea, Ephesus & Sardis were affluent,
but their prosperity took the vitality out of their faith.
Their challenge was how to maintain a vital faith life in
circumstances where they were too comfortable. Things
are going a little too well. The problem was not that things
were so bad…but things were so good! They didn’t want
to rock the boat. They were just trying to blend and fit in
with their society and culture.
Ephesus

Temple of Artemis. Once one of the seven wonders of the
ancient world, this is all that remains of the Temple of Artemis in
the city of Ephesus (modern day Turkey)

threatening Artemis worship, he threatened the city’s
entire economy.
Ephesus was also a strong supporter of worshiping the
emperor as a god. Domitian, who was probably reigning
when John wrote Revelation, was the first emperor
to demand he be referred to as Lord and God (other
Emperors had been given the title, but never demanded
it be used). In response, Ephesus erected huge structures
and statues to Domitian; most notably, a 27-foot statue
that overlooked the seaport so that all could see him when
they arrived. It was the largest in the world at that time and
stood on a platform on top of pillars with other gods—
representing Domitian’s dominion over the other gods.
Ephesians so supported Domitian, that they declared
Ephesus to be Domitian’s center of worship.

The positive side of Ephesus was they suffered persecution
Ephesus was one of the most pagan cities in all of Asia and did not waver and hated the Nicolaitians. The
Minor. The Temple of Artemis was built there—one of Nicolaitians were men who pretended to have apostolic
the seven wonders of the ancient world. The Temple was authority and with their lies led the people of God into
used not just as a temple, but also as a bank, thus the city licentious compromise with the surrounding paganism.
became very rich. It was common practice in the first Their problem was they were not as fervent as they once
century that the temples would also serve
were. Their love of the gospel was
as areas of exchange and commerce. These
waning and they weren’t spreading the
cities would have their entire economic
Word as they once did. They were not
system wrapped up in their temples and
necessarily compromising, but they were
places of worship.
not out there doing the work they were
commissioned to do, either. They were
We know from Paul’s experience, that he
no longer loving one another. They’d
was almost killed in Ephesus declaring
stopped caring not only for one another,
that the only Lord of Lords and King of
but for the pagans around them.
Kings was Jesus. A man named Demetrius
decided that Paul was threatening Artemis
Domitian Statue. Remains of the 27foot statue in Ephesus.
worship by these proclamations; and by
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Smyrna

was an important matter because Jewish people received
certain types of legal protection. Jews were exempted from
participating in the cult of the emperor and similar rites
because their peculiar beliefs were part of their ancestral
tradition. So when the Jewish community attempted to
define its boundaries more sharply, those who called Jesus
“Lord” were excluded and denounced and found no such
exemption or safety.

Christ speaks as the one “who was dead and came to life”
when giving encouragement to the Christians at Smyrna,
who were suffering from “affliction” and “poverty.” This
condition might suggest that the congregation was
comprised of those who were already poor when they
became Christians, but the mention of affliction might
indicate that their poverty was due at least in part to
harassment from non-Christians. Smyrna as a whole was
not poor but elegant and prosperous. The city stretched
down the slopes of a mountain onto the plain that
adjoined the harbor that brought commerce to the region.
Smyrna’s streets were laid out in straight lines, paved
with stone and bordered by graceful porticoes. The city
boasted temples to the emperors Augusts and Tiberius.
As a cultural center, it had a good library and a shrine to
the poet Homer. The Christian community was poor by
comparison, although John declares that in Christ’s eyes
they were “rich” in faith (Rev. 2:9).

Pergamum
Pergamum is referenced as being the place where “Satan
has his throne.” There are many possible references
within Pergamum that this could be referring to. It held
the Roman seat where judicial judgments were made,
and was home to several pagan temples, such as Zeus,
Aesculapius, and Demeter. The temple of Zeus was of
course representative of the king of the gods, the Lord
of Lords, and would have been an affront to Christians.
The Temple of Zeus was also built upon the summit of a
massive hill overlooking the city with a large altar where
Zeus supposedly would come down and sit. Demeter
was the goddess of the harvest and grain, and may be
representative of why Christ talks about the “hidden
manna.” Aesculapius was a god of healing. It was probably
one of his pools at Bethsaida where Jesus healed a man.
The tradition was that once someone had been healed by
Aesculapius they would write their names on the white
stones that were around the shrine of Aesculapius. Thus,
when Christ says he will give them a white stone with a
new name on it, he was likely referencing this practice.

Hostility toward Christians was shown first in “the slander
of those who say that they are Jews and are not” (2:9).
The question had to do with who were the true Jews?
John insists that those who denounced the Christian
community and worked with Rome to persecute them
were not true Jews, implying that he and the others who
professed faith in Jesus were the legitimate representatives
of Israel’s tradition. (This is an important distinction as
referenced in session 1. When John refers to “Israel”—he
is speaking of the true Israel, and not the first century Jews
who have denounced Christians. Left Behind, etc. doesn’t
Christ also mentions Balak and Balaam (Numbers 22).
take this distinction into account and misses the point
Balak was a Moabite king, and the pagan Moabite rituals
John is making in his introduction to Smyrna.)
were very similar to the Dionysian fertility rituals practiced
Determining who belonged to the Jewish community in Pergamum. Balaam also had advised Balak to entice
the Israelites with their women so that they would
become idolaters and leave their God behind.
On the positive side, Pergamum hadn’t out
and out renounced Jesus. However, they were
compromising in the face of paganism. They
were getting what they needed (healing, etc) from
someplace else and not from Christ.
Thyatira
Thyatira was a very loving, caring church, but they
allowed Jezebel to lead Christ’s servants astray. The
reference has its origins in 1 Kings. Jezebel was King
The “Agora” in Smyrna. Situated on the northern slopes
of the Pagos hills, it was the commercial, judicial and
political nucleus of the ancient city, its center for artistic
activities and for teaching.
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Their complacency and overconfidence in this strategy led
to the city being overthrown by both King Cyrus of Persia
and later by Antiochus IV of the Seleucid Empire.

Aesculapius Altar. A white marble altar stands in an Aesculapius
Sanctuary in Pergamum. Snakes were sacred to the Aesculapius cult
because of their power to renew themselves by shedding their skin.
Aesculapius was often depicted holding a staff with a snake wound
around it. Today, physicians still use the staff of Aesculapius—a stick
with a snake wound around it—to represent their profession.

Ahab’s wife and sought the death of the prophet Elijah after he
defeated and killed her prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel.
The reference is obviously not a literal one, but rather, it’s
pointing to what Jezebel did: she allowed and promoted false
teachings within Israel from the Baal worshipers. She led
the Israelites to be spiritually immoral and commit spiritual
adultery by essentially “cheating” on God with other religious
practices. This is an interesting juxtaposition. On the one
side, you have the church, the “bride” of Christ alluding to
an image of marriage with his people. On the other, you have
Jezebel and the cults—prostitution and fornication. John
also makes a reference to the “Deep things of Satan”—this
is probably in response to these false teachings, which most
likely would have claimed to be “the deep things of God.”
While Baal worship was no longer practiced, Thyatira faced
serious problems with compromising their faith in the face
of the paganism around them. Thyatira had a major trade
guild, which meant that you had to participate in pagan
meals and sacrifice to idols in order to be a part of this guild.
To not do so meant serious economic consequences. When
John later discusses the “mark of the beast,” and that people
could neither buy nor sell without the mark, it would have
had profound meaning to the congregation in Thyatira.

This letter states that Sardis had the reputation of being
alive, which meant they probably were viewed very
favorably in the eyes of their neighbors. They enjoyed
prosperity and an absence of affliction. In fact, what
was found in Sardis was that alongside the great temples
of Artemis and Caesar were little synagogues and later
churches. While it would be nice to think what they did
was set themselves up so that they could convert their
fellow Sardinians, more than likely, based on Christ’s
chastisement of them, the reality is that they had become
so comfortable with the paganism around them they built
their churches side by side with the pagans. So while in the
view of the pagan neighbors they were alive, spiritually,
they were dead.
When Christ speaks of not blotting their name out of
the book of life, he is referencing the citizenship scrolls
that many of these cities kept. If you were denounced as a
Christian, your name would frequently be removed from
the citizenship role. Christ’s promise is that while they
might get blotted out of the citizenship roles in Sardis on
account of their faith, he would not blot them out of his
book if they remained faithful.
A small brick church was
constructed around the
4th-5th century AD in
the southeastern corner
of the Temple of Artemis
in Sardis. A nearby synagogue utilized a Roman
pillar with the image of an
eagle as part of its altar.

Philadelphia
This congregation had “but little power” (3:8), which
suggests it was rather small and poor. Like in Smyrna,
those in Philadelphia were apparently denounced by
members of a local synagogue. Despite the opposition,
members of the congregation refused to deny Christ.

Christ identifies himself as the one “who has the key of
David who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no
Sardis
Sardis was the capital of the kingdom of Lydia. Gold was one will open.” This paraphrases Isa 22:22, which speaks
found in the river near Sardis and the kings who lived of the servant who has the key to the king’s house. This
there were renowned for their wealth. It was also situated assures them that even though their adversaries seek to
along the “Royal Road,” which was a major trade route, exclude them, Christ has opened the way into the presence
adding to their affluency. Steep cliffs surrounded the city, of God for them.
making it seem as though it was an impenetrable city. Similarly, Philadelphia guarded an important pass through
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the mountains between the Hermus and Meander River
valleys. It held the key to the door through which all
east-west trade and commerce passed. The immediate
background of the phrase “who holds the key of David”
was the claim by the Jews of Philadelphia that they were
the true people of God who held the key to the Kingdom
of God. John contradicts this claim, asserting that the key
to salvation really belongs to Jesus as the Davidic messiah.

for some 20 more years following the massive quake of
17 AD. For the Christians of Philadelphia, who lived in
this atmosphere of insecurity, the promise expressed in
John’s letter: “never again will he leave it,” would seem
especially poignant. The numerous temples that had been
constructed throughout the city were destroyed over and
over again by earthquakes in the region. Thus the promise
to make those who overcome an immovable pillar in
Following the destructive earthquake in 17 AD. the His temple would have been met with a special sense of
emperor Tiberius offered to help rebuild the city. John’s meaning for Philadelphians.
words “I will also write on him my new name” were likely Laodicea
inspired by a proposal to rename the city Neocaesarea,
“new (city of ) Caesar,” in gratitude for the emperor’s Laodicea is chastised for being neither hot nor cold,
generosity. During the reign of Vespasian (69-79 AD), so Christ spits them out of his mouth. Without the
the city was called Philadelphia Flavia, after the emperor’s historical connotation, most people would probably try
family name. Another name of the city was Decapolis and interpret this as they are either passionate about their
(Greek “ten cities”), because it was considered as one of faith, hot, or they’re completely against it, cold, and those
the ten cities of the plain. It was further known as “Little that can’t make up their mind are lukewarm, worse than
Athens” because of the magnificence of the temples and those who have at least picked a side.
other public buildings which adorned it. Philadelphia was Interestingly enough, however, when we look at the
a city of many names. The “new name” given to believers ancient city of Laodicea, we discover that it sat between
would not be dictated by changing circumstances, it two other cities. The first was Colossae, which had fresh,
very cold spring water running through the city from
would last forever.
Additionally, the area continued to suffer aftershocks the mountains nearby. On the other side was Heirapolis,
The Church in Philadelphia
“Because you have kept my word of patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour of trial
that is coming on the whole world to test the inhabitants of the earth.” Rev. 3:10
This text is one of the key passages for rapture proponents “proving” that the church will be removed from the earth
before the time of the “Great Tribulation.” The promise made to Philadelphia, they claim, is the promise made to
the entire church that they will be “kept” from the hour of trial by being raptured out of it if they remain pure in the
faith. Sadly - such a promise was not made to Smyrna, who was also a faithful church that Christ found no fault with,
but they were told the exact opposite, that they were going to be thrown into prison, afflicted and tested. Rapture
enthusiasts choose to ignore Smyrna, claiming that the letter to Smyrna was
referencing the early church, not the modern church.
There is of course absolutely no basis or cause to think the specific issues directed
at these two congregations would suggest that one congregation represents
the “future church” and one would represent the “past church.” Throughout
history—Christian congregations have faced all the problems of persecution,
complacency, and compromise. Some have found themselves protected from
the worst of the persecutions and remained faithful. Others, like Smyrna, have
faced the brunt of the problem.
When we pray the Lord’s prayer, we pray, depending on the translation,
for God to “deliver us from evil,” or “save us from the time of trial,” we
understand that trial and tribulation is and has been an ongoing problem
for Christians world-wide. Jesus prayed in John 13 that his disciples would
not be taken from the world, but protected from the evil one. The hope
inherent in the promise to Philadelphia is that they will not fall victim to
the pressures of the beastly systems of the world, but will be kept from its
influences. As Christian churches, we might all hope and continue to pray for
such protection in this world.
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Temple Imagery in Revelation
The use of Temple imagery throughout the entirety
of Revelation starts with Jesus’ appearance as a High
Priest from the opening verses. The “Lampstands”
that represent the churches remind one of the
seven-candle lampstand that
stood inside the Holy Place of
the Temple next to the Holy of
Holies, where the ark was kept.
There were three pieces of
furniture in the Holy Place: the
menorah (lampstand), the table
of shew-bread and the golden
altar of incense. The lamp
was to be attended to by only
the High Priest and it was his
responsibility to make sure the
light of the lampstand never
went out, as it was the only means of illumination
inside this portion of the Temple.
Likewise, the imagery continues when Jesus tells
the church in Philadelphia they will be a “pillar in
the temple of my God.” The pillars that hold up the
Temple of God are faithful believers—not stone.

which was known throughout the ancient world for its
hot springs where people would go for healing. Laodicea,
which was in the middle, had horrible water. The cold
and the hot water met in Laodicea and formed this
lukewarm water that was so heavy in minerals, it wasn’t fit
to drink. Now both cold and hot water have their positive
sides. Cold water is refreshing and uplifting, hot water
is healing and soothing. But this lukewarm water wasn’t
good for anything. It didn’t heal, it wasn’t warm enough,
and it wasn’t refreshing, it wasn’t cold enough and was so
foul, you wouldn’t have wanted to even attempt to drink
it. So what John is saying to the Christians in Laodicea is
“You’re not bringing the uplifting and refreshing message
of Christ to others—you’re not revitalizing anyone. Nor
are you offering the loving comfort and healing nature of
Christ to others. You’re failing miserably in your Christian
mission, so I spit you out!”
In addition, Laodicea was a very wealthy city. Gold was
abundant in the land around the city, and they were known
for their black wool, a highly prized item throughout the
Roman empire. Plus, the minerals that would cake and
form when the water evaporated were used to create salves
for the eyes. John makes reference to all of these things.

