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All Things New

Read Revelation 11:1-19; 20:1-22:21

“Then  saw a new heaven and a new earth for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away. and the sea was no more.
And 1 saw the holy ity the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her
husband. And 1 heard aloud voicefrom the throne saying,

“Sce, the home of God is among mortals.

He will dwell with them as their God:

they il be his peopls,

and God himselfwill be with them;

e will wipe every tar from their eyes.

Death will be no more;

mourning and crying and pain will be no more,

for the first things have passed way’
And the one who was seated on the throne said, “Sec, 1 am making al things new.” Also he said, “Wite thi,for these words
are trustworthy and true” Then he sid to me, It s done! 1 am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the
thirsty Lwill give water s gft fom the sprinof the water of ife” (21:1-6)

‘The water of life! Like an oasis ater a journey through the desert, the new Jerusalem comes into view at the end of
Revelation. Chaos and suffering are relentless in John' vision, and it must have scemed too good to be true when
John “Saw the holy city, the nesw Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven” (Rev. 21:2). Death will be no more!

art of the massive foundation that once supported the great temple of

Fig. 111 A Jewish worshiper weeps agains the Western W
fabnweh at Jerusalem.

‘We generally think worship means coming into the presence of God. In this last vision of Revelation, the reverse
happens: the presence of God comes to humans. For Jewish Christians who grieved the loss of Jerusalem, and for
others ywho suffered persecution, the “loud voice from the throne” (21:3) brought wonderful news: God soon will
dwell among mortals. God will wipe every tear from their eyes, and mourning and crying and pain will be no more
(21:4).

Heaven Comes to Earth in the Form of a City

Jerusalem, 5o recently ruined by warfare, appears gloriously restored. With his use of the present active participle
(coming down), John implies that arrival of the new Jerusalem—atleast in some preliminary way—isa present reality.
Believers are not wafted to heaven while the earth suffers final destruction; instead, heaven comes to earth in the
form of acity.

Devout Jews today still weep for the temple lost atJerusalem (fig. 11.1), echoing grief that followed the disaster in
AD 70. For a thousand years before Roman armies destroyed the city, Jews had understood Jerusalem and/or the
temple to be Gods footstool, the place on earth where Yahweh was most present.1 Destruction of the holy city was
profoundly disorienting to peaple of faith. Did not the Scriptures say, “God is in the midst of the city; it shall not be
‘moved” (Ps. 46:5)7
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John of Patmos believed in Jesus and possibly was among those who had fled Jerusalem when revolt irrupted in
AD 66. He was also Jewish, and it is not surprising that Jerusalem figures prominently i his vision. In Revelation 11,
one of the more obscure passages of the book, John receives a measuring rod and instructions to measure the temple
of God. Presumably the setting of this vision is before Rome’ destruction of the temple in AD 70, which might
indicate that John received his revelation over a period of decades

‘The Two Witnesses Die at Jerusalem

‘The vision in Revelation 11 anticipates imminent occupation of Jerusalem by pagan armies: the court outside the
temple wil be given over to the nations, and they will trample over the holy city for forty-two months™ (11:2).2 John
expects two sackcloth-clad witnesses to prophesy and suffer martyrdom (11:3). We cannot be certain about the
identity of these individuals, but we know they are victims of the beast. Apparently they are followers of Jesus who
die in Jerusalem, “the great city that is prophetically called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was cruci-
fied” (11:8). By preventing the heavens from raining, they stand in the tradition of Eliah (1 Kings 17:1). In turning
the waters to blood and striking the earth with plagues, they recall Moses. Itis not clear what these allusions meant
toJohn.

Since John bitterly call Jerusalem “Sodom and Egypt;” we infer that it had become a difficult place for Christians.
Sodom was the quintessential ity of evil in Jewish memory, and Egypt was a place of slavery and oppression. Perhaps
the two witnesses were followers of Jesus who had remained in Jerusalem as the Jewish revolt gathered momentum,
Brutal martial law prevailed as rebel leaders—called robbers by Josephus—vied with one another for control of the
insurrection. If Christians or others had wanted to negotiate peace with the Romans when Jerusalem was under siege
(AD 68-70), they would have been in trouble. Josephus says leaders of the insurrection, who were “divided on all
else, put to death as their common enemies any in favor of peace with the Romans or suspected of any intention to
desert”3

‘Whoever the two witnesses are, their corpses lie unburied for three days, and people celebrate their demise (Rey.
11:9-10). This picture fits what we know about horrendous conditions in Jerusalem during the siege of AD 68-70.
So many who were trapped in the city died from famine or internal stife that Josephus says the piles of corpses
presented a horrible spectacle, emitted a pestilential stench, and were an “impediment to the combatants in their
sallies”s Famine became so bad in Jerusalem that some desperate occupants resorted to cannibalism.5

Worship Transports Us Forward

John finally sees Jerusalem decimated by a great earthquake that kills thousands (11:13), an apt metaphor for the
cataclysm that ensued when Roman armies finally overran the city in AD 70. The seventh angel blows his trumpet,
and loud voices in heaven cry,

“The kingdom of the world
has become the kingdom of our Lord
and of his Messiah,

and he il eg forever and ever.(11:15)

In this liturgical fragment from the heavenly courts, we see an important function of worship: to transport
participants forward in time to Gods final victory—or to bring the future into the present. “The kingdom of the
world / has become the kingdom of our Lord!” Through the Messiah, God is asserting sovereignty over the earth
now, even when history looks bleak. The glories of all human achievement will someday come under the lordship of
Christ.

To be sure, this anticipatory victory celebration unfolds in heaven, not on earth. John and his fellow Christians
can hardly have rejoiced when Jerusalem was reduced to rubble. But Joh's vision of worship in heaven is meant to
elicit a parallel response within the church on earth. Throughout history, Christians in the midst of suffering have
offered heartfelt praise to God. From ancient Rome to modern China, the church has grown when persecution bears
down. Worship is always at the heart of spiritual renewal in the midst of suffering.

People who have no hope of saving themselves, who risk everything of this world because of allegiance to Christ,
place their hope in God without reservation. Loren Johns writes, “Hope—ifit derives from a clear empowering vision
of God'sreality—is tself an effective action insofar as persons in community act on the basis of a new understanding
o interpretation of reality”6.

Jews Need an Alternative Future after AD 70

‘With the holy city of Jerusalem in ruins after AD 70 (fig. 11.2), Jewish leaders regrouped elsewhere in Palestine to
forge a new future. The priestly class of Judaism was gone, and rabbis (teachers) became the primary guides for a
people finding their way after catastrophe. Even before the fall of Jerusalem, a prominent rabbi named Yochanan
(Yokhanan/ Yoanan) ben Zakkai (fig. 1.3) escaped the city and secured permission from the Romans to teach Jewish
law at a town west of Jerusalem called Yavneh (Jabneh/Jamnia), near the Mediterranean seacoast. Citing the words
of God in Hosea 6:6, °I desire mercy, not sacrifice” (NIV), Rabbi ben Zakkai taught his people to replace animal
sacrifice with deeds of loving-kindness and prayer.7
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112, Gigantic tones,once partof the magoificent temple built
when Roman armies destroved Jerusalem in AD 70,

Herod the Great, till e where they fll from the Temple Mount

After AD 70 the core of Jewish identity shifted from temple to Scripture. Worship of Yahweh now took place in
‘homes and synagogues rather than in the Jerusalem temple. The Torah—the first five books of the Old Testament—
provided a steady anchor for a people cast away from their homeland. Rabbis put into writing the vast code of oral
tradition— the Mishnah, eventually incorporated in the Talmud—that taught the faith community how to apply the
Scriptures to daily life

In this way, Diaspora (dispersed/scattered) Judaism could survive without a base in Jerusalem, and Jewish
‘communities remained strong in cities across the Mediterranean world. Because Christianity emerged from within
Judaism, Christian congregations often formed in close proximity to Jewish synagogues. But while Judaism was
largely an ethnic phenomenon, with actual blood ties among its adherents, Christianity quickly jumped the fence to
become a faith for all peoples. At Caesarea Maritima on the Mediterranean coast (fig. 11.4), Peter brought the gospel
to a Roman centurion named Cornelius (Acts 10:1-48), a representative of the very army that had crucified Jesus
and would eventually destroy Jerusalem. Paul became an apostle to the Gentiles (Rom. 11:13) and wanted to carry
the gospel of Jesus Christ as far as Spain (15:28).

