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Fig. 5.5, This Roman as coln from AD 7778 portrays [udea as a defeated woman seated in mourning. The Romans ssued such ‘Judea
‘aptive coins for twenty-five years afte the fl of Jerusalen (Photo courtesy of Harlan . Berk, Ltd.

Fig. 59, Detail from the frieze inside the Arch of Titus shovs the menorah and perhaps the table of showbread from the temple at
Jerusalem being carried in triumphal procession along the Via Sacra in Rome,

‘The Power of Resurrection

In this chapter we have contrasted the awesome throne of God with the awful courts of Caligula and Nero; we also
considered the fate of Jews in Palestine who rebelled against their Roman masters. While there is no indication that
Christians joined in the revolt, from time to time they suffered harsh treatment similar to what the Roman government

inflicted upon those it accused of insurrection. Jewish rebels had lethal weapons, and they actually succeeded for a
while in ousting the enemy. Followers of the Lamb, in contrast, resisted the powers of death only with the Word of
God, the power of the Spirit, and love of enemy.

“My kingdom s not from this world;"Jesus told Pontius Pilate. “If my kingdom were from this world, my followers
would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews [collaborating with Rome]” (John 18:36). The trial
of Jesus looked like a mismatch, and Rome drove home the point on Thursday and Friday of that Passover week. No
one observing those events foresay the power of resurrection to reverse the tide of history.

An apparent mismatch of powers occurs today when followers of Jesus say 1o to a popular war, resist destruction
of the environment by powerful corporations, or oppose Internet pornography. Christians who live simply and reject
the consumerism of Western society are likely to be dismissed as cranks. People who champion global rather than
‘national interests may come across as unpatriotic or ungrateful. Some Christians in totalitarian states or in countries
where tension is high between religions face martyrdom for their loyalty to Jesus. The Lamb sometimes takes his
followers to the margins of society, to places of vulnerability; to people who seem to lack power.

‘Worship of God and the Lamb is essential for Christians in such circumstances. Just as worship in the heavenly
court galvanized John for sustained witness in the face of empire, worship of the creator God gives believers spiritual
and emotional resources to resist the powers of death today. By joining the heavenly chorus, we align ourselves with
Gods future and find our strength renewved to follow the Lamb. We give our attention in the next chapter to this
paradoxical Lamb, whose strength is made known in weakness.

For Reflection

1. What message do stamps and coins or other state-sponsored media in your country communicate? What stories
ofvictory does your society retellto shape national identity and pride? Are there national holidays that Christians
should refuse to celebrate or should mark with alternative celebrations?

2.1f you were put on trial for being a believer, what evidence would prosecutors find to prove that you are a
Christian?

3. In what circumstance can or should Christians speak to government, whether in protest or to provide counsel?
In what circumstances can or should Christians take positions of leadership and responsibility in government?
‘When would a Christian in government have to step down from office in order to be faithful to Jesus?
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</ LIVING THE VISION
No Halfway House in Somalia

‘Ahmed Haile of Somalia became a Christian at age seventeen when he read the New Testament during @ hospital sta. The
change of allegiance could not have been greater, Somalia is 99 percent Muslim, and commitment to Jesus Christ meant
alination from family and clan. The Somali government, then offically atheistand aligned with the Soviet Union, had planned
1o send Ahmed to East Germany for auniversity education. But that opportunity was not apen to Christians. “There was no
“halfway house'in Somalia during the years of Marxist rule” Ahmed says. “If you were a Christan, you had to be willing to
die. We were shecp among woltes and had to depend on God.”The church went underground, and Ahmed at age nineteen set
out an foat for Kenya. Eventually he found his way to the United Statesfor college and Seminay.

Civil war raged in Somalia when local warlordstried to unseat the government, and Abmed went back to his homeland to
work for peace. He was recognized for his gifs in mediation and in 1992 served s the only Christian on a team of Muslims
sceking to broker a setlement in the war at Mogadishu. “We were joined by a lov for aur people? he said, “beliving that
‘Something stronger than guns could bring peace” The team conducted negotiations near the front line, but the house where
they met was shelled by opponents of the peace process. Ahmed was grieviously wounded and carried away semiconscious in
a wheelbarron. No hospital and no doctors were availabl. A friend who had no medical training did emergency surgery to
amputate Ahmeds right leg. T am going to dic here’” he thought. Afir the makeshift surgery, Ahmed asked his friend to
etrieve three hundred ffteen dollrs he had hidden i the shoe of his now- missing foot!