Even more poignant, the lampstand itself was a
representation of the “Tree of Life,” that is offered
as a healing balm to the nations of the world in the
closing chapters of Revelation.
In chapter 11, when John is
told to measure the Temple,
the measurement is not
suddenly meant to mean
a literal brick and mortar
structure, but pulls again on
the idea of the worshiping
community that has come
under persecution and sway
by the beastly systems of our
world. For as John stated
in his gospel, the rebuilt
Temple Jesus refers to is not the Jerusalem temple,
but rather, his body has now become the Temple.
Once again, the lampstand imagery reappears, this
time in the form of two witnesses—further allusions
to the community of faith witnessing in the world.

He tells them to buy gold from God, gold that has been
purified, and to wear white garments, rather than the
black wool, and to buy salves or ointments for their eyes
so that they can see. In other words, stop putting your
faith in the things of this world. Put your faith in Christ,
what He offer is better than all these worldly riches.
And while that would be sufficient to understand why
they say “I am rich,” there is yet one more reference that
Laodiceans would have been very familiar with. Laodicea
suffered two devastating earthquakes in 17 AD (which also
devastated the cities of Sardis and Philadelphia mentioned
previously) and 60 AD. The emperor offered Laodicea
what we would equate today as “federal disaster funding”
and offered them money to rebuild, but they turned to the
emperor and said “No thanks. We don’t need your help,
we’re already rich.” In a spiritual sense, they were saying
“no thanks” to Christ, as they were getting gratification and
comfort from someplace other than God.
While these churches existed in a specific time and place,
their struggles and circumstances are realities throughout
the entire history of the church. No community is immune
to any of the threats or problems that exist within these
seven churches. Issues of complacency, compromise and
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persecution continue on into the world we live in today.
We have as much to learn from the message given to them
as they did. While the images and struggles may not be
identical or as familiar, the powers and forces behind these
struggles are the same.

Basic Typical Elements of
Apocalyptic Writing
1. Series of visions that are not chronological.
2. Apocalypses tell the same basic story: Reveal God’s
purpose in history, explain suffering (especially
during persecution) and show a glorious future.

As Revelation continues, we will get a closer and more
intimate look at the nature of these powers that lull us into
complacency, that tempt us to compromise or threaten us
with persecution. It is not difficult to find ourselves in the
midst of this story just as the first century Christians saw
themselves in it as well.

3. Written during times of great persecution.
4. Dualistic: Always involve a battle between God and
Satan.
5. Angelic guide present.
6. Subject matter is always the same:
- Messiah is divine
- Cosmic upheaval where the universe disintegrates
- Human relationships are destroyed
7. Uses heavy symbolism with stars and animals.

Closing Discussion Questions
•

Do you see any of the same problems of complacency, compromise and persecution faced by the
seven churches as present problems or issues in the church today?

•

What issues do you think American Christian churches deal with the most?

•

John’s intent was to both disturb and give hope. How do these opening chapters affect you?

•

How much does, or should, our faith set us apart from the wider culture and society of our world?

•

Some of these churches are receiving extremely harsh words/warnings. Are harsh words
sometimes necessary to get someone’s attention? Why or why not? What is the result?

•

How does the church strike a balance between not becoming too much like Ephesus, which didn’t
tolerate false teachings but forgot to love, and Thyatira, who loved, but allowed false teachings
and compromise with their pagan neighbors to influence their congregation?

Closing Prayer
Heavenly Father, we belong to you and are called to be your witnesses. Help us to be speakers of your
Word, offering hope to those who suffer, and peace to those at war. Amen.
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Numerology & The Bible
Numbers in the Bible have always had a certain spiritual significance.
From the opening pages, we discover that God creates the world in
six days, and on the seventh day he rested. The number seven goes
on to become a “divine” number throughout scripture. The sabbath
is every seventh day. Every seventh year is a sabbath year where debts
are forgiven. Isaiah talks of the seven spirits of God. Jesus tells us to
forgive seventy times seven times. Naaman was told to wash in the
Jordan seven times. Seven trumpets, seven bowls, seven angels, seven
churches... it goes on and on. Additionally, the Hebrew alphabet used
letters to signify numbers as well, just like Greek and Latin use letters
to signify numeric figures as opposed to the Arabic numbers we are more accustomed to in English. Here are some of
the more significant numbers, especially in Revelation, and their meaning.
1 = Unity (Deut. 6:4; Eph. 4:5)
2 = In a legal setting, two witnesses verify the truth of a matter. (Deuteronomy 17:6) Additionally, the repetition of a
vision or a statement confirms the matter as sure and true. For example, when Joseph interpreted a dream given to
Pharaoh of Egypt, he said: “The fact that the dream was repeated to Pharaoh twice means that the thing is firmly
established on the part of the true God.” (Genesis 41:32)
3 = Symbolizes the spiritual, typically a struggle or journey of some sort. Jonah spent three days and nights in the belly
of the whale, the number of men thrown in the fiery furnace, Jesus was tempted in the desert three times, Peter
denies Jesus three times then confesses his love three times, Jesus is raised on the third day, the number of people
crucified in the Good Friday story and the number of hours it was dark while Jesus was on the cross. It’s also the
number of the trinity - Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and the number of men who visited Abraham.
3 1/2 = Signifies an undetermined amount of time and incompletion. It’s half a seven.
4 = Four is the “earthly” compared to the “spiritual.” In particular the “four winds,” the four corners of the earth, the
four cardinal directions, the four elements (earth, fire, wind, water).
5 = God’s grace and goodness towards humanity. God’s tabernacle was constructed of “fives” - it contained five curtains
(Exodus 26:3), five bars (Exodus 26:26 - 27), five pillars and five sockets (Exodus 26:37) and an altar made of wood
that was five cubits long and five cubits wide (Exodus 27:1). The height of the court within the tabernacle was five
cubits (Exodus 27:18). It is also the number of books in the Torah or “Pentateuch.” There are five primary types
of offerings God commanded Israel to bring to him. They are the Burnt Offering (Leviticus 1; 8:18 - 21; 16:24),
Sin (Leviticus 4; 16:3 - 22), Trespass (Leviticus 5:14 - 19; 6:1 - 7; 7:1 - 6), Grain (Leviticus 2) and Peace Offering
(Leviticus 3; 7:11- 34).
6 = This is the number of imperfection, or humanity. Humans were created on the sixth day, and falls one short of the
divine number seven. Repeated three times (666) this number signifies complete spiritual imperfection.
7 = Divine perfection. A combination of both the spiritual (3) and the earthly (4). Examples already listed above.
8 = New beginnings, new order. Boys were to be circumcised on the eighth day. In Christianity, Jesus is viewed as
having risen on the “8th” day since it was after the Sabbath.
10 = Completeness of order. The number of commandments given to Israel, and the Passover lamb was selected on the
tenth day of the month.
12 = Completion of quality. Twelve tribes of Israel, twelve disciples, Solomon appointed twelve officers over Israel.
40 = A time of testing. It rained 40 days and 40 nights, the Israelites spent 40 years in the wilderness, Jesus spent 40
days in the wilderness
1,000 = Blessing, multitude, abundance.
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WARNING & PROMISE
Seven Seals & Seven Trumpets

Scripture Reading: Revelation 4-11
OPENING PRAYER
Lord of Creation, we know we place our trust in the wrong things in this world.
Guide us as we study your word to help recognize who we truly belong to. Amen.

OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1.

How have you always viewed the “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse”? What
meaning do you associate with them?

2.

What ideas have you heard regarding what the 144,000 represent?

3.

What problems do you think arise if you try to read Revelation as a
chronological order of events?

4.

Imagine you are one of the seven churches being addressed. Would you look
forward to what the rest of the vision will reveal, or would you dread it, and
why?

5.

Imagine for a moment what a trumpet blast sounds like. Why do you think this
is the motif used to describe the next section of judgments?

6.

Why do you think God threatens to devastate the world he created?

7. The trumpets unleash fire, hail, darkness, blood, locusts, etc. Do these
elements remind you of anything from Israel’s history and why would that
be significant?

SESSION OVERVIEW/MAIN POINTS
•
•
•
•

The first vision is heavenly worship - not destruction.
The horsemen bring home certain timeless truths and raise question of where our
trust truly lies.
The question is not IF God fulfills promises, but HOW God fulfills promises..
God’s desire is not destruction, but repentance.

•

Faithful witness and suffering achieves what death and destruction does not.

The Throne of God

(Rev. 4-5)

Contrary to most popular versions of the “end
times,” Revelation’s first vision is not one of
destruction and despair, but rather, it is a
vision of God and heavenly worship.

Now would this be good news or bad news to the
aforementioned churches? If you’re being persecuted, no doubt
this was very good news! But if you were one of the churches
that were trying to keep their faith under wraps, and suddenly
found themselves in the presence of the Living God, it might
be a little awkward and embarrassing. So this scene is kind of a
wake-up call to the churches (and undoubtedly to any church,
past, present and future who falls into this snare). John wants
to bring readers into this circle of worship. So we’re given a
glimpse of God’s promise, the throne of God. And we have
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William Blake (c. 1803-05) “The Four
and Twenty Elders Casting Their
Crowns Before the Divine Throne,”
Pencil & watercolor

these four interesting creatures that are interpreted to be spirit of God. (The concept of spirits of God comes from
representative of all of God’s creation. Lion – wild animals; Isaiah 11:2—“The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him,
Eagle – birds; Ox – domesticated animals; Man – humanity. the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel
Another image that may have been disturbing to the and might, the spirit of knowledge and piety, but this spirit
churches was the image of these elders, these kings that he shall be filled with the fear of God.” So while the spirit is
were casting their crowns down before the Living God. one in name, it is seven-fold in virtues.)
Instead of celebrating their own reign, they are recognizing
God’s authority. They know that their crowns and thrones
are not given to them by right, but by the grace of God.
They acknowledge this and humble themselves by
prostrating themselves, leaving their thrones and casting
their crowns down.
The Scroll and the Lamb
We see God holding a scroll—a decree of judgment—
held in his hand and the angel asks who is worthy to open
the scroll. (The unusual feature of writing on both sides of
a scroll indicates the magnitude of the nation’s transgressions and its need for lengthy lamentations) Now, what
John does here is he teaches us how to read Revelation. He
tells us what he hears first. The angel says to him “Look!
The lion of Judah.” Naturally, this brings forth images of
fierceness, strength, and kingliness. But when John actually turns to look at the lion, what he sees is a very different picture. He sees a lamb! Not a lion, but a lamb who
has been slain.
Of course, we
all know both
are images of
Christ.
But
what John has
done, is he has
shown us the
promise—as
the
Messiah
was referred to
as the Lion of
Judah in Old
Te s t a m e n t .
Rebecca Craig (2014) “Lion of Judah,”
That was the
Acrylic on Canvas
promise. But
what he sees is the actual fulfillment of that promise—a
sacrificial lamb.

So the question is never if God keeps his promises, but
rather how does God keep his promises? It isn’t always in
the manner we’re expecting. (Keep that in mind whenever
you try and envision what God has in store for you!)

The seals mentioned have a double meaning. On the one
hand, the literal purpose of a seal is to keep the contents
of a scroll hidden and is only to be broken by the person
meant to read it. On the other hand, seals are also a
“claim” that is put upon
a person. Later on, we’ll
see that people are either
sealed by God, or sealed/
marked by the devil. But
the imagery of the scroll
seal still applies, as the
person making the seal
would put their signet
ring into the wax, thus claiming that it was from them…
the contents belong to the person making the seal. So, we
either belong to God who seals us and claims us, or to the
devil who seals us and claims us.
Now books like Left Behind don’t ever really tell us much
about Revelation 1-5. But they’re very important to the
understanding of the book, because they set up what’s
going on in life with the introduction of the churches –
they set the stage. Then we get to meet God and Christ,
which is what Revelation is all about. The whole creation
gathered around God. What the world looks like when
it’s ordered. It’s a grand and glorious vision and shows
us that this is what it means to be redeemed by God and
is consistent with what the rest of the Bible teaches us.
This is certainly a different message than trying to find the
most obscure and disturbing vision that one can imagine.