‘The missionary impulse of Christianity was unsettling to some pagans. The Romans generally found Jewish
monotheism unappealing and the practice of circumcision barbaric. But for strategic purposes, Jews and Romans
had established diplomatic ties already in the second century BC.8 Rome had made peace with the Jews, at least until
the revolt of AD 6670, and treated Judaism as a tolerated religion. There were Romans and Greeks who were
attracted to aspects of Judaism, and some even affiliated with the religion as proselytes or “God-fearers” (e.g., Acts

2:9-11; 6:5; 13:43; 16:14). But Judaism largely confined itself to descendants of Abraham and Sarah, and there was
little chance that the religion would significantly penetrate pagan society.

Fig. 113, At Tiberias on the Sea of Galie,the tomb of Yoh, anan ben Zakkai (ront lef) stands before a modern steel memortal marking.
the tomb of medieval Tewish scholar Maimonedes.

Christianity Reaches to the Ends of the Earth

In contrast to the self-defined ethnic boundaries of Judaism, Christianity was set to communicate its message “in
Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Not only did Christians have global
objectives; they also used the politically loaded language of the kingdom of God. Yet this was no conventional
kingdom with palaces and armies and conquests. Jesus had told Pilate, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my
kingdom were from this world, my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews [who
collaborated with Rome]” (John 18:36).

Nevertheless, the gospel had real political implications. The charge against Christians at Thessalonica was that they
were “turning the world upside down” and “acting contrary to the decrees of the emperor, saying that there is another
king named Jesus” (Acts 17:6-7). Christians not only believed their crucified Lord had risen from the dead; they also
believed Jesus had ascended to heaven and would come again to reign on earth with the saints. Romans rightly feared
that Christians would give their allegiance to this Jesus rather than to Rome and its empire.
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Fig. 1.4, Herod this Great built this aqueduct o provide water for his magnifcent port ity of Caesarea Maritima— where Peter shared
the gospel with a centurion (Acts 10) and Paul ppeared in rial before the Roman procurator Festus and the [ewish rule Herod Agrippa.
ILActs 25,26

Believers Escort Christ to Earth

Johris description of a new heaven and new earth (Rev. 21:1) brings to mind a popular teaching among modern
Christians that believers will be “raptured9 or snatched up to heaven when Christ returns. This notion developed
only in recent centuries; it stems from a misunderstanding of Paul's teaching in a letter to the church at Thessalonica.
At the coming (parousia) of Christ, Paul reports, “the dead in Christ [believers who have died] will rise first” to meet
him. “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” (1 Thess. 4:16-17).

“Parousia;”a familiar word in the ancient world, could mean “arrival” in an ordinary sense—such as the arrival of
fellow believers Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus to be with Paul at Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:17). The New Testament
never uses the phrase “second coming” in reference to Jesus; it simply speaks of his imminent “coming” (parousia).

“Parousia” also had a more technical political meaning, referring to the arrival of a king or other ruler for a state
visit. Josephus, for example, tells about the parousia of Alexander the Great at Jerusalem in 332 BC. Alexander had
already conquered Damascus, Sidon, and Tyre, and intended to pass through Judea on his way to Egypt. Jaddus, the

Jewish high priest in Jerusalem, had previously refused a request from Alexander for tax payments and supplies for
his troops. No Jaddus awaited the arrival of the conqueror and his entourage with foreboding.10

But according to Josephus, Jaddus had a dream indicating that he should “adorn the city with wreaths and open
the gates and go out to meet them, and that the people should be in white garments” Jaddus acted accordingly as he
prepared for the “coming [parousia]” of the king. When he learned that Alexander was not far from Jersualem, Jaddus
processed out with priests and a body of citizens to meet him. The delegation greeted Alexander and escorted him
into the city, where Alexander invited the Jews to “ask for any gifts which they might desire” L1

“This political meaning is how e should understand the parousia of Christ in the New Testament. Rather than
imagining that Christians will be whisked away from a planet going up in flames, we should anticipate a day when
we will go out to meet Christ “in the air” and welcome him to earth again. This hope has broad implications for how
we care for the environment and otherwise share in God's long-term plan to restore creation.

New Jerusalem Is the Church in Mission

Jesus taught his followers to pray, “Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it s in heaven” (Matt 6:10).
“This reflects longing for a new political and social order, for heavenly values of justice and love to find tangible
expression on earth. John witnessed a fulfilment of this radical petition, telling us, T saw the holy city, the new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Rev: 21:2). Just as
God once inhabited Zion, God now wil inhabit the new Jerusalem.

‘Modern interpreters sometimes complain that John of Patmos was escapist, seeming to advocate withdrawal from
society (see 18:4) in hopes that a new world would come into being by divine intervention. When assessing John's
understanding of mission, we do well to remember that he likely was the target of persecution, confined to Patmos
against his will. Direct action to transform the Roman world was simply not an aption for him, and he expected that
the same would soon be true for his readers. Even Christians from the seven churches who remained free were not
living in a participatory democracy, in which it is possible to lobby legislators or otherwise influence the political
process.
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Fig. 15 Isite conditions allowed. the Romans would ly out a new city in a square or rectangle, The main street running north-south
s the cardo, and the east-west counterpart as the decumants. These two main siseets passed through the city walls at triple-door
teways on the north, south, east and west_AL the center of the cty ws the forun with temples and government buildings. A source
‘of wate supplied baths, and there was a theater and amphitheater for lrge groups to tak part in ceremonies or enterlainment. The new
jerusalem has parallels Lo allthse features but i a cube. I has 2 footprint large enough to encompass all th teitory from [erusalem to
Rome and is approximatel equal insize to thetotal land mass o the Roman Empire (see map on p. 212

If the new Jerusalem i entirely in the future—even in Johns future—then perhaps he was escapist. But if we
understand the arrival of the new Jerusalem to have started already in Johnis day, and to continue in our own, then
the holy city is a symbol of God restoring the world in the present. Someday, when Christ returns, the restoration
will be complete.

‘The neiw Jerusalem, as an image for the kingdom of God, should inspire tangible acts of discipleship for followers
of the Lamb. Although the kingdom of God is more than the church, the church is a primary means by which God

‘has chosen to embody the good news. The global church, encompassing all who truly know and follow Jesus, is the
Christian’s most important place of belonging. 12 The new Jerusalem image in Revelation suggests the following for
the churchis theology of salvation and mission:

1. Salvation s corporate, not justindividual; a cityis the vehicle of redemption. Although it matters what individuals
believe and do, saved individuals are brought into a worshiping, healing conmunity when they give allegiance
to Jesus

2. The scope of salvation is enormous: the new Jerusalem is twelve thousand stadia (one thousand five hundred
‘miles) in length, width, and height (21:16). The city has a footprint approximately equal in size to the entire land
‘mass of the Roman Empire (see p. 212)! The cube shape of the city harks back to the same configuration of the
holy of holies in the temple of Solomon (1 Kings 6:20). But whereas one room in Solomon temple offered
access to God for a privileged few, the divine presence now is accessible to all who seek God throughout the
world.

3. The old and the new covenants are both integral to the structure of the redeemed community. The wall of the city
has twelve foundations, each bearing the name of one of the twelve apostles (Rev. 21:14). Gates of the ity feature
the names of the tiwelve tribes of Israel (21:12). This blend of symbols from both Testaments suggests that
Christians cannot abandon their ties to Judaism. The canon—the collection of authoritative Scripture—includes
both the Old and the New Testaments.

4. People of the Lamb enjoy astonishing wealth in an egalitarian society. Suetonius reports that Augustus so beautified
the city of Rome that he could “justly boast that he had found it built of brick and left it in marble” 13 Now, in
Johris vision, the new Jerusalem is pure gold, built on a foundation of precious stones, with gates made of pearls
(21:18-21)! In contrast to the elitist Roman economy, wealth here is shared by all. The new Jerusalem has no
hoarding, no exclusive neighborhoods, and no poverty.