‘Warfare stil plagues Somali. “Somali fight each other because each clan thinks theirs is the best” Ahmed says. “Clans
traditionally resolved diffrences in meetings of the clan elders. Now they ry to] sette diferences with an AK-47, and the
cycle of violence grows.” But Ahmeds wife Martha interjects, “Peace begins n the hearts of individuals, and people changed
by Jesus can change the world”

‘Ahmed founded a peace studies progeam at Daystar University in Nairobi, Kenya, where he serves as a professor. Both he
‘and his i give encouragement and leadership to the Somali Chrstian community in Kenya.20

1. For more on standards in the Roman army; see wi.vzoma.org/-bme manus/somanarinchil,

2. Josephus, fewish War 2.172-74 in Josephus, The fewish War,vol. 2, trans. . St. . Thack-eray, LCL 210 (1927-28; Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1967), 391

3. Philo, On the Embassy o Gaius 95-96;in Charles Duke Yonge,trans, The Works of Philo (eabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1993), 765,

4 Suetonius, Gais 22;in Suetonius, vol. 1, trans. and ed. . C. Rolfe, LCL 31 (1913-14; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1998), 437,

5. Phill, Embassy 185-89;in Yonge, Works of il 774. Philo was part of a delegation from Egypt that had an audience with Caligula
in Haly to request protection from harassment for Jews in Alexandria. Caligula scoffed at the delegation. While in taly, Philo and the
delegation received this report of the emperor’s plans to place hs sttue in the temple at erusalem.

6. Josephus, fewish Antiquites 18.271-72; in Tosephus, Jewish Antiquitis,vol. 7, trans. Louis H. Feldman, LCL 456 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1963), 159-61.

7. Dio Cassius, Roman History 63.20.4-3
Harvard University Press, 1981), 16971

S Josephus, War 2.284-92.

9. Ibid. 5.451;in Thackeray Jewish War, 3:341

10, 1bid. 5:378; in Thackeray,fewish War, 3319,

11, 1bid. 5.412; n Thackeray,fewish War, 3331,

12.1bid. 6.420; i Thackeray,fewish War, 3497.

13 1bid. 6.417-19;in Thackeray Jewish War, 3:497
L4, Eusebios, Ecclesiastical History 3.5

15, Notallscholars agree that the community at Qumran was Essene, but the majority opinion holds that it was. The Essene movement
was larger than just Qumran, and some members did not live in monastic community.

16 Josephus, War 219-36

17, War Rule (1QM, 4QM) 19:in The Dead Sea Scrols in English,trans. G. Vermés, 3rd rev. ed. (1962; London: Penguin, 1994), 124,
adapted.

18, Josephus, War 2152-53;in Thackeray, ewish War, 2381

19, Josephus, War 6.317.

20, Ahmed and Martha Haile, nterview by the author, May 22, 2008, Goshen, Indiana.

in Diok Roman History, vol. 8, trans. Earnest Cary, LCL 176 (1914-27; Cambridge, MA:
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The Lamb Is Lord of History

-6:17

“Then one ofthe lderssaid to me, “Do not weep.See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that
e can open the scroll and it sven scals” Then 1 saw betuween the throne and the four living creatures and among the clders

a Lamb standing as i it had been slughered, having seven horns and seven eyes,which ar the seven siris of God sent out

into al the carth. He went and took the scrol from the right hand of the one who was scated on the throne. When he had
taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fel befre the Lamb, each holding a harp and golden
bowls fullofincense, which are the prayers of the saints. (55-7)

‘With Jerusalem destroyed, fellow Christians slaughtered at Rome, and John himself apparently in trouble with
imperial authorities, history must have scemed out of control. Is God truly sovereign in human affairs, or is history
ameaningless cycle of injustice and suffering? As the throne vision unfolds, in the context of worship, John receives
an answer to these questions.

Standing in the heavenly throne room, John sees a scroll in the hand of God (5:1). As was customary with
confidential or official documents in ancient times, the scroll is sealed. Document seals in the ancient world were
Iumps of clay or wax, placed where strands of cord or papyrus around a rolled scroll were knotted. Into the clay or
wax an authorized person made an imprint with a signet ring or stamp (fig. 6.1), 50 that any tampering with the
scroll would be evident. Seven seals close this scroll, suggesting it contains the most sensitive or secret information.
‘With seven being a biblical number of completion all the way back to creation itself (Gen. 1), the seals also signal the
fullness of time.