The First Six Seals

(Rev. 6)

The opening of the seals marks a shift in
tone. The scene moves from heavenly
worship to the earthly realm, bringing with
it images of destruction and death.

Both images point to the same reality. A conqueror and
king from the Old Testament lion, and the crucified Jesus,
who is not a hapless victim, but of a figure of royal strength
that has conquered. For the lamb had seven horns, and The “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse” is one of the most
horns were symbols of royal power, and had seven eyes well-known images of the entire Bible. As the first four
—all-knowing, all seeing. Christ possesses the seven-fold seals are broken, each one ushers in a different colored
horseman bringing it’s own disaster. Typically, we view the
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horsemen as heralds of the beginning of the end. That once world at times based on disease and food shortages. While
they have been released on the world, we can begin to track the Romans had developed far more advanced sewage
the series of events that will take place.
systems than most other civilizations of its time, diseases
still were huge threats especially in densely populated
The problem with such an interpretation is that one cannot
areas - like Rome itself. The Roman economic system
pin the disasters the horsemen bring with them to any
was likewise based primarily on a class system with
particular time and place. Each one represents problems
deep divisions between the elite and the average citizen.
that exist in our world and they challenge the reader/hearer
Just living was, well, dangerous. The economic toll this
to ask questions about where their trust ultimately lies.
horseman alludes to indicates that the poor would have
suffered the most, with a day’s wage barely covering the
The White Horseman—Conquest.
For John’s audience, horsemen with bows were not an cost of enough food just to stay alive. Today, even if you
unusual image. Along Rome’s Eastern front, the Parthian aren’t unfortunate enough to live in a bad neighborhood
Empire waged warfare on horseback with bowmen. They or part of an Imperial conquest, questions of health,
were a constant and ever-present threat to “national disease and economic upheaval will still hit home in some
security.” For those who had been putting their trust in capacity. Who among us doesn’t worry about financial
the strength and might of the Roman Empire and its security? Inflation? Deadly flu or Ebola outbreak? While
perhaps not an imminent concern in the Western world,
military, they were in for a rude awakening.
food shortages and famine continue daily, along with
plague and poverty.
The Red Horseman—War.
This is less specific and sweeping as conquest, given war
does not necessarily have to be on a national scale. It
brings it a little closer to home. War is not relegated to the
borders of the nation, but Rome knew well that civil strife
and uprisings were a
constant
problem.
Augustine’s
reign,
however, ushered in the
“Pax Romana” (Roman
peace) that was achieved
through violence and
oppression. Yet Rome
insisted people be
grateful for this peace,
despite the fact that
it came at the cost of
many freedoms. War
can occur on more
personal levels as well,
Rebecca Craig (2014) “Four
Horsemen,” Acrylic on Canvas
between tribes and
families rather than empires and nations. In today’s world,
issues such as gang war-fare encroaches on many lives and
neighborhoods. While we might feel safe from conflicts
occurring on other continents because they don’t really
impact our daily lives, this kind of warfare invades our
homes and threatens our feelings of security.

The Pale Green Horseman—Death.
No matter who you are, no one escapes this horseman
ultimately. It looms over everything in life, knowing that
sooner or later, your life will end. It’s reach is completely
beyond human control. Death has many tools at its
disposal—in particular famine, wild beasts, plague and
war; the most vulnerable in society also being the most
susceptible to these problems. Hades of course followed
—the realm of the dead—waiting for its eventual victims.
In every case, the presence of these horsemen rip at every
element of worldly security we try to put our faith and
trust in. National security, peace at any price, plagues,
financial security, and ultimately doing whatever it takes
to try and avoid death. There is no pinpointing when
exactly these horsemen are released, however. Our world
is constantly besieged by all these threats to our security
and has been for as long as humans have existed.
Thus the horsemen challenge us to re-evaluate what
exactly we put our trust in. Where exactly do we find our
security? Is it in military strength, government structures,
neighborhood watches, and a good retirement plan? Or
is it in God?
And who exactly is the driving force behind the horsemen?
On the one hand, Revelation clearly states that God
“allows” these forces to be released on the world. Yet there
is also some element of restraint, such as the limitations
put on the famine, plague and death. Revelation also
makes it clear that there are other forces at work in the

The Black Horseman—Plague, Famine
and Economics.
Plagues were highly concerning throughout the Roman
Empire. Wars were won and lost throughout the ancient
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Four Horsemen
White Horse: Conquest
Threat from outside. Conquering
nation. How secure are you in terms
of national security?

Black Horse: Economic Hardship
Economic insecurity. Inflation.
How secure are you in terms of
your finances?

Red Horse: War
The violence we do to one another.
How secure are your communities
and neighborhoods?

Pale Horse: Death
No one escapes death. The tools of
death are famine, disease, war, wild
animals, etc. How secure are you in
your health?
Albrecht Durer (1497–98) “The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse,” Woodcut

Don’t rely on the earthly for your security, because it can be ripped away
by any of the above. Rely on God.
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Who Can Stand? The 144,000 (Rev. 7)

world that are in opposition to God - such as Satan and
human sin. We are rarely able to distinguish the source
of human suffering and strife, but that is perhaps not the
point of the horsemen. Perhaps their existence is simply
enough to make us realize who and what we put our trust
in matters.

The question of who can stand is not a
rhetorical one. Chapter seven actually
opens by giving an answer. Not unlike back
in chapter five when John hears the promise
then sees the fulfillment, the sealing of the
144,000 works much the same way.

Which then flows into the fifth seal - the martyrs.

John is told that 12,000 from each tribe of Israel has been
preserved and marked with the seal of Christ on their
The issue of the martyrs draws sharp distinctions between foreheads. This is the promise that a remnant of God’s
what the world views as victorious versus what God sees chosen will indeed be
as victorious. Clearly the world would view those who redeemed.
suffer and die as being weak and having lost the battle. However, it’s what
Yet God rewards those who suffer on account of His John actually sees that
name and reverses worldly norms and expectations. The is truly astounding.
purpose of such suffering is not immediately given here, When he turns, he
only that it is rewarded. Chapter eleven will allude more sees not just 144,000
to the purposes of such martyrdom, but for now, they from the tribes of
are given white robes, signifying purity and celebration as Israel, but instead
they are told to patiently wait as God’s purposes continue is faced with a
to unfold.
multitude that no one
can count from every
For those churches suffering from persecution, this vision nation, from all tribes
would have provided a certain amount of comfort and and peoples and
validation. Their faith and suffering was not in vain.
languages. This does
not mean that God
The Sixth Seal - Warnings Against
does not claim Israel Albrecht Dürer (1511) “The Opening of
Compromise and Assimilation.
as His own, but that the Fifth & Sixth Seals,” Woodcut
While the fifth seal may have given hope to communities he claims MORE than just Israel as his own. He claims
that were under persecution, the sixth seal would have likely people from everywhere across the world—a countless
disturbed those congregations who had compromised multitude from all walks of life.
or assimilated into society in order to escape worldly
It is not a matter of God not fulfilling his promise to
hardships. This vision once again upends the earthly
Israel, but instead, taking the promise to Israel and
order and that while capitulating to societal forces may not only fulfilling it, but going above and beyond
spare one from worldly judgment, no such protection is what was promised.
available when God’s divine judgment is unleashed upon
the world. The Kings of the earth who have reveled in the Once again, God’s promises are bigger—and better—
blood of the martyrs now cower in fear underneath the than expected.
mountains, begging for death. Seeking refuge among the The number itself is also highly significant. 144,000 is
rich and powerful at the expense of one’s faith ultimately 12,000 x 12, (see “Numerology & the Bible” on page 21)
proves to be a futile endeavor. The martyrs may fall under symbolizing completeness. It is the complete number of
human judgment, but the rich and powerful fall under faithful—a fullness of promise.
divine judgment.
The entirety of chapter seven stands in stark contrast to
As such judgment falls, Revelation states that kings of the the previous vision, but both are describing the upended
earth wish to be hidden from the one seated on the throne reality of God’s kingdom. Chapter six unleashes and
and the lamb, “for the great day of their wrath has come, warns about what happens when one compromises
their faith. Chapter seven re-iterates through a heavenly
and who is able to stand?” (6:17)
scene of worship and praise what is at stake and what
faithfulness in the face of such worldly problems means.
We are reminded of the promises of the Old Testament,
The Fifth Seal—Hope for the Martyrs.
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and given a foreshadowing of what is to come with the
trumpet judgments. What the faithful are promised (the
sun will not strike them, etc.) the earth will suffer.

when you hold your breath, expecting that what is about
to happen is going to be dramatic. It builds suspense.

These were just the seals on the scroll, after all. The
judgments contained within the scroll have not even been
The Seventh Seal
read. The breaking of the seventh seal means the scroll is
When the seventh seal is opened, we’re told that silence now ready to be opened—and we wait with bated breath
fills the heaven for half an hour. The sense is not that this to find out what terrors—and wonders—will be found
is a time of calm, but rather, is more like what happens within the scroll itself.

The Trumpet Judgments

(Rev. 8 & 9)

In the ancient world, trumpets were used on the battlefield to signify the start of battle,
while inhabitants of cities used them to warn of an impending attack from an invading
army. Conversely, trumpets were also used as part of festive worship celebrations. The
trumpet judgments encompass all these meanings.

The silence in heaven is broken as the angel grabs a Craig Koester in “Revelation and the End of All Things”1
censer of coals and hurls them at the earth, wreaking notes:
devastation and destruction as the trumpets sound,
“Recognizing that repentance is the proper response to
signifying the heavenly battle against the inhabitants of
these visions helps to explain the stylized way that the
the earth has begun.
passage strips away the readers’ sense of security. Not that
It would seem that the Creator God now seeks to destroy
the judgment does not immediately fall upon sinners,
his creation, like in Genesis 6 when he was dismayed at
but afflicts the world around them, hemming them in
having created humanity in the first place. Such scenes
with dangers in earth, sea and sky.”
raise troubling questions that don’t have easy answers. The problem is, after the sixth trumpet blows and a third
However, like the seals, such destruction does not fall neatly of humanity is killed off by plague, those who remain
on a timeline of events. Hail, blood, darkness, locusts... do not repent. Instead, they continue the worship of the
these judgments are not-so-thinly veiled references to the demonic forces, like a stubborn child who digs in her heels
Egyptian plagues from the Exodus. The plagues of Egypt and despite punishment, not only continues the behavior,
served two primary purposes: 1) to display God’s power but takes it up a notch.
so the Egyptians would know that the God of Moses was
superior to the gods they worshiped thus causing them Again, the parallel to Pharaoh’s response to the plagues
to repent of their sin, and 2) to deliver the Israelites from where his heart was continually hardened seems obvious.
bondage. The trumpet judgments are designed to have In John’s day as well, the natural reaction to such
the same purpose.
1 . Craig R. Koester, “Revelation and the End of All Things,” (Minneapolis, Eerdman’s
Publishing Co. 2001) 98

Trumpet Judgments

Promises to the Redeemed

1. Hail and fire fall and burn the earth.

1. Will not suffer any “scorching heat.” (7:16)

2. Sea turns to blood.

2. The redeemed are washed in blood. (7:14)

3. Wormwood and bitter waters.

3. He will lead them to springs of living water. (7:17)

4. Sun is struck.

4. The sun will not beat upon them. (7:16)

5. Smoke & locusts from the abyss.

5. Smoke of incense with prayers of the saints
go up before God; (8:4) Locusts a perversion of
4 living creatures (4:7)

6. Angels unleash demonic forces.

6. Angels hold back the winds of destruction (7:1)

The trumpet judgments are the antithesis of what happens in heaven. Stark contrast was needed in John’s day to differentiate between what the rewards
of being faithful were and what awaited the godless. Avoiding negative judgment on earth was to compromise and risk judgment with the godless.
27

catastrophes would be to try and appease the gods that
were punishing them, and early Christians would have
likely been tempted to abandon or compromise their
faith in the face of hardship and persecution, thinking
it would help them avoid the negative judgments of
the society around them. The trumpet judgments, by
afflicting those who follow pagan practices, are designed
to reverse that perception by the faithful. Seeking to be
spared worldly judgment again does not procure safety
from divine judgment.
Faced with an unrepentant world, it would seem that
death and destruction God has unleashed upon the
earth has not had the desired the effect. A cataclysmic
annihilation seems imminent.

Verdict Paused

(Rev. 10)

A mighty angel descends, holding a scroll and shouts what is
likely its pronouncement of judgment. His shout unleashes
the seven thunders which roar through the heavens,
seemingly to proclaim the final verdict upon humanity.
Just when it seems the end is about to come, however,
John is told not to record what the seven thunders say.
Instead, he swears an oath by the Creator God, reaffirming
that the God of creation’s intentions are not ultimately
destructive. He declares that there will be “no more delay”
and hands the scroll to John, who consumes it.

Locusts

4 Living Creatures

Human faces

Human faces

Lion’s teeth

Lion

Wings

Eagle

Horses

Such a scene reminds readers of the prophet Ezekiel, who
was instructed to eat a scroll as well (Ez. 3:1) then to go
and prophesy to Israel. It is a repeated Old Testament
motif for taking the Word of God within oneself and
internalizing it for the purposes of proclaiming that word
to the Israelites. In that instance, we are told that the scroll
was as sweet as honey.