5. Al followers of the Lamb have fellowship with God, without intermediary. All followers of the Lamb are priests
(1:6; 5:10). The city has no temple, for God and the Lamb are themselves the temple (21:22). Christians need
not await the rebuilding of the physical temple at historic Jerusalem because God can be worshiped any place
on earth,

6. Improbable people are part of the redeemed community. “The nations will walk by its light, and the kings of the
earth will bring their glory into it” (21:24). Kings of the earth! They were the ones so recently fornicating with
the beast (17:2), and now they are coming into the presence of the Lamb! The prophet Isaiah once had a vision
of foreign kings coming into Jerusalem, evidently as prisoners of war (Isa. 60:11-12). John foresees a time when
Kings of the earth apparently will choose to enter the new Jerusalem.
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Fig. 116, From these ruins at Hierapolis near Laodicea we get an dea of what lohn meant by three gateson each sde o the ity. Emperor
Domitian built this tripl gatein AD 83

7. There is free access to the new Jerusalem. The city has three gates on the east, three on the north, three on the
south, and three on the west. Its gates will never be shut by day, and there will be no night there (Rev. 21:13, 25;
fig, 11.6). This community is more concerned with having God and the Lambat the center than with gatekeeping,

8. Healing of the nations is the nission of the holy city. John sees the river of the water of lfe flowing from the
throne of God and the Lamb,. The river issuing from Jerusalem is an ancient symbol from the Garden of Eden
(Gen. 2:10) and from visions of the Hebrew prophets (Ezek. 47:1-12; Zech. 14:8). The water nurtures the tree
oflife, and “the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations” (Rev. 22:1-2),

9. Those who wilfully reject God and the Lanib remain outside the new Jerusalem. These include “the cowardly, the
faithless, the polluted;” as well as murderers, fornicators, sorcerers, idolaters, and liars (21:8). No one “who loves
and practices falsehood” (22:15) will enter. This last category provides a critical clue for understanding why
some are excluded: there are people who love something else more than obedience to God, so they do not want
toenter.

10. Worship is the central activity of the new Jerusalem. The throne of God and the Lamb are in it, “and his servants
will worship him; they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads” (22:3-4). The beast is gone,
along with the mark it put on the forehead of its followers

A Divine Christ Gives Meaning to History

From start to finish in Revelation, Jesus is the key to understanding both God and history. “I am the Alpha and the
Omega;” Jesus says, “the first and the last, the beginning and the end” (22:13). Revelation reflects a high Christology,
‘making lofty claims about the divinity of Jesus. At the beginning of Revelation, John sees Jesus: “His head and his
hair were ywhite as white wool, white s snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, his feet were like burnished bronze,
refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of many waters” (1:14-15). This imagery parallels Old
Testament descriptions of God (Ezek. 1:26-27; Dan. 7:9).

Now, at the close of his vision, John refers to the throne (singular) of God and the Lamb (Rev. 22:1, 3). Although
the church had not yet articulated a doctrine of the Trinity when Revelation appeared, John uses imagery in which
‘God and Jesus seem to coalesce into one entity. After Christ addresses each of the seven churches in chapters 2 and
3, he enjoins each to “listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches” (as in 2:7). In this case Christ seems to
coalesce into one entity with the Spirit. An incipient doctrine of the Trinity s evident in Revelation.

Worship Is a Staging Area for Spiritual Resistance

‘With sin and death still present, the new Jerusalem was not yet a full reality in John's day. Nor does any part of the
church today embody all of the holy city. But in this time between the times, worship becomes the central means by
which God orients individuals and congregations toward Gods future. Among the seven churches of Revelation,
worship is more than just a setting in which Revelation will be heard. Worship, says Jean-Pierre Ruiz, is “the staging
area from which and on the basis of which John mounted a minority counter-attack against the powerfully convincing
claims” of the Roman Empire. 14 A titanic spiritual struggle is underway to win the hearts and minds of peoples and
nations

A faith community in the midst of this epic contest needs worship with robust ituals, and we find marks of such
worship at the end of Revelation. John hears this benediction:

Blesed are those who wash thei robes,
5o that they will have the righ fo the tree of lfe
and may enter the ity by the gates. (22:14)

‘Washing robes in the blood of the Lamb may be an allusion to baptism (see 7:14). The blood of Jesus, as a parallel
10 OId Testament sacrifce, takes away sin (see 1 John 1:7). Paul says those receiving baptism in the name of Jesus are
“baptized into his death” (Rom. 6:3), which for many early believers meant martyrdom.

‘Through worship that embodies a lively eschatology—an understanding of where God is taking history—the
church finds power to live faithfully in the present. Christian eschatology is more about the end (purpose) of history
than about the terminus (finishing point) of history. Because Christians believe God intends to restore creation
through Christ, we pray daily for his coming in our lives and in our world.
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After a lengthy discussion of Christian conduct in 1 Corinthians, Paul concludes his letter with the Aramaic words
Marana tha (“Our Lord, come!” 1 Cor. 16:22). John ends Revelation similarly:

“The Spiritand the bride say,“Come”

And et everyone who hears sa. “Come’

And et everyone who s thrsty come.

Let anyone who wishes ake the water o life 252 if. (Rev. 22:17)

Jesus, “the bright morning star” (2:28; 22:16), is the sure sign of a new day dawning. The planet Venus, brightest
object in the heavens after the sun and moon, is the morning star. It orbits so close to the sun that it is only visible in
the sky shortly before or after sunrise and sunset. Anyone awaiting dawn knows the hour is close when Venus rises
in the east. The appearance of Jesus—both in his earthly ministry and in the vision of John—is a signal that the time
when God will restore all things is near.

Revelation begins and ends with an invitation to eating (3:20) and drinking (22:17). These invitations may be
related to the Lord's Supper, the central act of worship in the Christian community. The apostle Paul understands
‘communion in eschatological terms: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lords
death until he comes” (1 Cor. 11:26). The last words of Revelation reflect the same hope and offer a closing benediction:

“The ane whtestifies o these things say,
“Surly 1am coming soon”
Amen. Come Lord esus!
“The grace of the Lord Jesus be withal the sants. Amen. (Rev: 22:20-21)

For Reflection

1. Are you satisfied to et the specifics of Christs return remain a mystery? What are the dangers of becoming too
certain about when and how the parousia will take place? Why might it matter if we pay too little attention to
Christ's return?

2. What would the new Jerusalem look like if it were coming to the place where you live? Do you see signs of its
presence? What does an emerging nety Jerusalem mean for relationships between nations or ethnic groups?

3. Have you experienced worship transporting you forward to something for which you long? What role did
Scripture, song, or body posture have in that experience?

-
</ LIVING THE VISION
The New Jerusalem in Nebraska

‘For more than thirty years, Nadine and Al Peters have been bringing something of heaven to a place of brokenness in Nebraska.
Once a weck, these gentle.spirted farmers drive fiten miles o visit prisoners a the Nebraska Correctional Center for
Women. “We ar justtrying o do what Jesus would have done? they sy “He reached aut {0 the downtrodden. He did not
come forthose who have it together”

Nadineand Al ispense business cards describingthir spcialty: “Buiding relationships—horizontal &cvertical” and “Peace
work” They et called to become involved in prison minisry in 1974 when they led 2 young adult Bibl study group tha was
captivated by Jmes 217 “Faih by e it has no works, s dead”

“Once you are in prison the Petes say,“you lteally have been stripped, deloused, and humlted. By the time we e to
sce the prisoners, thy are in ot of ain Many have had shalterng lfe experiences. One prisoner confided tht her fther
had raped her for sixteen years. “Now at st can alk about it she sid. Orer the years Al and Nadine havebeen i pastoral
relaionship with more than a thousand prisoners.

“We are allowed to hug the women? Nadine says. “and for some thats the only physical contact they have all weck”
‘Community emerges among prisoners who commit thei lives o Christ. “You are my family’ a woman exclaimed 1 a group
of Christian inmates when she came to fath. Al and Nadine make phone contact with ormer prisoners and sometimes drive
hundreds of mile o vista woman aferher elase 15
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Long-Term Hope

“The ane whotestifies o these things say,
“Surely I am coming soon”
Amen. Come, Lord Jesus! (Rev. 22:20)

‘We began this book with aletter from Trevor, for whom  worship experience soon after September 11,2001, marked
a change in his ethics and worldview. The patriotic and military symbol of the American flag, incorporated into
Christian worship, became the focal point of his allegiance to empire. “If my identity as an American makes me a
target.” he wrote, °T have an obligation to defend myself, my family, and my neighbors” Deciding factors in his shift
of loyalty were pride in nation and desire for security, which eclipsed a lifelong commitment to the way of the Lamb.

In both the Roman world and the modern era, symbols and rituals have been means of promoting political,
national, and class loyalties. Incorporated into ceremony or worship, symbols and rituals reinforce belief systems and
shape values. Revelation unmasks the manipulation of ritual and worship by malevolent forces, and it shows the life-
giving power of worshiping God and the Lamb.

Hammers and Crocuses Focus Anger and Hope

Soon after September 11, 2001, the seminary where I worked chose to grieve the loss of so many human lives by
‘pounding thousands of wooden stakes into the lawn of our campus. The stakes—one for each victim—formed a one-
‘hundred-twenty-foot cross next to the seminary chapel (fig. 12.1). Students, faculty, and visitors gathered to lament
and pray, then silently picked up hammers and went to work. While pounding out our grief and fear onto the cross,
we temembered the words of Jesus at Golgotha: “Father, forgive” (Luke 23:34). The sound of our hammers reminded
usof the brutality of our Lord death and the cost of loving the enemy.