Read Revelation

At the sight of the closed scroll in God's hand, John sinks into despair. It is only later, when the seals are broken,
that we understand why. The scroll contains Gods plan for—or perhaps Gods foreknowledge of—the culmination
of history. Events described in the scroll have already begun to take place but are not yet finished. Since no one is
worthy to open the scroll, the destiny of the world remains a mystery to mortals, and the meaning of history remains
hidden. John and his fellow believers have no way of being certain that the love and justice of God will prevail.

The Lion Is a Lamb

One of the elders tells John not to weep, because the “Lion of the tribe of Judah has conquered and can open the
scroll. What follows i a juxtaposition of symbols so profound that it is foundational to all of Christian theology. The
weeping prophet, presumably standing with his head bowed in the heavenly court, raises his eyes to see the mighty
Lion. This creature needs to be powerful enough to defeat the beast that casts a great shadow across the world (13:1-
10).

Expecting to see a ferocious carnivore, John instead sces . . . a Lamb! The creature stands “as if it had been
slaughtered” (5:6). The Greek word John uses for *slaughtered” carries more the meaning of murder than of sacrifice.L
Itis the same word John uses to describe both saints in heaven “who had been slaughtered for the word of God” (6:9)
and all kinds of people “who have been slaughtered on earth” by Babylon/Rome (18:24). The Lamb that is worthy to
reveal Gods future for the world is himself a victim of violence.

From this moment onward, John is privy to the paradox of Gods plan to redeem creation. God fullest self-
revelation has not come with brawn and bluster to match the muscle of Rome, but with the seeming weakness and
vulnerability of a Lamb (fig. 6.2). Satan has deployed a devouring, seven-headed monster upon the world. God
chooses to meet Satan' ferocity with, of ll things, a sheep.
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Fig. 62, An early Chrstian representation ofthe Lamb from the catacombs at Rome,
‘The Lamb is worthy of praise, not just by the heavenly court, but also by all of creation. As the Lamb takes the
scroll, the twenty-four elders fall down in worship. This index of devotion features harps for liturgical music (figs
6.3;6.4) and golden bows of incense, “which are the prayers of the saints” (5:8). Emperor worship and other Roman
religious ceremonies typically employed a shallow bowl called a patera for pouring libations (fig. 7.4). Now, in the
heavenly court, John sees such bowls being used to hand deliver prayers of the church to the throne of God.

Fig. 63, A second-century sculpture ofa cithara harp. played here . This s the instrument Joh seesin the courts of heaven,

Fig. 64 Emperor Domitian featured the cifhara harp on the reverse of this denarius minted at Rome i AD 95,

Followers of the Lamb Sing a New Song

In a burst of spontaneous praise, the four living creatures and the elders sing a new song:
You are worthy to take the scrol and o open it scals,
for you were slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God
saits from every tribe and language and people and nation:




image11.png
‘you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God.
and they will egn on earth. (59-10)
In Jewish tradition, a new song is what the peaple of God offer in worship at a time of victory or deliverance. Most
famously, Moses and the Israclites composed a hymn of praise at the Red Sea after their escape from the Egyptians:2
‘Who s like you, O Lord, among the gods?
‘Who s like you, majestic in holiness,
awesome in splendor, doing wonders?
‘You stretched out your right hand,
the carth swallowed them.

n your steadfast e you led the people whom you redeemed:;
You guided them by your strength to your hly abode. (Exod.
1511-13)

‘The Lamb alone is worthy to open the scroll and reveal the meaning of history. His authority issues from the fact
that he, like Moses, has ransomed a people. While Moses led a band of Hebrew slaves to freedom, the Lamb has
redeemed individuals “from every tribe and language and people and nation” (Rev. 5:9). Out of this international
and multiethnic group, the Lamb creates a kingdom and a priesthood serving God.

John and his seven churches functioned in an empire where few Christians could hope to enjoy the benefits of
imperial citizenship. Followers of Jesus could not or swould not belong to the augustales, the priests of emperor
worship. Now the heavenly hymn proclaims that Jesus'death on the cross has created a new kingdom whose members
belong to an alternative and eternal priesthood. The new song John hears reverberates with political, social, and
economic implications.