Oxen

The locusts are a perversion of the 4 living creatures. Everything
about them is backward—including their resemblance to locusts.
Locusts devour with their mouths, these demonic creatures
use their tails. Artwork: Rebecca Craig (2015) “The Four Living
Creatures,” Watercolor on Illustration Board.

John’s scroll is likewise sweet, but turns bitter in his
destroyed due to its corruption and limitations. In fact
stomach. In this case, going back into the world and
between the Gospel of John and the book of Hebrews,
continuing to witness and proclaim God’s Word will
we are given a New Testament vision of what the “new
result in the suffering of more of the faithful.
Temple” of God looks like. Hebrews lays out that Christ
Following in the footsteps of Ezekiel, the order to eat the is not only the sacrifice, but is also the High Priest as well
scroll and prophesy to the nations is followed up by a as the curtain that separated the rest of the temple from
vision of the temple.
the Holy of Holies. Hebrews 10:19-22 states:

The Temple & Witnesses

“...since we have confidence to enter the sanctuary by the
blood of Jesus, by the new and living way that he opened
for us through the curtain (that is, through his flesh), and
since we have a great priest over the house of God, let us
approach with a true heart in full assurance of faith, with
our hearts sprinkled clean from an evil conscience and our
bodies washed with pure water.”

(Rev. 11)

The presence of the temple in this part of the vision is
frequently understood as a time in the future when the
temple in Jerusalem needs to be rebuilt.

Yet, early Christians living in the post-Jerusalem Temple
era would have not likely seen this passage as a call to
rebuild a structure that, in their mind, had already been Similarly, John makes reference to Jesus as being the
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Destruction of the Temple

Francesco Hayez (1867) “Destruction of the Temple,” Oil on Canvas

Built around 964 B.C., the original temple was constructed by King Solomon in Jerusalem as the literal
“house of God” where it is said God would descend as a cloud of smoke upon the mercy seat on the Ark of
the Covenant in the Holy of Holies on the Day of Atonement. In 587 B.C. it was then burned and razed
to the ground by the invading Babylonian Empire. Everything within the temple was carried off by the
Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II. The Ark of the Covenant was not among the items taken to Babylon
and has never been seen again. So when Nehemiah and Haggai rebuild the Temple upon their return from
exile, it is without the Ark of the Covenant—without the part that signified God’s presence.
The second Jerusalem Temple built initially by Nehemiah and then enhanced to a wondrous splendor by
Herod the Great, was destroyed again in 70 A.D. in the midst of the Jewish rebellion against Rome that
had started two years earlier. The Emperor Vespasian’s son, Titus, (who would later become Emperor)
was the general who laid siege to the city, and the Jewish Zealots who were fighting them retreated to the
Temple for refuge. In the middle of the night, Titus and his army overwhelmed the sleeping guards in the
Antonia Fortress that overlooked the Temple Court, providing the legionnaires the perfect vantage from
which to attack the Temple. Fires were lit along the walls and eventually the entire structure was engulfed
in flames that spread throughout the city. The fall of the Temple was the beginning of the end for the
Jewish Rebellion as Titus’ soldiers pursued those who fled the city.
Originally, Titus had ordered that the Temple be spared, as the Emperor-to-be appreciated its splendor and
intended to transform it into a temple dedicated to the Emperor.
The Roman-Jewish historian Josephus records that 1.1 million people were killed during the siege of
Jerusalem, and 97,000 taken away as slaves. Titus refused the wreath of victory, claiming he was not
responsible for the victory over the rebellion, but rather he had merely been an instrument of God’s wrath.
John’s vision is likely happening approximately twenty years after these events, as persecutions during the
reign of Titus’ successor and brother Domitian escalated throughout the Empire.
Christians as well interpreted the destruction of the Temple as divine judgment, that the structure itself
was no longer the means through which God was able to dwell among his people. Christ’s incarnation
became the presence of God among the people, his Holy Spirit dwelling within people, for as Paul asks in
1 Corinthians 6, “do you not know that your body is a temple for the Holy Spirit within you?”
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Furthermore, the traits that the witnesses are given
embody multiple Old Testament prophets. A devouring
fire from their mouths recalls Jeremiah (5:14), and Elijah
who called fire from heaven and shut up the skies. Moses
turned water into blood and sent plagues upon the earth.

sacrificial “lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world,” (John 1:29), that his body is now the Temple
(John 2:19:21), and is called the “bread of life” (John 6:35)
—recalling the shew-bread (the “bread of the presence”)
that sat outside the Holy of Holies as well as the jar of
manna that was said to be inside the Ark of the Covenant
(Hebrews 9:4). To rebuild the temple would have seemed
ludicrous to these early Christians who had clearly moved
beyond the idea of needing a centralized Temple structure
since Jesus fulfilled all the “elements” of the Temple.

The beast from the bottomless pit is thus sent from the
abyss and attacks them and kills them, reminding the
faithful that death is a very real threat when they witness
to the Word of God.

So what then does the Temple here signify if not a brick While such deaths serve as a spectacle to the world, their
resurrection reminds us that vindication for the faithful
and mortar structure in Jerusalem?
comes in the form of being raised from the dead. As the
If Jesus’ body is now the Temple, and the people of God
resurrection occurs, judgment indeed falls—and a tenth
make up the ‘body of Christ,’ (1 Cor. 12:27) it is about
of the city falls and seven thousand people are killed.
where God is present within the community of faith. It
is this community that is under siege and parts of the On the surface, this seems like a terrible event. However,
community will come under the sway of the Imperial and scripturally speaking, it’s actually a reversal of the level of
destruction that is expected. While a tenth were killed,
pagan system.
For the churches of Asia Minor, who were far removed nine tenths were saved. In Elijah’s day, there were only
from the goings on in Jerusalem, they would have been seven thousand who were found to be faithful and had not
able to relate far more to this understanding than some bowed down to the Canaanite god Baal. Here, judgment
structure in a city they’d likely never been to and probably falls on only seven thousand while the rest are spared. It’s
would never go. But oppression, persecution and control a sort of muted judgment that befalls the city instead of
of their own faith communities where God’s presence the full destruction one would anticipate after the cycle of
trumpet judgments.
dwelled? That was a reality.
Additionally, unlike what happened at the end of the
sixth trumpet, here we discover all that are spared actually
Those who take the two witnesses as two individual people do repent and give glory to God. It’s a complete reversal.
are missing some of the clear references Revelation itself has The suffering and martyrdom of the two witnesses has
made regarding the “lampstands.” For back in Revelation served its purpose and accomplished what all the plagues
1 we were told - the lampstands are congregations. They and death and destruction could not—brought the world
are communities of faith (“and the seven lampstands are the to repentance.
seven churches.”) Likewise the reference to the two olive
trees is a reference back to Zechariah 4 as the anointed The Seventh Trumpet
witnesses who stand by God.
As we brace for the cataclysm, Revelation once again alters
In Deuteronomy 19:15, it was established that one our expectations. John prepares us for a third “woe,” but
witness is not enough to confirm a matter, but there must when the seventh trumpet blows, we hear the voices in
be at least two or more witnesses in order to corroborate a heaven declare:
story in a court of law.
“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of
Lampstands & Olive Trees

our Lord and of his Messiah, and he will reign forever
and ever.”

While this passage may be referring “only” to particular
individuals, it is far more likely it is a reference to the
people who make up the communities of faith that stand
as witnesses to God in the world. Like how the olive trees
supplied the lampstands with oil in Zechariah, the people
of faith supply fuel and energy for the congregations they
serve. Such people are bound to speak the truth into
disputed situations.

If those words sound familiar, you probably know them
from Handel’s “Messiah” and the “Hallelujah Chorus.”
Such a festive and celebratory scene might make us
wonder why it’s considered a “woe,” but then one must
remember that the festive celebration of God’s reign on
earth is not good news if you’re vying for worldly power.
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God’s reign, which is cause for celebration for the faithful,
means tearing down earthly empires and power structures,
it means the destruction not of the earth, but of “those
who destroy the earth.”
The appearance of the Ark of the Covenant in heaven
reminds us again of the sign of God’s presence, as the Ark
was an instrument of God’s power on earth enshrined
within the Temple until the Babylonian destruction in
587 B.C. It was the place where God would meet with the
High Priest, humanity’s representatives, and it wielded
both blessing—and death.
The Ark was brought into battles against Israel’s enemies,
and once again, it is revealed as the heavenly hosts and
the faithful prepare to do battle with the beast and the
forces of evil. God’s Temple is open—and we prepare for
another cycle of visions.
Replica of the Ark of the Covenant in the Masonic Temple in
Washington, D.C.

Closing Discussion Questions
•

Do these visions disturb or comfort you? Why?

•

How do you think each of the churches in Revelation 2 & 3 would have reacted to the scene in
Revelation 4?

•

Which horseman hits home the most for you? What are you trusting in more than God?

•

Can you think of a time when the issues the horsemen raise have not been problems for the world?

•

How would your parents/grandparents have faced these kinds of threats? How do we face them
today?

•

What significance do you think there is in the fact that humanity is but one of the four living
creatures that stands before the throne of God?

•

What are some challenges you and/or your congregation face in witnessing?

Closing Prayer
Gracious God, we are both disturbed and comforted by your warnings and promises. Remind us daily of
the redeeming blood of the lamb who gives us the strength to stand in the face of adversity. Amen.
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4

THE WOMAN & BEAST
The Marks of Commitment

Scripture Reading: Revelation 12-14
OPENING PRAYER
Lord of all, many things compete for our loyalties and allegiances in this
world. Help us to recognize that which builds up your kingdom and that which
opposes it. Amen.

OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. How often do you feel worldly pressures cause you to compromise your
faith, if ever?
2. What powers can you identify that are vying for our allegiances today?
3. What movies or television shows in modern culture can you think of that
can help us sometimes see certain realities in our world that highlight evil
and abusive power systems?
4. How do these stories help us fight and overcome oppression?
5. What comes to mind when you hear “the beast” or “666”?

SESSION OVERVIEW/MAIN POINTS
•

John engages both local myth and Israel’s history to reveal and battle oppressive
systems in our world.

•

The visions raise questions about who people serve and who they belong to - the
beast or the lamb who was slain?

•

John depicts a battle between God and Satan in which neutrality is not an option.

•

Revelation challenges the Roman perception of “victory” as the lamb conquers not
through warfare, but through sacrifice.

The Woman & Dragon

(Rev.12)

A new round of visions begins, focusing
now on Satan and his attacks against
the faithful starting with a battle in
the heavens.

The battle between God and Satan takes on a more
sweeping and cosmic setting as the opening of chapter
twelve reveals a woman standing in the heavens clothed
with the sun, the moon at her feet, and a crown of stars
around her head. A giant red dragon chases her across
the heavens, casting stars out of the sky after her as she
gives birth. The child is snatched up to heaven while
the woman seeks refuge in the wilderness and the angel
Michael along with the heavenly armies fights against
Satan, casting him to the earth where he continues to
pursue the woman.
Such a scene is clearly not a “literal” vision of events.
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Gustave Doré (1832-1883) “The Crowned
Virgin,” Woodcut

Even the writers of Left Behind recognize to a degree the
clear symbolism inherent in this retelling of the story of
God’s people.

In the wilderness, the Israelites were nourished and cared
for by God, just like the woman is nourished and cared for
by God. Pharaoh’s chariots being drowned in the sea was
not the end of the threat from Egypt, and other nations,
From Egypt to Rome...and Beyond
such as Babylon and Rome, who threatened Israel’s safety
The echoes from Israel’s history are evident in the images of were often referred to as dragons, monsters and serpents.
this drama, but draw easily upon the current persecutions
I am against you, Pharaoh king of Egypt, the great dragon
sprawling in the midst of its channels saying, “My Nile is
the Christian church was experiencing as well.
my own; I made it for myself.”

The woman is readily identified with Israel from Isaiah
66:7-9.

Mortal, raise a lamentation over Pharaoh king of Egypt,
and say to him: You consider yourself a lion among the
nations, but you are like a dragon in the seas; you thrash
about in your streams, trouble the water with your feet,
and foul your streams.
-Ezekiel 32:2

Before she was in labor she gave birth; before her pain
came upon her she delivered a son...as soon as Zion was
in labor she delivered her children.

The child she gives birth to “rules with a rod of iron,”
reminiscent of Psalm 2’s description of the coming
Messiah and what he will do to the kings of the earth who
set themselves against the Lord.

“Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon has devoured us, he
has thrown us into confusion, he has made us an empty
jar. Like a serpent he has swallowed us and filled his
stomach with our delicacies, and then has spewed us out.”
-Jeremiah 51:34

You shall break them with a rod of iron, and dash them
in pieces like a potter’s vessel.