5 i
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12,1 Students and faculy at Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary in Indiana form a cross on the lnwn with wooden stakes
sepresenting victims of the 2001 terrorstattacks. (. Tyler Klassen/The Elkhart Truth]

Aswinter approached in 2001, students and faculty pulled up the thousands of wooden stakes and slipped a crocus
bulb into each wound in the ground. Every spring for several years, a colossal cross appeared on the lawn as the
crocuses sprang up and bloomed. The seminary community gathered on the lawn to celebrate Jesus' victory of life
over death. The stakes and crocuses did not change the world or stop the war, but the symbolic action changed us.
We affirmed our conviction that someday “death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no
‘more” (Rev. 21:4), and wars will cease. Hope enables us to take risks for healing and reconciliation in a broken world.

Itis difficult to argue that, in the short run, following the Lamb in circumstances of violence will “work” Jesus
died on a Roman cross. Peter, Paul, and countless other followers of Jesus suffered violent deaths. There were millions
of Christian martyrs in the twentieth century alone. Jesus was blunt about the cost of being a disciple: “If any want
to be my followers,let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me” (Mark 8:34).

Discipleship Requires a Theology of the Future

Living out the sway of the Lamb makes lttle sense without a God-centered eschatology or theology of the future.
Important as it is to work for an end to violence and injustice, humans are not going to gradually improve until we.
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ourselves usher in a golden age. A restored humanity and a new creation will come by divine initiative, when God at
Iast chooses to “reconcile to himselfall things” in Christ (Col. 1:20),

In the meantime, we worship daily with the prayer of Jesus, “Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as
itis in heaven” (Matt. 6:9). That is the most radical of prayers because it call for the justice and healing of heaven to
become reality on earth. By praying these words, we signal our citizenship in the new Jerusalem.

‘The author of Hebrews understands the importance of worship as the way to endure suffering and claim citizenship
in the heavenly city:

Jesus also suffered outside the ciy gate in order to sancify the people by his own blaod. Let us then go to him outside the
‘camp and bear the abuse he endured. For here we have no lsting city,but e a looking for th ciy that is o come. Through
him, then let s continually ofer  scrific of raise to God, that s he frui oflips tha confess his name. (Heb, 13:12-15)
‘The book of Hebrews,like Revelation, points to a city—presumably with economic, political, and social dimensions
—that God is about to bring into being. Hope is the hallmark of those who live into this future, and worship is their
defining agenda.

Sometimes Worship Is Play

Revelation conveys an earnest message about suffering and faithfulness, but ts imagery sometimes seems playful.
‘This especially is true when John describes worship. Around the throne of God are fantastic creatures with heads like
alion, an ox, an eagle, and a human (4:6-7). These are not lovable beasties from Maurice Sendak's Where the Wild
Things Are, but they tease the imagination. Jesus, the one we worship, is a Lamb! Rome, whom we must not worship,
is an outlandish strectwalker. Evil is lampooned as a trio of beasts. Saints in heaven participate in massive victory
celebrations—wearing party clothes (white robes), or waving branches (fig. 12.2),or falling to the ground, or casting
crowns before the throne.

Fig. 12.2. This coin from about 15 BC portsays Emperor Augustus seated n a platform before worshipers waving branches. (Photo

‘courtesy of Harlan | Berk, 1id

Scientific study of play is still in a fledgling state, but it may be able to shed light on the nature and function of
worship. Psychiatrist Stuart Brown, founder of the National Insttute for Play, says that play

reducesthe social distance between individuals and asist n the development of more inricat intimate bonds. ... Play and

games scem necessary for the developmentof community,which requires mutual trust cooperation and common goal seting

“They are necessary o develop a sense of future optimism and perseverance. Handicappin, the play induced beavior where

thestrong voluntarly withholds domination n a situation of uncgual power, is learned i the crucibles of soltary and socal

play by al social ceatures. ... For humans, lay isalo surprisngiy active in the shaping of one’sown inner private narratives

{actualsense of sef), an thus i direcly related to mental health an clasticiy. It s lso the means by which we shape a model

world 1

Brownis description of play has parallels to worship in Revelation. Worship in John's vision reduces social distance

as the seer finds himself i the very presence of God, as he joins a mighty chorus of great and small united in praise.
‘Worship builds community as John shows Christians that they are part of a cross-section of the universe that honors
God. Optimism emerges as worshipers see the victory of the Lamb and are motivated to persevere. There is voluntary
handicapping, as the Lion of Judah chooses to operate as a Lamb. Imaginative worship shapes the private inner
‘narratives of believers, and they come to see themselves as having “washed their robes and made them white in the
blood of the Lamb” (7:14). Believers in Asia Minor have their eyes opened to a model society in the form of the new
Jerusalem, a vision of reconciled mortals living communally in the presence of God.

‘Worship Turns Chaos to Order

‘Walter Brueggemann speaks of Christians organizing our lives around “counterimagined worlds"2 that stand over
against empire and evil. The world around us may be full of violence and greed. But in the act of worship, we imagine
the world as God created it and as God will recreate it. By the power of the Spirit, we receive an actual foretaste of
the new creation. Gods design for the future begins to take tangible form, at least in part, through healing and hope
in the restored community called the church. Because followers of Jesus counterimagine a world different from what
we see, we lve differently.

Worship in Revelation has roots in Jewish tradition, especially in the Torah, the first five books of the OId
Testament. Samuel Balentine underscores that worship in the Torah functions to bring order out of chaos. Just as
Revelation emerged while the Roman Empire dominated the world, the Torah began to take final shape when the
Jewish people were under the yoke of the Persian Empire (539-333 BC)

‘Asthe era of Persian dominance began, the Jews—defeated and disoriented— were allowed to return from Babylon
to Jerusalem. The restoration was bittersweet since the throne of David was gone, and the temple of Solomon lay in
ruins. Once free and self-confident, Jews now were subject people in a pagan empire. The Persians used every means
at their disposal to bring order to the realms they dominated. But from a Jewish religious and political perspective,
the world was in chaos.
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‘The Torah, Balentine writes, provided raw material for worship in a chaotic world. Through an assortment of
narratives, songs, and liturgical texts, Jewish worship (or cult, as Balentine prefers to call it) “was the occasion for
returning symbolically to primordial time, to the primal assertions of Genesis 1: God created the world, brought
order to disorder, established a divine purpose for the cosmos that i secure and sustainable, and created humankind
in the divine image with the responsibility and the capacity to fulfill God's creational design for the cosmos”3.

Jews worshiped with stories and symbols that pointed toa reality larger than the Persian Empire. Worship reminded
them that God still had the power to end darkness and to bring order to the bleakest circumstances. By liturgically
affirming this hope, God's people strengthened their conviction that the Persian Empire was not the culmination of
history.

John Howard Yoder points to a similar function of worship in the book of Revelation. To sing, “The Lamb is
worthy to receive power.” as did the early Christian communities in their hymnody, “is not mere poetry. It is
performative proclamation. It redefines the cosmos in a way prerequisite to the moral independence that it takes to
speak truth to power and to persevere in living against the stream when no reward is in sight”4

Revelation Illuminates the Landscape of Worship

Revelation is the longest continuous worship text in the Bible. The vision illuminates the landscape of both emperor
worship and Christian worship, teaching us the following:

1. True worship of God transcends time, culture, language, and nation. When we worship God and the Lamb, we
join a vast multitude of saints from all peoples and all eras of history (Rev. 7:9-17). Seeing ourselves as part of
this multitude makes us lesslikely to be co-opted by idolatrous allegiance to tribe or nation. We are less likely
to letissues and perspectives of our own generation eclipse the shared wisdom of saints through the ages. We
will respect and learn from the theological reflection, spiritual disciplines, creeds, and ethical convictions of
believers around the world and across the centuries. We will not abandon parts of sacred Scripture that happen
to grate against our political or cultural preferences

2. Jesus is central to Christian worship. Revelations steady focus on the Lamb reminds us of the centrality of Jesus
for worship and discipleship. By opening the heavens, the incarnate Christ makes possible a new creation and a
new humanity.Jesus is the new Adam (I Cor. 15:45), the bright morning star (Rev. 22:16) that heralds the dawn
of a new era. Revelation's high Christology, symbolized by the coalescing of God and the Lamb, signals that
Jesus is more than just a good role model.Jesus is God-with-us, Emmanuel, When we worship Jesus, we worship
God (see John 20:28). Worshiping Jesus shapes our loyalty to the kingdom of God just as emperor worship
consolidated allegiance to Rome. Emperor worship frequently happened over meals in the guild halls and
political associations of the Roman world. In Christian worship, especially in the eucharistic meal, we open the
door to the risen Christ so he will enter and dine with us (Rev. 3:20).