Jesus’ Death Is More Than Sacrifice

John Keeps the cross itself at low profile in Revelation, which s typical of early Christian symbolism. In his Letters,
Paul indeed frequently mentions the cross, and the crucifixion narrative is pivotalin all four Gospels. But Christians
ofthe first centuries did not use the cross as  visual or liturgical symbol, and surely not as an ornament. Representing
as it did a cruel death inflicted on those who threatened or offended the state, the cross was too gruesome and too
subversive to be used as religious art. We find no crosses (fig. 6.5 in Christian art before Christianity became legal
in the fourth century.3.

Fig.65. Among ruins of ancient Laodicea i this undated image of cross superimposed on a menorah.The ross was are o nonexistent
in Chrstan art before Constantine,sothi image likely is from centuries afer ohn wrote Revelation

‘Without mentioning the cross, Johs vision nevertheless centers on the Lamb who died at Roman hands. What
does John make of this great suffering? Many Christians today think of Jesus' death as a substitutionary sacrifice, in
which Jesus laid down his lfe to atone for the sins of the world. Just as a ram or another animal bore the sins of the
people of Israel in the Old Testament sacrificial system, Jesus paid the price for our sins by dying on the cross.

Such a substitutionary view of Jesus' death is valid and biblical, but it is not the main explanation the book of
Revelation gives for the meaning of Jesus' death. In John’ vision, Jesus confronts the powers of evil, absorbing the
worst they can deliver (physical death) and triumphing over them through resurrection. This is a Christus Victor
(Christ triumphant) view of salvation, in which followers of Jesus receive power through his victorious presence to
live changed lives. Loren Johns says:

“The Lamb of Revelation is manfesty no cut, ltk nonviolent Lamb, 1t s  powerful and courageous Lamb whos through his
consistent nonviolent and faithful witness, conquered evil. He did not deny the reality of evl or th reality of vialence or “le
down with the lion” in some utopian idealism. ... Rather the Lamb overcame evil by refusing to adopt its methods and s
rules and bearing it brunt. And he serves n the Apocalypse as a consistent and trustworthy model for believers facing the
harsh realites ofcivie pressures (o conform to the expectations of Gracco-Roman society-+

Jesus victory over sin and death, through resurrection, makes him infinitely more worthy of praise than any mortal
ruler. Emperors such as Nero or Domitian, who presumed to control history, are now upstaged by the Lamb. The
beast killed the Lamb, and the Lamb came back! The Lamb has created a new political order by breaking the
stranglehold of sin and death, giving believers power to live in redeemed community by standards of the kingdom
of God. Such a momentous turn of events elicits exuberant worship.
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John has already witnessed glorious worship in the heavenly court, but now something staggering happens. He
catches a glimpse, perhaps a preview, of every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea
singing: “To the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb / be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and
ever!” (5:13).

It is more than a liturgical footnote when the four living creatures respond with “Amen!” In Hebrew the word
means “truly, verily!” Saying amen is an index of heartfelt afirmation, imploring God to bring the petition to reality.
Entering into prayer with all of their being, the elders again fall down in worship (5:14).

End-Time Events Unfold

Seal by seal the Lamb opens the scroll, revealing both the destructive character of the present age and the certainty
that God will eventually intervene to end the chaos. The cosmos i in anguish s plague follows plague. The first four
sufferings of this cycle seem, at least in part, to issue from human greed and violence. The following are possible
meanings for the horsemen symbols that appear with the firstfour seals (6:1-8):

A white horse, whose rider caries a bow and sets out to conquer (6:2). The Romans were proud of the conquests
that had brought them empire, and they highlighted military exploits in state propaganda. A coin issued by Domitian,
for example, shows a soldier on a horseback charging in battle. The soldier has his sword raised for the kill and the
horse is running down a German tribesman (fig. 6.6). Such images underscore the brutality of Roman conquest.

A red horse, whose rider carries a great sword and takes peace from the earth so that people slaughter one another
(6:4). Civil war ravaged parts of the Roman Empire i the year after Neros death in AD 68, and unknown thousands
of Jews died in and around Jerusalem during the Jewish War of AD 66-70.