The people of Israel fled through the sea to escape
Pharaoh’s chariots, just as the woman flees and the earth
opens up to swallow the water. God’s own description of
this deliverance is similar to the woman sprouting wings
and escaping.
“You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I
bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself.”
-Exodus 19:4

-Ezekiel 29:3

After this I saw in the visions by night a fourth beast,
terrifying and dreadful and exceedingly strong. It had
great iron teeth and was devouring, breaking in pieces,
and stamping what was left with its feet. It was different
from all the beasts that preceded it, and it had ten horns.
-Daniel 7:7

While all the images of Revelation 12 connect readily
to multiple Old Testament passages and references,

Leto & Python
A less “pristine” version of the woman and the dragon has its origins in Greek mythology. The Titan
goddess Leto was an early lover of Zeus’s prior to his marriage to Hera. Leto was pregnant with the twins
Apollo and Artemis when the nuptials between Zeus and Hera occurred. Jealous of Leto, Hera chased
her off Olympus and no land would accept Leto out of fear of Hera’s wrath. To make it worse, Hera sent
the dragon Python after Leto, who chased her until Zeus sent the North Wind, Boreas, to carry her out to
sea. Eventually the desolate and rocky island of Delos accepted her, where she gave birth to her children
—the goddess Artemis (who represented chastity, virginity, the
hunt, and the moon) and Apollo (god of the sun, light, truth,
healing and prophecy). At four days old, Apollo hunted down
and killed Python in order to protect his mother.
It’s not difficult to see the similarities between the two stories.
In John’s day, the myth had been altered—Leto became the
goddess Roma, the Emperor was Apollo, and Rome’s enemies
were the dragon. Using such a well-known myth helped unveil
and reveal the true “dragon,” and helped people recognize
and resist the pagan culture in which they lived.
Marcantonio Franceschini (1692-1709) “Birth of Apollo & Diana,” Painting
decorating the wall of the Liechtenstein Palace, Vienna
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John removes the sense that the story is rooted only in
the past, but rather such threats are real and apparent in
the present situation of Christian persecution when he
says the dragon goes off to make war with the rest of the
woman’s children, those who “hold to the testimony of
Jesus.” He links the story of the Israelites to the story of
the Church and their current issues.

Understandably, Satan, who had a desire to reign and rule,
being tossed out of the heavenly realms would be a source
of anger and animosity by this ancient foe. Christ now
holds the seat of honor that Satan undoubtedly desired
for himself.

This is good news in terms of the heavenly realm. Not
so great news for the inhabitants of the earth as Satan
The linking and allusions to all these different events in now rages with renewed anger against humanity. Evil has
Israel’s history with the current situation of the Church been defeated and tossed out of heaven, but fights like
make it difficult to point to any particular moment in a cornered animal against the earth, where it still has an
time that this battle occurs.
effect. It erupts so violently not because it’s so powerful—
but because it’s so insecure and vulnerable.

Satan’s Expulsion

The scene helps persecuted Christians understand that
even though it appears Satan is winning when they suffer
and die for their faith, the exact opposite is true. While
the pressures to compromise and capitulate to what seem
to be overwhelming forces is sometimes tremendous, the
promise and reality is that death actually wins the saints
the victor’s crown. When the heavenly city descends and
the kingdom of God is realized fully on earth in Chapter
21, Satan will have no place on earth, either. His time
is limited, and he knows it. Thus, in his death throws,
he lashes out in a vain attempt to deceive and destroy as
many as possible on his way down.

This particular scene has also shaped in many ways our
view of Satan. While one can identify “the dragon” with
many different enemies of Israel, Revelation specifically
refers to Satan, the evil “force” behind all those who
oppose God’s rule and God’s people in the world.
In the Old Testament, Satan was an accuser or adversary
against the saints before the throne of God (Job 1 & 2 and
Zechariah 3). He roamed the earth, deceiving the nations
but seemed to have had some access still in the heavenly
realm. However, with Christ’s death, resurrection and
ascension to the right hand of God, Satan lost his place in
the heavenly realms to accuse and denounce the saints who
have been cleansed by the blood of the lamb who was slain.

The Two Beasts

(Rev.13)

The woman’s conflict with the dragon continues unabated as the dragon now seeks to
deceive and attack the inhabitants of the earth through two “beasts.”

Just as the battle between the woman and the dragon are reminiscent of many different enemies, times and places
in the history of God’s people, the story now gives rise to two beasts that encompass characteristics of empire and
oppression that are not easily pin-pointed, either.

The Beast from the Sea
The sea has long been a symbol of chaos and danger. So it
is no surprise that Satan conjures an accomplice through
the waters of chaos. It’s clear the beast mirrors the dragon
in many ways—having seven heads and ten horns. The
primary differences are the number of diadems it wears—
which has increased—and it is not simply a dragon but a
compilation of many different animals. Crowns of course
are symbols of kingship and ruling authority—so we see
in the beast an increased desire to rule.

Traditionally, these beasts have been associated with the
Assyro-Babylonian, Persian, Greek and Roman empires
—all of which were Imperial forces that oppressed or
opposed Israel in some way.

The animals that make up the beast are that of a dragon,
lion, bear and leopard. Each of these animals recalls the
four beasts that are seen in Daniel’s vision in Daniel
7. In Daniel, four separate beasts rise out of the sea.

Despite the fact that the beasts in Daniel are clearly
identified as kingdoms as opposed to a particular person,
many interpreters of Revelation have attempted to assign
the identity of the beast to an individual. Within the

In Revelation
—they’re all smashed into one “superbeast,” again resisting the temptation to point to any one
specific empire or entity, but rather alludes to a more
generalized Imperial force and structure that embody the
characteristics of Israel’s ancient enemies.
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Trajan regarding the growing problem of Christians in the
region. The letters record that while Trajan (98-117 A.D.)
did not actively seek out Christians to persecute, if they
were denounced as being Christian and found guilty, the
only way to receive a pardon was to worship the Roman
deities in order to prove they were not a Christian.
Thus, once one compiles the “kingdoms” represented by
the animals that make up its body and the characteristics
that mirror Nero, “the beast” is clearly to be considered
more of a “type” or a general picture of the powers—past,
present and future—that oppose God and oppress the
people of God rather than a particular individual, though
individuals are certainly involved and part of the “beastly
systems” that seek to enslave and mistreat.
The question “Who is like the beast? Who can fight
against it?” (Rev. 13:4) is a timeless one that spans across
the generations. In the face of Imperial Rome, people
wondered who could stand against such a devouring
and powerful political and military machine. Today we
ask similar questions. When we get up in the mornings
William Blake (1805-1810) “The Great Red Dragon & The Beast
and turn on the news, we frequently wonder who can
from the Sea,” Watercolor
fight against the evils we see being perpetuated in our
context of Revelation, this is not completely unwarranted, neighborhoods and across the world on a daily basis.
however. After all, the beast is the counterpart to the The answer of how to fight against the beast, however, is
lamb, who was a particular person. Just as Christ shares one that rails against human instinct and even at times
authority with God, so the beast shares authority with the sensibilities. Like the lamb who was led to the slaughter,
dragon. The lamb stands at the right hand of God looking Christians are encouraged here to likewise conquer and
as though it has been slaughtered. The beast likewise has overcome not by returning the violence of the beast, but
one of its heads slaughtered, yet lives. The work of the by allowing themselves to suffer and even die as a part of
lamb brings people to worship God, while the work of the their witness.
beast brings people to worship Satan.
Such a call might seem ridiculous or even foolhardy were
Indeed, the supreme hostility toward Christians during
John’s day had been the Emperor Nero about thirty
years earlier. Burnings, crucifixions and using wild dogs
to attack them were all part of Nero’s persecution against
Christians. He even blamed Christians for the great fire
that decimated nearly seventy percent of Rome. When
he committed suicide by plunging a dagger into his
throat, it wasn’t long before rumors emerged that he
wasn’t really dead.

it not for the reminder that the faithful belong to God
and all for whom the Lamb died are written in the Lamb’s
book of life. The presence of one’s name is an act of
divine grace and is not something one hopes will happen
sometime in the future, but has instead been written
down since the foundation of the world.

The Beast from the Land

The Satanic “trinity” is made complete with the rise of
The problem of course was that clearly—Nero was dead the Beast from the land that John refers to as the “false
by the time John recorded his vision. As an individual, prophet.” On one side is God, Christ, and the Spirit which
Nero no longer posed a threat. His successors, however, speaks through the prophets. On the other is Satan, the
did. In particular Domitian and Trajan, who both reigned Beast, and the false prophet.
around the turn of the second century, were known for This third part of the demonic trinity is even more subtle
executing those who had been denounced as Christians. and nuanced than the first. Revelation states that in
Pliny the Younger as Governor of Bithynia (109-111 appearance, it seems like this second beast is the lamb,
A.D.) wrote letters back and forth with the Emperor but when it speaks, it reveals its true nature—that of the
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On more than one occasion in Revelation, John has made
reference to the Hebrew names for things associated
with the beast. John uses the Hebrew names for both
Armageddon (Harmegedon) and Abaddon (the beast
from the bottomless pit).

dragon. This second beast threatens not with violence
necessarily, but through economic means. We are told
no one can buy or sell without the mark of the beast,
reminding us of the pressures within churches like
Thyatira whose livelihoods were at stake if they would not
offer sacrifices to the patron god of their trade guild.

Not surprisingly, the Hebrew name for Nero Caesar
John drives home the point that neutrality is not an option (Neron Kaisar) adds up to 666. The issue of course is that
by the time John had his vision, Nero was no longer alive.
—everyone is marked by either the lamb or the beast.
This mark, Revelation says, is the number of a man—666. However, once again, John is likely referring to a “type”
rather than Nero specifically—that the beast is “Nero-like”
Much speculation has surrounded the meaning of this in much the same way today we would compare modern
number. In the numerology pattern of Revelation, the tyrants to be “Hitler-like.” It’s a stark reminder that when
number 6 represents imperfection and judgment. The one accommodates or compromises with the beast, one is
sixth seal and the sixth trumpet were portents of wrath being complicit with a dangerous and evil entity that can’t
and destruction.
be contained by any particular time period. For when are
One popular method of trying to identify the beast is to we not in danger of complying and participating with
utilize the Hebrew system of “gematria” by which letters powers of idolatry, violence and oppression?
are assigned numerical values. (See Numerology & the
Bible on page 21) For generations, people have been able The Lamb & 144,000
to add up letters in names and speculate that since their While the beast may dominate the land and sea, it is upon
name equals “666,” they’re candidates for being the beast. a mountaintop that we find the lamb and those who bear
Everyone from Popes to Presidents have been associated his mark—the 144,000. Such imagery is not lost on any
with this methodology. The problem with this approach who know how battles are typically won—by taking the
to identifying “the beast” is that any number of people or high ground. The 144,000 are identified as those who have
things can add up to 666.
been redeemed from the earth and not defiled themselves
by being unfaithful to God. The warrior image hearkens
back to how in the ancient world, soldiers would refrain
from sexual relationships while serving during war-time
(for example, why Uriah the Hittite refused to sleep with
his wife, Bathsheba, when he was summoned by David
from the front lines in 2 Samuel.) Given John refers to
the people of God in female terms (the woman in the
heavens and later the bride), it is unlikely John is referring
to actual sexual relationships or that the 144,000 are
made up only of men, but rather is referring to spiritual
“fornication” by participating in pagan practices.
It is a reminder to those who are contemplating
compromising that the victory will ultimately be God’s
despite their present trials and tribulations.

The Angels & Harvest
Three angels appear in rapid succession - the first of which
proclaims the “eternal gospel.” It might be interesting to
note that Rome was known as the “eternal city.” Aside
from the obvious meaning that the good news of Christ
is eternal, the term itself, the “eternal gospel,” could
very well be a challenge to this notion of whose “city”
and what power will actually be eternal, given the next
angel proclaims that “Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great!”

William Blake (1805-1810) “The Number of the Beast is 666,”
Watercolor
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Worship of “Victory”

The Greeks and Romans had gods and goddesses for
every aspect of life. Worshiping “victory” itself was no
different. “Victoria” (or in Greek, “Nike”) was a winged
goddess frequently depicted driving the divine chariot
and holding the laurel wreath. She was one of the most
common figures found on Greek coins and was said to fly
around battlefields rewarding the victors with glory and
fame. The image of victory plastered across the Empire
reminded people of Rome’s dominance. In fact, Rome
would typically mint coins that celebrated their victories
over other nations by showing the conquered nation on
the back. The Arch of Titus in Rome famously depicts the
scene of the Romans carrying the Menorah and other
Temple objects off along with the people of Jerusalem
into captivity. On the other side of the arch is the Emperor
Titus, riding with the goddess Roma and being crowned
with the laurel wreath by Victoria.

A stone bas relief carving of the Goddess Nike at
the ruins of the ancient city of Ephesus.
These Judea capta were a series of commemorative
coins originally issued by the Roman Emperor
Vespasian to celebrate the capture of Judea and the
destruction of the Jewish Second Temple by his son
Titus in 70 AD during the First Jewish Revolt.

The churches in Asia Minor were well versed in this
goddess - especially in places like Ephesus.
Barbara Rossing in “The Rapture Exposed” (p.107)
contends that the winged angels that serve as heralds
across the sky are a direct challenge to this view of “victory”
—proclaiming instead the victory of God, announcing
the eternal gospel, and the fall of Babylon the Great.
The image seeks to upend the Roman vision of victory
with God’s vision of ultimate victory—that no Empire can
compete or stand against God’s Kingdom.

Left side bas relief on the Arch of Titus depicts the Roman victory over Jerusalem in 70 AD as they carry away the spoils of the
Temple and the inhabitants going into captivity. Right side bas relief depicts Titus being crowned with the laurel leaf by the
goddess Victoria as he rides in the chariot with the goddess Roma.