3. Christian worship is steeped in Scripture. There are some four hundred allusions to the Old Testament in John's
vision, evidence that he knew the Bible well. Believers need to replenish our spiritual wells with words and
images from the Psalms, the Prophets, the teachings of Jesus, and all of Scripture. The Bible gives us prayer
vocabulary. It offers models for structuring worship and living holy lives that honor God and the Lamb.

4. Other gods use symbols, icons, and indexes o attract our worship. What is the meaning of symbols such as
patrioticlapel pins or commercial brand names? Do we crave status symbols sich as fine cars, club memberships,
oracademic degrees? What s the appropriate Christian attitude toward icons of nationalism, such as war heroes
or political party candidates? How should we view men and women who become icons of fashion, business,
sports, or cinema? When we are exposed daily to a tsunami of advertising messages, how do we avoid the index
of craving things we do not need and most of the world cannot afford?

‘Young people in the Western world, who see tens of thousands of television or Internet commercials a year,
are particular targets of consumer seduction. Nathan Dungan, a financial services professional, speaks of youth
being targeted by a “three-headed monster—a high-powered triumvirate of consumer-products companies,
‘media conglomerates, and advertising agencies.’s Dungan describes the sophisticated marketing and enormous
amounts of advertising that induce young people to buy clothing, soft drinks, cell phones, or health and beauty
products—many of which become status symbols in youth culture. The monster systematically uses television,
Internet, text messaging, and social networks to influence the values of youth, millions of whom bow in
submission through the index of making a purchase. Dungan does not connect his imagery to Revelation, but
his beast language has parallels to Johs vision and may help us see the importance of following the Lamb in all
areas of life

5. The patronage system of Babylon will try to enlist us. Today we generally do not speak of patrons and clients with
the meanings those words had in Johns era. But institutions, businesses, and professional organizations still
operate today as pyramids of power. John’ vision should make us circumspect about what we must do to be
employed or to advance in the corporate or professional culture. Must we sell our souls to achieve success,
violating the values and teaching of the Lamb? Revelation might inspire us to ask whether companies for which
we work, or in which we invest our money; behave ethically. Do they care for creation, treat workers at home or
around the world with dignity, and deliver goods or services that benefit humanity?

6. We can name and confront the powers during Christian worship. Not all human ills, personal or social, can be
reduced to psychological or scientific explanations. Evil has an agent behind it, a predatory spirit of greed and
death. Symbols in Revelation—such as the beast, the harlot, or Babylon—can help Western Christians recover
an awareness of structural evil and the malevolent source of sin. We must take care, however, not to employ
such symbols in self-serving ways simply to beat up on national or tribal foes. There is a tragic history of
Christians using beast language, for example, to stoke nationalism in war or to discredit believers of other
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denominations or world religions. Let us look first for beastly forces within our own power structures; let us
consider the possibility that we in the industrialized West might be living in Babylon.

During the American war in Vietnam, several Christians broke into military draft board offices and destroyed
filesat Catonsville, Maryland. William Stringfellow said this was a “sacramental protest against the Vietnam war
—a liturgy of exorcism” that “exposed the death idolatry of a nation that napalmed children”s Revelation
‘provides worship language and symbols for believers to take up such resistance to the powers
Christian worship has allegiance-shaping power. Hymns, creeds, communion, baptism, weddings, funerals, and
other rituals and symbols have the capacity to efine and shape loyalty. Architecture, dance, procession, body
‘posture, and other ways of using space or movement can penetrate deep into our soulsand change us. Revelation
majors in such aspects of worship, and we should pay attention to these in our homes and churches. We might
want to draw on biblical symbolism to create worship spaces in our homes and in our daily schedules.

‘When my daughter was a child, I often walked her six blocks across north London to school. On the first day
Taccompanied her, we had just moved to England, and she was afraid to meet classmates in a new culture. She
asked me to pray for her as we walked through a long narrow alley. That spot forever became prayer alley, where
we remembered to pray aloud each day as we walked together to school. T have sought prayer alleys in my life
ever since, because a thythm of prayer woven into the daily routine islife-giving. More recently I have benefited
from the discipline of practicing the daily office, using a book of Scripture, song, and prayer structured for
personal or corporate worshiy
Worship requires a contemporary idiom. Rituals of allegiance and worship in John's vision would have felt
contemporary to his first readers, since they reflected commonly recognized political and religious realities of
the ancient world. Symbols such as thrones, crowns, and white clothes must have made sense immediately to
members of the seven churches. The same is true for the indexes of bowing, singing praises, and burning incense.
In a similar way, our forms of worship need to be in an idiom that connects with the lived experience of today's
believers. We can make judicious use of contemporary technology, music, and art, To stay grounded in the
historical foundations of Christian faith, we also will need to use symbols, icons, and indexes from the Bible
and Christian tradition. Some expressions—such as footwashing, or the sign of the cross, or the word “amen”—
might require interpretation.

Deeds are a vital aspect of worship. Ethics and manner of life, not just belief, matter in the eyes of God. Deeds
are evidence of faith, a necessary manifestation of the allegiance we express in prayer, song, and creed. The
messages to the seven churches in Revelation 2 and 3 end with practical instruction about behavior, upon which
salvation depends. Christ says, “Repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove

your lampstand from its place” (Rev. 2:5). It is Christ, not fellow Christians, who finally removes unfaithful
congregations. When mortals stand before God on the day of reckoning, they receive judgment “according to
their works, s recorded in the books” (20:12)

“The world watched in 2006 when an Amish community in Pennsylvania reached out to love and forgive the
family of a man who shot and killed five of their schoolchildren before turning a gun on himself. Despite deep
anguish, the Amish impulse to forgive was spontaneous and universal in their faith community. When asked
about the origins of this shared response, the Amish consistently pointed to the Lord’ Prayer, with its petition
that God forgive our sins as we forgive others. “The Lords Prayer is said in every church service;” an Amish
‘minister reported. “We dorit have a church service, a wedding, a funeral, or an ordination without the Lord's
Prayer” Amish toddlers learn the Lord's Prayer, and schoolchildren recite it every morning 8 The Lord Prayer
is at the heart of Amish worship, shaping allegiance to Jesus and inspiring reflexive behavior patterned on his
words and actions.

Worship Empowers the Marginalized

Because many Christians in North America live at relative ease in the heart of empire, it may be difficult for us to
identify with the countercultural nature of worship in Revelation. We are tempted to the diversion of using Revelation
asahoroscope for predicting the future rather than as a handbook for radical Christian living in the present. Believers
in the two-thirds world who deal daily with poverty or violence, however, may help us grasp the function of worship
among suffering people.

Sociologist David Martin reports that evangelicalism in Latin America, especially the fast-growing Pentecostal
variety,is deeply grounded in worship. Evangelicalism flourishes among economically and politically marginalized
people, among self-governing worshiping communities in slums and impoverished villages. In these places there are
islands of Christian hope in which believers

are able o devise their own social world for themselves. And asthese worlds expand numerically they gain a sense of atent
powes, which abov al becomes manifest a they come together n vast pubic gatherings [for worshipl The growing network
of chapels represents a walkou from socity as presently constituted. The evangelical beliver is one who has symbalically
repudiated what previously held him in place, vrtically and horizontally3

Martin does not call these communities the new Jerusalem. But in language reminiscent of Revelation, he says
that their “adoption of a new life means drinking pure and ‘living water”™ Worshipers have their identities set free
from a hierarchy of military and economic patronage that reaches to the top of society, and often to an empire
beyond. The result of worship in these communities i tangible social and economic change in the lives of participants
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Destructive machismo diminishes, and people whom Jesus delivers from substance abuse lead stable lives that allow
for greater financial security. The church offers opportunity to develop leadership skills that open vocational doors
elsewhere.10

Martin's analysis of Pentecostalism in Latin America illustrates that healthy worship is not escapism. In the act of
worshiping God, believers receive a new identity not defined by the hierarchies of Babylon. In their walkout from
society as presently constituted, followers of the Lamb experience an alternative society in which they find meaning
and hope.

With Long-Term Hope, Christians Live Differently

Encounter with the living God changes individuals, communities, and eventually the world. It is the eventually part
of change that tempts us to abandon the way of the Lamb and take ethical shortcuts. We know that Jesus called his
followers to put away the sword, to lay up treasure in heaven, and to love the enemy. But when terrorists strike, or
when we fear for our security; the dominant culture socializes us to be “realistic” We want short-term, surefire ways
toalleviate fear and insecurity.