It was thought the glory of Rome would go on and on
forever, and if you lived in the midst of Imperial Rome, it
no doubt seemed that way as well. In fact, Rome actually
is the oldest most continually occupied city in Europe,
its history spanning back more than twenty-five hundred
years. Its influence on Western culture continues even
in today’s world. So it’s easy to see how this specter of
Imperialist power might seem as though it would never

end. Revelation seeks to upend that notion, however,
by proclaiming that the great city will eventually fall,
but God’s Word will continue on. Followers of the beast
should therefore take heed—because they will eventually
be brought to ruin, as the scene of the harvest of the earth
brings home in gruesome detail.
Earlier in chapter one, there was reference to “the first
fruits.” This hearkens back to the offering at the beginning
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of the harvest season that was to be sacrificed up to God.
The day of Pentecost in the Christian Church marks what
was already a celebrated festival throughout the Middle
East, though had added meaning for the Israelites. Near
Eastern farmers always planted grain in November, then,
they began their harvesting on the day of the first full
moon in spring. That night they would use the first grain
for flat cakes mixing no yeast with the dough. After that
night, to get their harvest in before the late spring rains,
they would work from sun up to sun down for fifty days,
getting in the harvest. The word Pentecost meant fiftieth
day. On Pentecost they would celebrate the end of the
tiring harvesting with parties and weddings.

the Holy Spirit descended upon the Apostles and the
three thousand that were gathered in and baptized that
day were referred to as “the first fruits” of the harvest.

For the Israelites, the day of the harvest took on spiritual
meaning as it started with the Passover in Egypt and
ended fifty days later with Moses coming down off Mount
Sinai with the Ten Commandments and God made his
covenant with them.

The scene is intended to help bring clarity to competing
truth claims. Deception and intimidation are the tools of
the beast that seek to lead the world astray, but the angels
call people to worship and serve the Creator. Following
the lamb may appear to bring only loss, but ultimately it
will be the beast and his allies that lose in the end.

Here, however, we see the full harvest taking place. In the
gospels, the full harvest is a joyful event. In Revelation,
however, it offers up a warning that when the harvest is
reaped, there is also the element of divine judgment that
comes along with it. The image of the wine-press reminds
us how the wicked “made all nations drink of the wine of
the wrath of her fornication.” (14:8) This image will be
brought home again when we meet the harlot in chapter
eighteen, as she sits on the beast, drunk with the blood of
the saints.

Thus it was on this day of celebrating the harvest when

Closing Discussion Questions
•

What is the danger in identifying something as evil?

•

What is the danger in NOT identifying something as evil?

•

How often do you think we justify some of the things we do that are part of “beastly” systems
because we feel we have no other choice?

•

When is the beast NOT a threat in our world?

•

How might Revelation help us in our process of discerning the differences between the power of
God and the power of evil in the world?

Closing Prayer
Almighty God, we face the beast and its powers on a daily basis. Guide us in your spirit to remain
faithful to you in all that we say and do, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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ARMAGEDDON

The Final Battle...Or Is It?
Scripture Reading: Revelation 15-19
OPENING PRAYER
God of all, you call the world to repentance. You call us to repentance. You give hope to
the oppressed and seek reconciliation with all who do not know you. Bring peace among
the nations and help us turn from violence. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
1.

What is your first thought when you hear “Armageddon”?

2.

Why do you think we are so fascinated with death and destruction?

3.

How often do you watch the news and feel as though the forces of evil are
winning in this world?

4.

What gives you hope?

SESSION OVERVIEW/MAIN POINTS
•

The bowl judgments follow the same pattern as the seals and trumpets and are
designed to bring about repentance.

•

The harlot is a satirical figure meant to make evil look ridiculous so it’s easier to
resist.

•

Evil is self-destructive by nature.

•

The “battle” of Armageddon is fought not with planes and bombs—but with the Word
of God.

The Seven Bowls of God’s Wrath
The next cycle of visions begins as all
the visions have—in the heavenly throne
room. The heavenly hosts sing a song of
deliverance, that is called the “Song of
Moses,” yet the words are different and
proclaim that God’s desire is not for the
nations of the world to be destroyed—
but to come and worship before the
throne of God.
The worship scene ends with an angelic procession emerging
from the Temple and one of the four living creatures hands
them each a bowl filled with plague and wrath. It is a reversal
of earlier in Revelation when the four living creatures stood
before the throne holding bowls that contained the prayers
of the saints, their smoke of incense rising up before God.
Now, they hand over the bowls that will unleash judgment
upon those who have sought to destroy the faithful. A
cloud of smoke then descends upon and fills the heavenly
temple so no one can enter until the bowl judgments are
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(Rev.15)

Rebecca Craig (2015) “Bowl Judgments,”
Watercolor on Illustration Board

finished. There’s no turning back—all of the judgments
must be poured out. This image of the temple filling with
smoke reminds readers of how God sanctified the Holy of
Holies in the Tabernacle in the wilderness as well as when
he sanctified the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem once it •
was finished and dedicated. No one could enter either on
account of the cloud of smoke.
Like the Seals and the Trumpet judgments, we are again
faced with plagues that are reminiscent of the Exodus. The
judgment this time is far more directed, however, upon
the followers of the beast and those who bear its image. •
Painful sores, bloody seas and rivers, scorching heat,
and darkness all scourge the kingdom of the beast. Yet
even in the midst of this divine wrath and judgment, it’s
important to note that the plagues do not bring death as
one would expect—reinforcing yet again the notion that
God’s ultimate desires for humanity are not destructive.
•
The scene both disturbs and holds out hope. On the one
hand, our sense of justice would demand the destruction
of the beast’s followers. On the other, God continues delay
ultimate destruction in order to hold out the opportunity
for repentance.

were bogged down in the mud and the Canaanite
army was routed. “The kings came, they fought; then
fought the kings of Canaan, at Taanach, by the waters of
Megiddo; they got no spoils of silver.”
2 Kings 9:27—The death of King Ahaziah: “When
King Ahaziah of Judah saw this, he fled in the direction
of Beth-haggan. Jehu pursued him, saying, “Shoot him
also!” And they shot him in the chariot at the ascent to
Gur, which is by Ibleam. Then he fled to Megiddo, and
died there.” (2 Kings 9:27)
2 Kings 23:39; 2 Chronicles 35:22—King Josiah
killed near Megiddo because he would not listen
to the Word of the Lord. In his days Pharaoh Neco
king of Egypt went up to the king of Assyria to the river
Euphrates. King Josiah went to meet him; but when
Pharaoh Neco met him at Megiddo, he killed him.
Zechariah 12:11—Announces the coming day of
the Lord, mentioning Megiddo as the place where
worshipers of a pagan god mourn. “On that day the
mourning in Jerusalem will be as great as the mourning
for Hadad-rimmon in the plain of Megiddo.”

As the sixth bowl is emptied upon the earth, the sea dries
up and allows a passage for the Kings of the East to gather.
For Israel, threats were always coming from “the East.”
The Assyrians, the Babylonians, the Persians...even Rome
was threatened by the Parthians that lay on their eastern
border and were a constant problem for the military.
As the dragon vomits forth demonic, “unclean” frogs, they
lure the beleaguered allies of the beast to gather in one
place to have some sort of “last stand” at “Harmegedon.”

Armageddon

(Rev. 16)

In Hebrew, the word “har” means mountain and “megedon”
is likely referring to Harmegedon, a plain located in the
Jezreel Valley in Northern Israel (Galilee). The problem
with the “mountain of Megiddo” as a location is that the
hill located in Megiddo is not a mountain—it’s a “tell,”
or a hill created by many generations of people living and
rebuilding on the same spot. Ancient forts were built here
to guard the Via Maris, an ancient trade route linking
Egypt with the northern empires of Syria, Anatolia and
Mesopotamia.

Aerial view of Tel Megiddo in the Jezreel Valley.
Photo by Itamar Grinberg. Creative commons licensing.

While Tel Megiddo is an actual place, throughout
Revelation places and people are referenced that have
specific historical meaning, yet are symbolic in nature.
Consider the following that we’ve covered thus far:
•

The location itself has been the site of many ancient battles
•
for the Israelites because of this trade location.
•

Judges 5:19—Megiddo is associated with Deborah’s
victory over Israel’s foes. The battle was won when God
sent rain from heaven so that the Canaanite chariots
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Christ was crucified literally in Jerusalem. John calls
the place where Christ was crucified “Sodom and
Egypt” (Rev. 11:8)
Jezebel lived hundreds of years prior to John’s writing
Revelation. Yet, John uses her as an example to
chastise the church in Thyatira for putting up with
her practices. (Rev. 2:20)

•

Balak and Balaam – Old Testament figures that held
practices that were pagan in nature.

of the fury of God’s wrath—almost identical imagery to
what happens at the end of chapter 14 with the harvest.
Those customs no longer specifically existed in John’s There’s thunder, lightning, and a massive earthquake
day, they were representative of other practices that that levels the earth and hail stones weighing a hundred
were similar. (Rev. 2:14) We will find Babylon as well is pounds that fall upon the enemies of God so that they
the name of an ancient Israelite enemy, but is meant to begin to cry out and curse God on account of the hail.
convey the symbolic nature of what the city stood for: This should be the end—but again, it is not. Instead, as
oppression, paganism, and enemies of the people of God. chapter seventeen opens, we are introduced to yet another
As the seventh bowl is poured out, we find that those ally of the beast: the harlot of Babylon the Great who
gathered at “Armageddon” are forced to drink the wine rides the beast.

The Whore of Babylon & The Beast

(Rev. 17 & 18)

Like modern-day political cartoons, John’s vision of the
whore of Babylon helps unveil the true nature of the
powers that seem seductive and alluring, yet in reality
are nothing more than a cheap prostitute.
Sitting out in the desolate wilderness we see a harlot robed in scarlet, like the
robes the Roman Senators and Emperors wore as a sign of their status. (Scarlet
and purple dyes were among the most difficult and expensive to make and were
therefore reserved primarily for royalty.)
To see such royal attire upon a drunk, slobbering prostitute would have immediately
been cause for some snickering. The use of satire here helps readers understand
more clearly what they’re dealing with. Great cities were frequently depicted as a
dignified women riding on noble steed—the Goddess Roma, for example, was
usually depicted as driving a royal chariot.

Burgkmair the Elder, (1523) “The
Revelation takes that image and characterizes the woman as a common prostitute Hans
Whore of Babylon,” Woodcut (colorwho is “drunk with the blood of the saints” riding not a noble steed, but the ized) From a series of 21 woodcuts of
horrific beast. By being able to view Rome and the forces of Imperial evil in such a the Apocalypse for Martin Luther’s
way made it easier for people to resist. A fine woman riding a steed seemed alluring translation of the New Testament.
and attractive. However when it’s discovered that this fine a prostitute in order to allegorize the relationship between
woman is actually garish, drunk, and anything but noble, God and Israel’s “cheating” with other gods.
it is far easier to walk away from the temptations she Many of Israel’s enemies were also referred to as either
holds out. If participating with Roman pagan practices harlots or being guilty of “making the nations drunk.”
means prostituting oneself, then turning away from such
• Tyre (“At the end of seventy years, the Lord will visit
practices doesn’t seem as difficult.
Tyre, and she will return to her trade, and will prostitute
Revelation is drawing some clear distinctions between
herself with all the kingdoms of the world on the face of
the cities of worldly empire (the whore) and God’s holy
the earth.” Isa. 23:17)
city (the bride) which we’ll read more about in chapter
twenty-one. Earlier in chapter twelve, we saw another • Ninevah (“...because of the countless debaucheries of the
prostitute, gracefully alluring, mistress of sorcery, who
woman in the wilderness—the virgin giving birth. These
enslaves nations through her debaucheries, and peoples
two women are clearly polar opposites on this spectrum
through her sorcery...” Nahum 3:4)
and moves readers to decide which woman they prefer to
• Babylon (“Babylon was a golden cup in the Lord’s hand,
be associated with.
making all the earth drunken; the nations drank of her
Throughout the Old Testament, Israel was referred to
wine, and so the nations went mad...For thus the Lord,
frequently as God’s “bride.” Whenever Israel strayed from
the God of Israel, said to me: Take from my hand this cup
their faithfulness to God, he would compare them to a
of the wine of wrath, and make all the nations to whom
prostitute. In fact, in Hosea, God has the prophet marry
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A Tale of Two Cities

The relationship between God and his people has frequently been likened to that of a marriage. Revelation contrasts
His “bride” with the beast’s “harlot” in the form of two different cities.