But Christian eschatology takes a long-term view of change. To be sure, many early Christians anticipated that the
end of earthly empire was imminent, *T am coming soon;"Jesus tells John (Rev. 22:12, 20). And Jesus reminds his
followers, “You must also be ready; for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour” (Matt. 24:44).

For two thousand years Christians have waited in divine suspense, looking for the final revelation of Jesus even as
we move on with our lives. While some believers get caught up in speculations about the temporal proximity of
Christ’ appearance, it is more important to live in spiritual proximity to our Lord. That happens in worship, when
the presence of Jesus truly is near and soon.

Hope Energizes Mission

‘When esus appears to his disciples soon after the resurrection, their minds immediately turn to political forecasting
“Lord, is this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” they ask (Acts 1:6). Jesus steers them away from
such speculation: It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has st by his own authority. But you
will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea
and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:7-8). In other words, forget about predicting the future and get on
with the task of mission!

‘We must read Revelation in the spirit in which John wrote it, learning how worship of God can shape allegiance
to Jesus and empower us to invite others to the new Jerusalem that is our true home.

Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!

For Reflection

1. Have you witnessed or experienced cases when worship seemed to reorder a chaotic world for an individual or
community? What exactly did worship o to transform the situation? Do you ever find worship playful?

2. Now that you have traversed the whole of Revelation, how has your view of the book changed? In what ways
has this experience affected your view of symbols,rituals, and other signs in church and society?

3. What questions or unresolved issues about Revelation remain for you?

N
v LIVING THE VISION
Seeds of the Kingdom in Rural Japan

Aki and Ray Epp manage a twelve-acre farm called Menno Village near AKis birthplace on the Japanese island of Hokkaido.
“Tnere they model sustainable agricultural practices, build Christian community, and ask questions about modern farming
techniques. International seed companies, Ray says, threaten the global environment by ageressivly promoting a few
genetically engineered varietes o sced. This practice reduces the gen pool and makes ageiculture too vulnerable to disease.

‘Members of seventy-five local apanese households help on the Epp farm, sharing in the bounty and risk. Ray observes that
the average food item in the United States travls one thousand three hundred miles 10 the consumer, wasting energy and
polluting the environment. As  result, consumers lose touch with the natural world, and rural communities are destroyed as
agribusiness displacestraditional farms.

“The Epps pracice traditional Japanese polyculture farming, with up to ten different crops in one fild. “lapanese young
people are beginning to awaken to the economic and ecological maladics of the madern world;” Ray says. “Menno Village
provides a way for Japanese people to discover their raditional community lfe and agriculure. We work with government
offcals and nongovernment organizations o give shape to agicultural policy and local faod systems. Menno Village produces.
ice, potatoes, wheat, soybeans, and thirty varieties o vegetables. Instead of buying chemical fertilizer, Epps produce their
own fertilize from tofu production waste, rice husk charcoal and chicken manure.

A thythm of worship *reminds us that God made the world right, and we need t fif tat into action? states Ray: “We will
ot save the world ourselves, but our actions bear witness 10 what God has done and vill do: unite al things—including
principalites and povers—in Christ”LL

1. Stuart Brown, in the Public Broadcasting Service series “The Promise of Play” This quote i from the “Touch the Future” website,
hiip:/tfuture.org/aut hors/stuart_brown (accessed July 16, 2009). See Stuart Brown and Christopher Vaughan, Play: How I Shapes the

‘Brain, Opens the Iagination, and Invigorates the Soul (New York: Avery, 2009)

2 Walter Brueggemann, Texts under Negotiaton: The Bible and Postmodern Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortess, 1993), 12-15.
3. Samuel B Balentine, The Torahs Vision of Worship (Minneapolis Fortress, 1999), 13-14.
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Letters to Seven Churches

Read Revelation 2:1-3:22

And tothe angel o the church in Pergamum write: Thse are the words of him who has the sharp two-edged sword: I know
‘where you ae living, where Satan's throne i. Yet you ar holding fast to my name, and you did not deny your fith in me even
in the days of Anipas my witness, my faithful one, who was killed among you, where Satan lves. But I have a few things
against you: you have some there who hld to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the
‘people of Isracl, 5o that they would at food sacrificed to idols and practice fornication. S0 you also have some who hold to
the teaching ofthe Nicolaitans. Repent then. I not, L will come to you soon and make war against them with the sword of my
mouth. Let anyone who has an car listen to what the Spirt is saying t the churches. To everyone who conquers 1 will give
some of the hidden manna, and I will give a whit stone, and on the white stone is writen a new name that no one knows
except the one who receivesit” (2:12-17)

After exploring how John deals with large themes of empire and allegiance, we now have a broad context for
understanding local issues facing the seven churches to which Christ speaks in Revelation 2 and 3. There is a specific
message tailored for each congregation, but apparently all churches receive the entire set.

Each letter begins with the phrase “To the angel of the church in [city] write .. " The word angel means messenger
or envoy, and in Revelation only supernatural beings carry the title. Perhaps the one being addressed at the beginning
of each letter i the guardian angel for the congregation in question. Just as the archangel Michal is guardian for the
Jewish nation (Dan. 12:1),  divine deputy attends to each of these clusters of believers.

‘The vision leaves no doubt that it is Jesus who is speaking to the seven churches. John has just seen a vision of
Christ standing among seven lamp-stands, symbols of the seven churches (Rev. 1:12-20). Nowa different fragment
of that vision appears at the beginning of each of the seven letters. The letter to Ephesus, for example, begins by
saying, “These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand” (2:1). This statement lits a detail
from the earlier vision of Christ (1:16).

Christ Knows the Struggle of Every Church

‘The seven letters show that the exalted Christ is attentive to the distinct struggles, failures, and strengths of each
congregation. Followers of Jesus at Ephesus have dealt with false prophets (2:2, 6), while those at Smyrna are living
in tension with the Jewish community (29). A believer named Antipas has suffered martyrdom at Pergamum (2:13),
and a woman named Jezebel is misleading the church at Thyatira (2:20). In contrast to the dead church at Sardis
(3:1), Christians at Philadelphia have kept the word of Christ (3:8). Christians at Laodicea may be materially self-
sufficient, but spiritually they are “wretched, ptiable, poor, blind, and naked” (3:17).

Christian churches likely had been in Asia Minor for halfa century when John wrote his vision. Paul spent more
than two years at Ephesus (Acts 19:1-10) but was not the firstto bring the gospel there. As happened in other parts
of theancient world, Christianity emerged from within or in close proximity to long-established Jewish communites
“This pattern set the stage for conflict as messianic and nonmessianic Jews became alienated from each other, and as
Christian faith attracted a growing number of Gentiles. Since Asia Minor ywas precisely the region in which emperor
worship first took root, believers there were quick to encounter political and social problems resulting from their
exclusive worship of God and the Lamb.

In addition to the seven cities with Christian churches featured in Revelation, Paul’ Letters mention congregations
at Colossae and Hierapolis (Col. 1:2; 4:13). From letters to the seven churches of Revelation and from other ancient
sources, we gather the following picture of believers circumstances in Asia Minor, at the end of the first century:

1. Christians in Asia Minor can stay out of trouble if they accommodate to society around them. Most of the time in
the early centuries, Christians were not persecuted. Provincial authorities engaged in occasional spates of
persecution, but most believers suffered more from the stigma of society than from government harassment.
Revelation actually names only one person from seven churches who had been killed, Antipas at Pergamum
(2:13). Issues other than government persecution are primary in most of the letters





image2.png
2. Tension is high between somie Christians and Jews. Twice the leters refer to the synagogue of Satan (2:9; 39). This
caustic phrase may indicate that John believes local Jewish congregations are collaborating with Rome and
therefore are in league with Satan. At Smyrna there is “slander on the part of those who say that they are Jews
and are not” which may be the reason Christ says to the believers, “The devilis about to throw some of you into
prison” (2:9-10). Likewise, at Philadelphia there are “those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews
and are not, but are lying” (3:9). Evidently there are bitter disputes about who are the true Jews: those who
adhere to traditional Mosaic law, or those—including some Gentiles—who accept Jesus as the Messiah. Such
disagreements within the Jewish community over messianic claims about Jesus have already caused trouble in
Rome half a century earlier. Suetonius reports that Emperor Claudius in about AD 49 expelled the Jews from
Rome for “making constant disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus [Christ?]”