Jerusalem
•
•
•
•
•

Babylon

Bride
Right Relationships
Dressed in White Linen
Full of Brightness
Clothed in Righteous
Deeds of Saints

•
•
•
•
•

Rebecca Craig (2015) “Into the Wilderness,” Acrylic on Canvas

Harlot
Wrong Relationship
Dressed in Scarlet
Full of Impurity
Drunk on Blood of the
Saints

William Blake (1809) “Whore of Babylon,” Pen, Ink & Watercolor

I send you drink it. They shall drink and stagger and go
out of their minds because of the sword that I am sending
among them.” Jer. 51:7; 25:15-16)

will collapse in on and devour itself. We see this pattern
among individuals, governments, and other groups that
seek to serve themselves. Allies become enemies when
The harlot’s location seated on “many waters” hearkens they no longer serve their purpose. Evil powers become
victims of their own destructive nature. Divine judgment
back to Israel’s ancient enemies as well as Rome. Tyre was
at times is simply to let the powers of the world “have it
located along the Mediterranean coast, Nineveh was built
their way” and wind up collapsing in spectacular fashion.
beside the Tigris River, Babylon along the Euphrates, and
We see this at all levels of daily life. We see it in individuals
Rome along the Tiber River.
who engage in self-destructive behaviors that eventually
The fact that the woman is also depicted as reclining on
catch up with them. We see it among nations and terror
seven hills further confirms organizations that will ally themselves with each other
that John’s more immediate then turn on one another when desire for power or one’s
concern was Rome, as not self-interests overtake whatever they held in common. As
only was it called the “city long as corruption, decadence, and injustice exist among
on seven hills,” but coins any power structure—it will eventually fall, reminding
from the time depicted the readers not to put their trust in anything or anyone other
goddess Roma reclining on than God and his lamb.
seven hills, her foot dipped
Fallen, Fallen is Babylon the Great
in the Tiber River.
(Rev. 18)

Such evocative imagery was not used as a “code” for either
first century or future Christians to try and decipher.
Everyone knew the reference to the “city on seven hills.”
However, the number seven continues to be a number
of completeness, signifying the all-encompassing power
that the beast seeks and represents. In this way, the image
continues to be a timeless image as opposed to fixing it
within the annals of history.

Merchants of the world mourn as Babylon lies in ruins—or
will lie in ruins. It’s unclear whether Babylon’s destruction
is a past or future event as the angel announces it as
something that has happened, but then calls God’s people
out of the city, implying it has not yet occurred. The
shifting timeline resists putting it on one, as Babylon’s fall
is both a past event and a future event.

The great harlot once attracted the wealthy and powerful
and the nations clamored to do business with her. Now
The beast started out by waging war against the lamb and they watch in dismay as she has become a haunt only for
his followers, but at the end of chapter seventeen, the demons and foul spirits. All the riches she peddled are fit
beast turns on the harlot and destroys her.
only for the buzzards.

Self-Destructive Nature of Evil

This is the problem with evil—it’s self-destructive. While Babylon’s trappings were easy to get caught up in—after
it may wreak all kinds of collateral damage, it ultimately all the kings of the earth were mesmerized by her beauty
42

and wealth and all that she had to offer in material terms.
The fate of Babylon is not meant to drive those who
participate with her to despair, but rather to alter their
lives and how they do business. The call to “come out of
her” is recognizing the reality that people will undoubtedly
participate, but when awakened to the realities of what
Babylon actually represents and does holds out the promise
that repentance is possible. A transformed life draws the
faithful out of the life of harlotry that participated in every
form of evil imaginable—including human trafficking.
While not a call to physically leave the “city,” it is a call
to leave a certain way of life that afforded one particular
creature comforts—but at a price.
This is not to say that all elements of culture are evil,
but rather is unveiling the seamy side to the elements of
empire. That when wealth and prosperity are gained at
the expense of others—we are in the face of empire and
all that entails.

John Martin (1853) “The Great Day of His Wrath,” Oil on Canvas

Jesus’ identity is not difficult to comprehend.
Several items are worthy to note in this description.
Obviously, the “Word of God” reference is a Johanine
title that reminds us of John 1:
“In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with
God and the Word was God...and the Word became flesh
and lived among us.” (John 1:1, 14)

If many of us find such images disturbing—then
Revelation is having its proper effect.

If others of us, living in the midst of poverty and oppression However what is most interesting is what “the Word”
find this hopeful, then it is still having its desired effect.
enters the battle armed with: the “sword of his mouth.”
Readers will remember that this was how we were initially
Hallelujah! (Rev. 19)
introduced to Jesus back in chapter one, as he appeared
Rejoicing over such destruction may seem difficult for among the lampstands with a double-edged sword
many. The loss of life, no matter how wicked, can be coming out of his mouth. Now, he enters the battle with
a difficult pill to swallow. Yet, such rejoicing over the that same sword—the Word of God.
liberation of the oppressed and persecuted also seems
Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than
appropriate. Given the harlot’s demise came as a result
any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from
of her own alliances and actions, one can rejoice in the
spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts
fact that her own evils were visited upon her as a fitting
and intentions of the heart. (Hebrews 4:12)
judgment. The interesting note here is that the harlot’s
destruction did not come at the hand of the “righteous” Armageddon is fought not with bombs and missiles—but
but rather came by the righteous simply allowing the self- with God’s Word that slices through and judges the hearts
destructive nature to run its course. This came at a price of all people.
for the saints, but is ultimately rewarded in this scene of Additionally, the fact that Jesus enters this battle with his
the wedding feast as the “bride” of Christ is made ready. robe already dipped in blood reminds us that this is also
The conclusion of this festive scene comes in simple terms. the lamb who was slain. Many interpreters will try and
Even John is tempted to worship the wrong thing when say that this is the blood of his enemies, but this makes
he falls at the feet of his angelic guide. The guide firmly very little sense when one considers the sacrificial nature
of Jesus as the lamb of God. It’s clearly a reference to his
reminds John what all of this is about: “Worship God.”
own blood and that he overcomes the powers of evil by
having shed his own blood first.
Armageddon...Again?
A white horse with a rider called “Faithful and True” His defeat of the beast and his allies happens in
emerges from heaven. The identity of the rider is not spectacularly anti-climactic fashion.
difficult to ascertain as he is identified by several items: 1)
Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth with their
he wears a robe dipped in blood, 2) is called “the Word of
armies gathered to make war against the rider on the
horse and against his army. And the beast was captured,
God,” and 3) is called “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.”
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While the end of chapter eighteen invited us to the
marriage feast of the lamb, the end of chapter nineteen
invites readers into a gruesome specter of carnage at the
“Great Supper of God.” The scene, once again, serves as a
warning to those who choose not to repent.

and with it the false prophet who had performed in its
presence the signs by which he deceived those who had
received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped
its image. These two were thrown alive into the lake of
fire that burns with sulfur. And the rest were killed by the
sword of the rider on the horse, the sword that came from
his mouth; and all the birds were gorged with their flesh.
(Revelation 19:19-21)

Christ’s death was clearly not simply a way of placating
the forces of evil, but rather was a way of defeating and
destroying them. At every turn, the beast and its allies
It’s almost like an afterthought that John had to mention
were given opportunity after opportunity to change their
“oh, and by the way, the beast was captured and destroyed.”
ways—and they continuously refused. Similar to Pharaoh
It’s interesting the distinction that is made here between repeatedly hardening his heart, the kings of the earth who
the beast and false prophet and the followers of the beast. refuse to repent have made their choice, repeatedly, to
The followers are struck down by “the Word of God,” follow the beast rather than the lamb. Christ’s death was
seemingly awaiting judgment at the resurrection while about calling people out of their lives of sin and death,
the two beasts just get tossed into the lake of fire without to resist the beast and its ways because God will destroy
any fuss.
everything that is evil and oppressive in our world.

Closing Discussion Questions
•

What examples come to mind when you think of evil self-destructing?

•

Where do you see “Babylon” in our world today?

•

How has culture shaped our view of “Armageddon” versus what Revelation actually describes?

•

What do you think it means to be “slain by the Word of God”?

Closing Prayer
Holy God, you call us out of destructive practices and into your holy presence. Help us to live lives that
resist the work of the beast and glorify your name among all people. Amen.
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THE NEW HEAVEN & EARTH
The Reverse Rapture

Scripture Reading: Revelation 20-22
OPENING PRAYER
God of heaven and earth, you seek to renew us daily. Help us to keep focused on your
vision for our future and live in hope rather than despair. In Jesus’ name we pray,
Amen.

OPENING DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
1.

What comes to mind when you hear “new heaven and new earth”?

2.

If we’re promised a new heaven and earth, does caring for our current one
matter? Why or why not?

3.

What makes Christians so fearful and obsessed with “the end times” given it is
supposed to be a wonderful fulfillment of our faith?

SESSION OVERVIEW/MAIN POINTS
•

Satan and evil is finally destroyed once and for all.

•

The dead are judged.

•

God’s holy city descends from heaven and dwells on earth.

•

All life emanates from God.

The Millennial Reign

(Rev. 20)

The final cycle of visions brings Revelation to its conclusion. Satan is bound,
the saints reign with Christ a thousand years, then Satan is destroyed for
good at long last.
As chapter twenty begins, we see a scene where Satan has been captured and bound momentarily,
though his deceptive work is not finished as he will be released again at some point to deceive the
nations of the world. 2 Thessalonians 2:5-12 may shed a little insight into what is meant by this
“binding” of Satan.
Do you not remember that I told you these things when I was still with you? And you know what is
now restraining him, so that he may be revealed when his time comes. For the mystery of lawlessness is
already at work, but only until the one who now restrains it is removed. And then the lawless one will
be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will destroy with the breath of his mouth, annihilating him by the
manifestation of his coming. The coming of the lawless one is apparent in the working of Satan, who uses
all power, signs, lying wonders, and every kind of wicked deception for those who are perishing, because
they refused to love the truth and so be saved.

Clearly Paul believed that the “worst was yet to come” in regards to Christian persecution. While
a disturbing set of statements from Paul, it is set within a broader context where he had earlier
assured readers in chapter one, giving them edification that their struggles and present troubles
would not be in vain and God would vindicate the faithful in the end.
“The Lawless One” is a Semitic expression that does not so much identify the figure as it describes
his activity.1 Likewise the “son of destruction in verse three aligns him not as an individual figure,
1. Abraham Smith, “The Second Letter to the Thessalonians,” New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. XI, (Nashville, Abingdon Press 2000), 759
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but with the cosmic forces of evil that belongs to the Paul pushes for the same thing that John pushes—not
realm of destruction and his coming will be accompanied complacency or denial of these forces, but to take a defiant
by deception “for those who are perishing.”
position against them. They both place the difficult
Such language is reminiscent of John’s vision of the dragon, experiences of the church’s suffering within the larger
beast and false prophet, rising to lead the world astray drama of what God is doing and will do in the world and
with deceptive signs. In Paul’s day there was still some the drama is not a one-act play, but a repeated succession
restraint on the level of evil that was being perpetuated of events that move us toward a larger picture and grander
upon the world. But he anticipated it would at some movement into which the entire story eventually unfolds.
point become much, much worse, and it was important
that these Christians, who were already feeling hopeless,
be given something that would prepare them for even
more difficult times ahead. This is no, “It’s OK, it’ll get
better,” but rather an “It’s OK, but unfortunately, it’ll get
worse before it gets better.”

Here, we see a similar scene being revealed as Satan has
had limitations put on him since Christ died on the
cross. He has been cast out of heaven, and deceives the
earth, but there are limits to his ability to deceive because
the faithful have a weapon of their own—the Word of
God—with which to fight back and restrain him. That is
not to say that the world itself does not succumb to the
deceptions of Satan. It repeatedly falls under his sway.
Trying to once again pinpoint the Millennial reign and
“Satan’s Binding” is difficult. With the exception of the
event of the cross that certainly diminished some of
Satan’s power and relegated him to the earthly instead of
the heavenly realms, it is difficult to say when evil is being
restrained and when it’s being allowed to run rampant.
The problem with all of our wonderings about “when”
and where these fit on a timeline is it’s not really asking
the right question. The millennial reign is not so much a
question of “when” but rather about “who.” One of the
assumptions that is typically made is that this millennial
reign will happen on earth. And yet, that’s not what we
are told.
“I also saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for
their testimony to Jesus and for the word of God. They
had not worshiped the beast or its image and had not
received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. They
came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years.”
– Revelation 20:4

We are told simply that they came to life and reigned with
Christ. There’s no mention of this reign being on earth.
Plus, if we go back and read Revelation, where do we find
Christ and where do we find the redeemed who were
killed for their faithful witness?

Gustave Doré (1865) “Destruction of Leviathan,” Engraving

What’s important to note is that the ultimate point of the
drama is that the “lawless one” does not stand a chance,
as God is able to destroy him with a simple breath when
he manifests his presence through Christ at his return.
This idea is paralleled in John’s Revelation with the scene
of Christ arriving on his white horse and bringing evil to
nothing by simply utilizing “the sword of his mouth,” the
Word of God, and rendering the forces of Satan impotent.
Paul’s point was very similar to John’s point: ultimately,
God will win.

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the
souls of those who had been slaughtered for the word of
God and for the testimony they had given; they cried out
with a loud voice, “Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how
long will it be before you judge and avenge our blood
on the inhabitants of the earth?” They were each given a
white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number
would be complete both of their fellow servants and of
their brothers and sisters, who were soon to be killed as
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they themselves had been killed. -Rev. 6:9-11
Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are
these, robed in white, and where have they come from?” I
said to him, “Sir, you are the one that knows.” Then he
said to me, “These are they who have come out of the
great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them
white in the blood of the Lamb. - Rev. 7:13-14
Then I looked, and there was the Lamb, standing on
Mount Zion! And with him were one hundred fortyfour thousand who had his name and his Father’s name
written on their foreheads. -Rev. 14:1
And the armies of heaven, wearing fine linen, white
and pure, were following him on white horses.
- Rev. 19:14

Thus those who are slain for their witness to God reign
not in a particular time or place – but with Christ. And
where is Christ found? At the right hand of God. Standing
on Mt. Zion. Fighting the beast and his enemies because
his reign has already been established when he ascended
to the right hand of God.
This becomes another issue of human existence… living
in the now but not yet. Living in the in-between of life
here on earth that has not fully realized the Kingdom of William Blake (1805) “Day of Judgment,” Watercolor Illustration
God in all its glory, but know that it exists and we are
members of that Kingdom through faith and God reigns completely through the grace of God? Is it in our control
now as much as he will in the future.
(ala the book of deeds) or is it in God’s control (ala the
book of life that has been written since the foundation
Resurrection & Judgment
of the world)? Neither answer is going to give us a whole
Satan’s final destruction occurs with about as much fanfare lot of comfort, truthfully, and Revelation likely leaves this
as the beast and false prophet’s. It’s the same story over conundrum and mystery in place for a reason.
again. Satan is tossed into the lake of fire and then death It still all comes down to trust. Do we trust that God
and hades are thrown in as well. At this time, God resurrects will judge us appropriately? Do we trust that the lamb
every person who has ever lived and they stand before the who was slain died for us and therefore our names will be
throne of God as he opens “books of deeds” and people are written in the book of life? This becomes the only way in
then judged according to what they have done.
which we can still live with the tension that such a scene
Such a scene might make us “grace through faith alone”
people a little nervous. We’re always told God doesn’t keep
a score-cord… but apparently he keeps a book instead. Of
course, we are not privy to what deeds win the most favor
and where the tipping point is.

creates. We trust that God will do what is right and the
that the lamb died for us.

It’s a harsh reminder that we will still be held accountable,
in some way, by God.

In short, everything that is the opposite of and opposed to
God is burned up and destroyed.

Then there is this second book—the book of life. This
was mentioned briefly back in chapter thirteen when we
are told that all whose names are not found written in the
book of life followed the beast.

Those not found in the book of life suffer the same fate
as the one they followed as they are cast into the “lake of
fire” along with death and hades.

This leaves open a disconcerting mystery regarding the
judgment of God. Is it earned salvation, or is it solely and
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Reverse Rapture: God Dwelling on Earth

(Rev. 21)

Chapter 21 introduces us to the new heaven and the
new earth. While Revelation has never quoted the Old
Testament verbatim, the opening verses are a steady
litany of Old Testament promises coming to fruition.
Plagues, judgment, death and destruction are not the way in which Revelation
comes its conclusion. Instead we are given a vision of God’s ultimate intention
for our world. We see God’s holy city descending, adorned like a bride ready
for the bridegroom. From the beginning, promises were made to the faithful
that patient endurance would have its reward. That those who “conquered”
and were “victorious” by following the Lamb’s exodus of the heart are now
freed from whatever holds them most captive. Every tear is wiped away, death
and sorrow are no more.
The holy city glitters with precious metals and jewels and is built on the
foundation of the original apostles and entrance to the city is made possible
through gates that represent the original promises made through the tribes of
Israel. It is a city of completeness and fullness. It’s shape—a perfect cube—
stretches over the half the United States and 1500 miles into space. While
literalists may choose to depict this city as being a cube, it seems more to be a William Blake (1809) “Ancient of Days,”
reference to the quality of life in the city of God, rather than the quantity. In Watercolor Illustration
Ezekiel’s vision of the Temple (Ez. 40) which mirrors the are remnants of the “old” that seem to remain in some
vision of the New Jerusalem in Revelation in many ways, form. In fact, in chapter twenty-two when we are given
the city was only 1.5 miles wide. Here it is a thousand times a vision of the River of Life and the Tree of Life that run
bigger. Once again we are reminded of what is promised through the center of the city, we are told that the leaves
versus what is delivered. Over and above, bigger and better. of the Tree of Life are for the healing of the nations.
Some interpret this vision of heaven on earth to mean
that anything that doesn’t further human existence in
particular will no longer have any place or part in God’s
new creation. While we’re told the mountains have fled
and the sea is no more, and there is no longer sun or
moon because there is no longer day or night—one has to
wonder what all that actually means. It’s indeed possible
that the scene we are given may be a literal picture of the
heavenly city on earth, but it begs the question as to why
certain other things still exist—such as a river and trees.

For those who have experienced their fair share of
heartache and pain in this life, the promises of what life in
full community with God looks like obviously sounds like
good news. Living in the full presence of God removes all
the stress and worries of this world. There is no temple,
because the entire city is a place of holiness. It is a place
of healing and where human lives and communities are
made whole. We also are reminded of the wholeness of
God’s redemption—that it is the entire creation, not just
human lives, that are redeemed. Paul tells us of this reality
as well in Romans 8:21, how the creation itself is groaning
and is awaiting freedom from bondage and decay.

Remembering that the beast rose from the “sea,” we
have to again wonder if such images take on a meaning
less literal. The “sea” in the ancient world was seen as
a place of chaos and danger. The “mountain” is where
Christ stood with the 144,000, taking the high ground
against the beasts of the sea and land. In symbolic
terms, there is no longer any dangerous sea that poses
a threat to humanity or the world anymore. That has
been removed. Likewise, there is no need for a “high
ground” or “mountain” since the battle is over and God
now dwells on earth with his people.

It is a vision where all the forces that are opposed to God
have been swept away. Satan, the beast, the harlot—all
forces that diminished life, brought conflict and sought to
draw people away from God have been removed. We are
told nothing “unclean” or false can enter the city and the
nations will walk by its light.

Mention of the nations brings us to an interesting question
regarding the structure and interpretation of this vision—
as few of us envision “nations” when we think about this
new heaven on earth. We are told that everything old has The city gates, we are told, are left open and since there
passed away and everything is made new—except there is no night, will never shut. In ancient cities, the gates
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were frequently shut at night to keep out all manner of
dangers that went bump in the dark. City gates primarily
served as a defensive mechanism to keep unwanted
things out, especially invading armies.
By leaving the gates wide open, all the time, we lose that
sense that there is anything that needs to be kept out
anymore. All the threats and dangers that come with the
“night” and “darkness” are gone.

River and Tree of Life

(Rev. 22)

When Genesis opened and we learned of how God
created the heavens and the earth, we were also told of
a garden surrounded by rivers and in the garden was a
particular tree: the Tree of Life. We get the sense here of
a “restored” order to what God originally intended for
life and community among humans to be like. Creation
itself was not wrong or bad, sin and evil just tainted and
skewed that which was intended. This is not a “return” to
the Garden of Eden, as there are some marked differences,
but the imagery from the Garden certainly is not lost
regarding how human existence with God begins in the
midst of a full and vibrant creation, and how it ends with
a full and vibrant creation as all life emanates from God.
The River of Life flows through the center of the city and
on either side are Trees of Life that produce “twelve kinds
of fruit” every month.

The temptation would be to look at the list of things that
are left outside the city of God—the cowardly, faithless,
liars, sorcerers, murderers, fornicators, idolaters
—and
point to those we believe guilty of such sins and say “sorry,
you’re out.” The problem is, when we look at the list
there’s probably at least one on there we’re guilty of as well.
Therefore it’s not a matter of whether or not one has led
a sinless life. It’s about whether or not they are cleansed
by the blood of the lamb. Sin is named in order to move
readers to resist its influences and recognize its source.
It is a vision of healing and sustenance. That God

Echoes of Old Testament Promises
Revelation Fulfillment

Old Testament Promise

Rev. 21:1— Then I saw a new heaven and a new
earth; for the first heaven and the first earth had
passed away, and the sea was no more.

Isa. 65:17— For I am about to create new heavens
and a new earth; the former things shall not be
remembered or come to mind.

Rev. 21:2— And I saw the holy city, the new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God,
prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.

Isa. 61:12— for he has clothed me with the
garments of salvation, he has covered me with
the robe of righteousness, as a bridegroom decks
himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself
with her jewels.
Ezek. 37:27—My dwelling place shall be with them;
and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.

Rev. 21:3— See, the home of God is among
mortals. He will dwell with them; they will be his
peoples, and God himself will be with them;

Jer. 32:38—They shall be my people and I will be
their God.

Rev. 21:4— he will wipe every tear from their eyes.
Death will be no more; mourning and crying and
pain will be no more, for the first things have
passed away.

Isa. 25:8—he will swallow up death forever. Then the
Lord God will wipe away the tears from all faces, and
the disgrace of his people he will take away from all
the earth, for the Lord has spoken.

Rev. 21:5—And the one who was seated on the
throne said, “See, I am making all things new.”

Isa. 43:19—I am about to do a new thing!
Isa. 44:6—I am the first and I am the last; besides
me there is no god.

Rev. 21:6— I am the Alpha and the Omega, the
beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give
water as a gift from the spring of the water of life.

Isa. 55:1—Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the
waters; and you that have no money, come, buy and
eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and
without price.
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and God would dwell among them.
Israel opted not to heed such warnings and the destruction
foretold became a reality.
Revelation likewise is giving us two paths in the here and
now as well: continue living lives that are destructive and
oppressive, and suffer the ultimate consequences; or heed
the warnings and alter course.
Granted, realities and visions like the resurrection and
God coming and dwelling on earth are not something
that human achievement can accomplish on its own, but
it does show us that there is participation in the created
order—that humanity has choices when it comes to
the paths it goes down that lead to either judgment or
blessing. That resisting evil forces is not futile. One path
is difficult because it means rejecting the pressures of
the world. The other is easy, but its cost is very high and
ultimately destructive.

William Blake (1805) “River of Life,” Ink and Watercolor on paper

continues to provide the elements of life. Life flows from
the throne of God.

The Beginning and the End
I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last,
the Beginning and the End. -Rev. 22:13

The new Jerusalem ends the spiraling visions of warning
and promise. We are moved then to wonder about
Revelation’s true purpose. If the nations of the world
and the kings of the earth were defeated and destroyed at
Armageddon, how do they wind up here, being healed by
the leaves from the Tree of Life?

Jesus repeats for us once again that he is the beginning
and end. He was there from the beginning, he’ll be there
at the end. However, we are also reminded that the “end”
is just the beginning.
Jesus holds out an invitation that we heard over and over
again throughout the Gospel of John: “Come.” Come
drink from the waters of life. Come be cleansed by the
blood of the lamb. Come find rest in the presence of God
and comfort from the healing Tree of Life. Come out of
Babylon and into the life God envisions for us all.

This question should motivate readers to not see such
visions as a road map of events that are set in stone, but as
warnings of what happens when they follow the ways of the
beast as opposed to the lamb. Warnings are given in order
to elicit change. Revelation’s warnings are no different. It is
calling for nations and kings and people from every walk
of life to be washed in the blood of the lamb. The prophets
of the Old Testament were calling Israel back to God and
promised if she did so, all the nations would stream to her

Revelation started with a vision of Christ and an invitation
into the presence of God.
It ends the same way. Come, Lord Jesus. Come.

Closing Discussion Questions
•

What does this vision of the “New Jerusalem” mean to you?

•

How can we facilitate, as God’s people, spreading that vision to the rest of the world?

•

What hope does Revelation give you for the future?

•

How has this study changed your view of Revelation, if it has at all?

Closing Prayer
Holy God, you are the Alpha and the Omega. The beginning and the end. Help us to remember that
when we put you first in our lives, you are there at the last. Amen.
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Rebecca Craig (2007) “Lion & Lamb,” Acrylic on Canvas
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Rebecca Craig (2012) “Tree of Life,” Acrylic on Canvas

All artwork utilized in this guide is either the property of Rebecca Craig, public
domain, or used via the Creative Commons Licensing.

Modern end-times enthusiasts are constantly warning that the end of the world is near. They point to events in the
Middle East, Russia, and other various countries to insist that “the rapture” is near, Armageddon is looming, and
claim events are unfolding exactly as Revelation has foretold. However, is this the most helpful—and accurate—
understanding of Revelation? This series explores an alternative way to approach our understanding of Revelation that
explores both the original circumstances into which Revelation was written, as well as what messages of warning and
promise it continues to convey to us today.
For leaders: Designed for use with the 6-session video series of the same name, this study
guide helps participants dig deeper into what is discussed in the videos. The guide is not merely
a repeat, but enhances and expands upon topics that are discussed in the videos and highlights
some new elements and topics as well.
The study guide contains discussion questions and prayers for both the opening and closing of
each session to facilitate either private contemplation or group discussion.

Session Overviews

Session 1—Leaving the Rapture Behind: The Rapture Script and Israel

This session explores and critiques modern-day premillennial dispensationalism (rapture
theology) that dominates our cultural understanding of Revelation and the end-times.

Session 2—Christ & The Churches: A Letter to the Churches of Asia Minor

A look at the uses of Apocalyptic Literature in the first century and the seven churches to whom
Revelation was originally written.

Session 3—Warning & Promise: Seven Seals and Seven Trumpets

The judgment motifs of the seals and trumpets are analyzed for the warnings they convey and
the surprising promises they result in as well.

Session 4—The Woman & The Beast: The Marks of Commitment

This session reviews what it means to be marked by God versus marked by the beast and
worldly systems of oppression and violence.

Session 5—Armageddon: The Final Battle...Or Is It?

Armageddon has come to mean “the final battle” between good and evil, yet Revelation’s
version of this battle is not quite what our culture has made it out to be. A careful look at the
harlot of Babylon as well explores the self-destructive nature of evil and corruption.

Session 6—New Heaven & Earth: The Reverse Rapture

In the closing chapters of Revelation we are given a vision of God descending from heaven to
dwell with his people.
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