3. Some Christians in Asia Minor are involved in trade with Romie. We know from many sources that Asia Minor
was a major trading partner with Rome. At Hierapolis (Col. 413), close to Laodicea, archacologists have
reconstructed the tomb of the late first-century merchant Flavius Zeuxis (fig. 10.1). An inscription above the
door indicates that he made seventy-two sea passages to ltaly. We have no evidence that this entrepreneur was
a Christian, but we know of other international businesspeople who were. According to Acts, the first believer

on the continent of Europe was a merchant named Lydia, “from the city of Thyatira and a dealer in purple
cloth” (Acts 16:14). Paul, Priscilla, and Aquila all moved internationally in commercial circles and had their
own businesses. In the second century a Christian shipper from northern Asia Minor, Marcion, moved to Rome
and arrived in his own vessel.2 John of Patmos, in the middle of a dirge about politicians and merchants who
have “fornicated” with Babylon/Rome, hears a voice cry, “Come out of her, my people, 5o that you o not take
partin her sins” (Rev. 18:4).

4. While some congregations are poor and powerless, ofhers are rich and comfortable. Only two congregations,
‘Smyrna and Philadelphia, receive no rebuke from Christ. Smyrna suffers poverty (2:9), and Philadelphia has
“but little power” (3:8). As we have seen, to compete economically and politically in the first-century world,
businesspeople may have felt they had to participate in emperor worship or other pagan rituals. Presumably,
believers at Smyrna and Philadelphia have refused to compromise in this way and are suffering economically
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and politically as a result. In contrast, the church at Laodicea says, “T am rich, I have prospered, and I need
nothing” Complacency has made Christians at Laodicea spiritually lukewarm—a familiar image in a region
with water that sometimes was piped too far from local hot springs. Christ tells the congregation, “You do not
realize that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked” (3:17).

103 A sculpture of Nike. goddessofvictory: among the ruins of ancient Ephesus, Her left hand holds a victory wreath,

5. False teachers among the churches advocate syncretism and urge belicvers to participate in pagan society. To
Pergamum, Christ says, “You have some there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a
stumbling block before the people of Isracl, so that they would eat food sacrificed to idols and practice
fornication” (2:14). The prophet Balaam once incited Midianite women to lure Israelites into worship of Baal
(Num. 31:16; 25:1-3).

At Thyatira, a prophetess whom Christ labels “Jezebel” is “teaching and beguiling my servants to practice
fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols” (Rev. 2:20). Jezebel of Phoenicia, wife of the wicked King Ahab,
was instrumental in turning Israel to Baal worship (1 Kings 16:31-33). Both Balaam and Jezebel were spiritual
two-timers, who blended pagan worship with worship of Yahweh. References to Balaam and Jezebel in Revelation
are satirical, because no Christian or Jewish teacher would have accepted or assumed the name of these Old
Testament villains. But Christ says those who advocate accommodation to pagan Roman values carry such
identity. The Nicolaitans (Rev. 24, 15), teachers about whom we know almost nothing, may also have sought to

blend Christian faith with other religions. A setting such as that found by archacologists at Sardis (fig. 10.2) may
be the context in which some members of the seven churches advocated compromise with pagan society.

Fig. 10,4 The reverse o this denarius of Nefo from AD 64-65 portrays the goddess Roma holding the image of Victory (Nike) in her
culstreched hand. (Used by permission of Classcal Numismalic Group, Inc., wwi.chgcoins.com,)

6. Widespread persecution is imminent, o at least John believes it is. “Do not fear what you are about to suffer
Christ says to the church at Ephesus. “Be faithful until death, and I il give you the crown of lfe” (2:10). To the
church at Philadelphia, the Lord says, I will keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole world
10 test the inhabitants of the earth” (3:10). Each letter exhorts believers to conquer, which in Revelation means
remaining faithful to Jesus despite persecution or martyrdom. Conquering was a common theme in Roman
propaganda; symbols and icons of Nike, goddess of victory, were common (figs. 10.3-4). Johns belief that
Christians soon would need to overcome widespread persecution may have been a factor that prepared him for
his vision.

Faith and Faithfulness Belong Together

‘The central strategy in Revelation for strengthening the church in Asia Minor is for believers to draw close to Christ
in worship. In Johs vision, Jesus tells believers at Ephesus, “You have abandoned the love you had at first” (2:4). It is
not clear swhether that comment refers to love for Christ or love between members of the church. Demonstrated love,
in any case, is an index of faithfulness. Jesus says, “Listent 1 am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice
and open the door, T will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me” (3:20). That is love-feast terminology,
perhaps language of the Eucharist. Jesus is ready to host a meal among people who relate to one another in love.
Jesus is present among the churches to transform them with the love of God. Six times in the letters he uses the

word repent ("€tan0¢3), 3 Greek term with roots meaning to change onc’s mind. As we have obscrved, Hebrew
linguistic and thought patterns lie behind Revelation's Greek text, and the Hebrew word for repent (shuy) literaly
‘means “turn around” What mortals believe matters, but the accent in Johs vision falls on behavior. Believers at
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Ephesus are told to “do the works you did at first” (2:5). Christ tells the church at Sardis to remember “what you
received and heard; obey it, and repent” (3:3). Later in the visions, as plagues fall upon the earth, John expresses
amazement that sufferers “did not repent of the works of their hands or give up worshiping demons and idols” (9:20;
see 16:11).

Revelation resonates with the rest of the Scriptures by insisting that faith (what we believe) is inseparable from
faithfulness (actions consistent with what we profess).3 The first words Jesus speaks to the church at Thyatira are ‘[
Know your works—your love, faith, service, and patient endurance” (2:19). Since Jesus in John's vision notices
behavior first, perhaps we also should put orthopraxis (‘right practice”) on the same level as orthodoxy (‘right
belier”).

Early Christians Disagree on How to Act in the World

Revelation is spiritually polarized, with a strong tendency to place all persons and entities into categories of light and
darkness, good and evil, truth and lie. In the midst of this polarized universe, God remains sovereign. But great
swaths of the created order have fallen into rebellion; Roman ideology and the structures of empire are so corrupt
that followers of Jesus must abandon all relationship with them.

‘We have few clues about what “Jezebel” promoted at Thyatira, but her doctrine involved “teaching and beguiling
my servants to practice fornication and to eat food sacrificed to idols” (2:20). Since fornication in John's vocabulary
means llcit engagement with pagan society, we can guess that Jezebel was teaching some strategy for Christians to
survive economically or politcally by accommodating to pagan practices.

1t is unlikely that Christians disposed to eat food sacrificed to idols simply were spiritually careless. Rather,
participating in meals that included worship of the gods or the emperor may have been required for membership in
trade guilds or political associations. Abundant archaeological and literary evidence shows that trade guilds were
present in the commercial city of Thyatira and elseshere in cities of the New Testament. The guilds typically held
ceremonial meals where relationships developed that enhanced business.

Instead of being a willful dolater, Jezebel may simply have been a pragmatist. She may have insisted that, in order
to survive economically and socially, followers of Christ had to participate in guilds or other associations where
‘pagan ceremonies were part of doing business. John viewed such pragmatic participation as an index of loyalty to
the beast.

Paul Counsels Cautious Engagement with Pagan Society

Other parts of the New Testament show that believers had diverse opinions about the appropriate way for Christians
to participate in pagan society. I his letters to the church in Corinth, Paul recognizes that some believers there claim
special knowledge that allows them to eat food offered to idols. When discussing of this issue, Paul inserts quotes
from such persons:
45 10 the cating o food offred to idol, we know that “no idol in the world really exists” and that “there is no God but one”
Indeed, even though there may be so-caled gods in heaven or on earth—as in factthere are many gods and many lords—yet
for us there s one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exst, and one Lord, Jesus Christ through
whom a allthings and through whom we exis. (1 Cor. §:4-6)

Paul at first almost seems to say that Christians can interact with pagan society without scruples because they
Know that other gods do not even exist. But he immediately goes on to say that the liberty this insight affords can
becomean obstacle to faith for the weak—probably a reference to Gentile believers who have only recently abandoned
a pagan worldview to accept Christ

Itis not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become 5o accustomed to idols until now, they still
think ofthe food they cat s food ofered to an dol; and their conscience,being weak.is deild. “Food wil nt bring usclose
o God” We are no worse off f we do not cat, and no better of if we do. But take care that tis liberty of yours does not
somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. For if others sec you, who possess knowledse, eating in the temple of an
idol, might they not, since their conscience i weak, be encouraged to the point of ating food sacifced o idol? (1 Cor. 87~
10:see also Rom. 14)

Paul does ot reject all Christian participation in settings of society where there may be indirect connection with
pagan rites. He advocates a “don't ask” policy, for example, when believers have food set before them that possibly
once was part of a pagan offering (1 Cor. 10:27-30). But he is categorical in condemning outright Christian
participation in pagan rituals and ceremonies, teling the Corinthian Christians to “flee from the worship of idols.
Tdo not want you to be partners with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons™ (10:14,
20-21). The Apostle thus gives nuanced guidelines for Christians to cautiously engage the Roman world and even
goes so far as to express qualified support for the Roman government:

Let every person be subject to the governing authorites: forthere is no auhority except rom God, and those authoritesthat
exist have been insttuted by God. Therefore whoever rsists authority resiss what God has appointed, and those who resist
willincur judgment. For rules ate not a trror to good conduct, but o bad. Do you wish to have no fear o the authority?
“Then do what is good, and you willreceive it approval for it is God servant for your good. Bu if you do what is wrong; you
should beafaid, fo the authority does not bear the sword in vain! It i he servant o God to exccute wrath on the wrongdoer.
“Thercfore one must be subject, not ly because of wrath but also because of conscience. For the same reason you also pay
taxes, forthe authorites are God' servants, busy with this vy thing, (Rom. 13:1-6)

Both Paul treatment of the issue of idol worship and his attitude toward the Roman government would have
scemed inadequate to John of Patmos. Revelation i categorical in condemning the Roman Empire and any association
with its pagan rites.
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Paul and John Lived in Different Contexts

‘We can understand the contrast between Paul Letters and Johns vision when we place the two authors chronologically
i first-century politics. Paul conducted much of his ministry before Emperor Nero developed terminal megalomania,
before he turned against the church in AD 64. Paul died before Roman armies destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70.

John, writing in about AD 96, knew that the Roman government was responsible for the deaths of Paul, Peter, and
other believers at Rome. John knew about the horrendous destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, and perhaps was
himself a refugee from that conflagration. The moral outrages of emperors Nero (AD 54-68) and Domitian (AD 81
96) were common knowledge in the Roman world. Such abuses probably played into Johnis bleak view of Rome and
imperial society.

Reading both Pauls Letters and John's Apocalypse in their respective historical settings might help us discover
how to apply these Scriptures today. Do governments swe know today act more like “Gods servant” (Rom. 13:4) or
like the beast “uttering haughty and blasphemous words” (Rev. 13:5)? Is it possible that part of a given government
or society might be doing Gods will, while another part s acting beastly? If so, should followers of Jesus Christ accept
the authority of government in one area of society while rejecting it in another?

In any case, Christians seeking to be faithful today must draw insight from the whole of Scripture. In determining
how to engage government and society, we cannot simply find one proof text from Romans, or from Revelation, or
from any other part of the Bible, and give that excerpt universal application. We need to view issues of Christian
faithfulness from diverse biblical vantage points; together as the people of God, we need to listen for what the Spirit
is saying to the churches today.

A Day of Reckoning Is Coming

Atthe end of each of the seven leters in Revelation 2 and 3, Christ speaks words of invitation and warning that point
to a future day of reckoning: “To everyone who conquers, I will give permission to eat from the tree of life” (2:7); “I
will give authority over the nations” (2:26); or “I will make you a pillr in the temple of my God” (3:12).

In Johns vision, “to conquer” means to consistently resist the threats and allurements of empire and remain loyal
to the Lamb, even in the face of death. Judgment scenes in Revelation 20 show the ultimate vindication of those who
triumph with the Lamb. The chapter begins with an angel binding Satan for a thousand years, a symbolic number
that probably just means a long time. AY last the prime perpetrator of evil no longer is able to deceive the nations
(20:3), and a great reversal takes place: martyrs in heaven who once received death sentences at Roman tribunals
now take thrones and themselves have authority to judge. A qualification for this role is that the saints “had not
worshiped the beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands” (20:4).

‘This passage is heavy with symbolism, and we should not read it literally. Based on a misunderstanding of 1
‘Thessalonians 4:13-18, premillennial interpreters claim that Christ will return to take saints to heaven before his
thousand-year reign. This might be harmless speculation, except that pre-mil-lennialism sometimes includes the
notion that biblical teaching about the kingdom of God, such as that found in the Sermon on the Mount, applies
only to some indeterminate future and not to the present. If that assertion were true, followers of Lamb today would
not need to love enemies or otherwise live out the hard teachings of Jesus. We would not need to work for healing
and hope in a fractured world if we believe God soon will whisk s away from a planet headed for sure destruction.

‘The point of Revelation 20 is simply that evil someday will suffer utter defeat, and followers of the Lamb will
receive honor. For a thousand years Satan will be powerless, locked and sealed in a pit. Then, at the time of Gods
choosing, Satan will briefly be out on parole. He will make one last desperate attempt at global mischief, rallying
armies from many nations to intimidate the people of God (20:9). Then in one definitive stroke of divine justice, fire
will come down from heaven to destroy armies aligned with evil. Into the lake of fire and sulfur will go Satan and the
beast and the false prophet (the second beast)—all symbols of systemic and structural evil

Atlast the moment arrives in Joh' vision for individuals to stand before the throne of God and give account for
their lives. Before a great white throne, all of humanity, living and dead, receive judgment “according to their works,
as recorded in the books” (20:11-15). Behavior, not belief,is the standard for how God views mortals on judgment
day. This portrayal is similar to Jesus' teaching about final judgment hinging on whether an individual has fed the
hungry, welcomed the stranger, and clothed the naked (Matt. 25:31-46).

‘With conduct factoring so large in the final judgment, it is not surprising that messages to the seven churches in
Revelation 2 and 3 put an accent on action. Be faithful, Christ says, by showing with your lives that you follow the
Lamb.

For Reflection

1. Imagine the letter (on the model of Rev. 2:1-3:22) that Christ might write to your congregation. What would
Jesus bless? What challenge might he give you for faithful living?

2. What do you observe about the effect of poverty or wealth on the spiritual vitality of the church? What false
doctrines or false teachers circulate today, and how do they get their message to churches?

3. What is the modern equivalent of eating food offered to idols? In what ways are you more like John of Patmos
or the apostle Paul in your attitude toward Christian involvement in wider society?
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v LIVING THE VISION
Is the Pledge of Allegiance Religious?

Inthe United States,rligion and patriatism often blend. Milons of schoolchidren and countlss adults n civic ettings stand
daily to offer the loyalty index of placing hand over heart and saying: I pleige allegiance to the lag of the United Sttes of
‘America, and to the republic for which i stands,one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all”

A Christian minister wrote the pledg to the lag n 1892, but the words ‘under God” were not added untl 1954, With the
tise of atheistic communism elsewhere in the world, polifiians in the 19505 felt that eference to God would strengthen
American patriotism and maral fibe. In 2004, the United States Supreme Court ssued a ruling that the words “under God”
in the pledge do not violate the constitutional principle of separation of church and state. Supreme Court Chief Justice William
Rehnquist declared that the pledge is in no sense a prayer,nor an endorsement of any relgion. "Reciting the Pledge he said,
“is a patriotic exercise, not  rligious one; participants promise fdelty o our flag and our Nation, not o any particular God,
faith, or church” Justce Sandra Day O'Connor added that the pledge has nothing to do with “individual submission to divine
authority’s

But discipleship to Jesus Christ has everything to do with individual submission to God. John of Patmos, with his global
view of the people of God, would be wary of any ite suggesting that God i particularly favoring one nation. The folowing
lines, writen for twenty-first-century Christins in America, provide an alternatie for followers offesus to say in our worship.
o when others ae pledging allegance 1o flag and country: °1 pledge allegiance to Jesus Christ, and to God’ kingdom for
‘which he died, one Spiri-led people the world over, ndivisible, with love and justce foral’.

1. Suetonius, Claudis 25;in Suetonius, ol 2, trans. and ed. . C. Rolfe, LCL 38 (1913-14; Cambridge, MA: Harvard Universty Press,

1960), 53. This probably s the same episode to which Acts 182 efers.

2. Eusebius, Eclesiasical History 5.13.3; Tertullian, Prescription against Hereics 30.1. This is the Marcion laer reected by the church

for heresy.

3. Both the OId Testament Hebrews word for fath (niena) and the New Testament Greek word for fath (pists) convey notions offith

and faithfulness

4 Chief Justice Rehnquist, concurring in judgment, Supreme Court of the United States, No. 02-1624, On Writ of Certiorari to the

United States Court of Appealsfor the Ninth Circuit, June 14, 2004,
5. A Christian Pledge of Allegiance, © 2003, June Alliman Yoder and | Nelson Kraybill