A black horse, whose rider carries a pair of scales (6:3-6). A voice cries, " quart of wheat for a day’s pay, and three
quarts of barley for a day’s pay. but do not damage the olive oil and the winel” Ancient sources indicate that staple
foods sometimes became scarce in Asia Minor in the first century. Exporters catering to Rome had bought up
agricultural lands and converted them to olive groves and vineyards. Even emperors in Rome understood that this
change inland use in the provinces inflated the price of grains needed to feed the local population and their animals.
Suetonius says that once,

Fig. 6.6. A sestertius coin from AD 85 features a portrait of Emperor Domitian, and on the reverse an image of a soldier (the emperor?
on horseback charging i batl, The horse tramples down a German trbesman, and the soldie has b weapon poised fo Kl (Used by
‘permission of Classical Numismatic Group, Inc. wiw.cngeoins com)

‘upon the occasion of @ plentiful wine crop, attended by a scarcty of grain, thinking that the [grain] fields were neglected
through too much atention to the vineyards, [Emperor Domitian] made an edict forbidding anyone o plant more vines in
taly and ordering that the vineyards in the provinces be cut down,or but alfofthem at most be left standing 5

‘The order was never carried out, and Johs vision implies that grain had become so expensive that people had to pay

a full day's wages for a mere quart of wheat (for human consumption) or for three quarts of barley (for animals).

A pale green horse, whose rider’s name is Death (6:8). Hades (Greek god of death and the underworld) follows
close behind. These two dark entities are “given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword, famine,
pestilence, and by wild animals” For some Christians and other oppressed minorities, the empire brought death
from the executioner’s sword, from famine caused by Rome’s enormous consumption, and from wild animals in the
arena (fig. 6.

People in Anguish Pray for Justice

Because Jesus taught his followers to love their enemies, Christians sometimes imagine that we should not feel anger
at evil. But Revelation seethes with anger, as do parts of the Old Testament. In worship, such anger appropriately
filters up to the throne of God. When the Lamb opens the ffth seal, John sees the souls of Christian martyrs under
the altar in heaven. As an index of their anguish they cry, “Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before
you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (6:10)

‘The desire for revenge is a common human impulse, and we can find no better setting in which to acknowledge it
than in worship. Martyrs in heaven are angry at the tyrants who have killed them, John s angry at Rome, and we
should be angry at injustice in our day. But the point made in Revelation is that in God's own time and way; things
will be made right. Itis not our role as followers of the Lamb to ansiwer violence with violence or to force matters
with our own hands.
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Fig. 6.7, This early Christian mosaic rom North Affica depicts a believr facing lions n the arena.

‘The book of Psalms includes examples of rage channeled into prayer, One prayer, a song, registered anger and fear
when a coalition of nations threatened to annihilate Isracl:
“They say,“Come, It us wipe them out as a nation
et the name o Israclbe remembered no more”.

O my God, make thermlike whirlng dust
like chaff before the wind.
As fire consumes the forest,
asthe flame sets the mountains ablaze,
50 pursue them with your tempest
and terrify them with your hurricane,(Ps. 83:4, 13-15)

Johnis vision shows heavenly courtiers carrying prayers of the saints to God like bows of incense (Rev. 5:8). Some
of these prayers must be petitions for retribution, for God to bring justice. In the meantime, martyrs already in
heaven receive white robes, symbols of victory, and are told to wait alittle longer. For God's people on earth, suffering
will become worse before it becomes better.

‘The World Spins Out of Control

‘The first five seals, which likely represent identifiable events or circumstances in the Roman Empire, build to a
crescendo of suffering, Then, like a spinning top that starts to wobble, the cosmos itself lurches out of control. The
Lamb opens the sixth seal (6:12-14), and the earth quakes. The sun turns black, and the moon turns bloodred. Stars

fall to earth, the sky rolls up like a scroll, and mountains slide out of place. The cataclysm envelops everyone, from
kings in positions of power to freedmen and slaves at the bottom of the social pyramid (6:15-16).

‘These people still do not worship God, but at lat they recognize the power of the Lamb, Terrified of coming face-
to-face with the living God, they hide in caves and call for mountains and rocks to fall upon them. At one time, when
they are rationalizing their collaboration with Rome, people of the earth ask rhetorically, “Who is like the beast, and
who can fight against it?” (13:4). Now they fear the wrath of the Lamb and cry, “Who is able to stand?” (6:17).

God Hears When Saints Pray

‘The final verses of Revelation 6 depict such a high tide of catastrophe and judgment that John scems to be nearing
the end of his vision. The great day of wrath has come, and we have reason to expect that the closing chapter of
history is at hand. Instead, when the Lamb opens the seventh and last seal, there i silence in heaven “for about half
an hour” (8:1).

In this liturgical pause, we once again see the integral part our prayers play in the heavenly court, While seven
angels prepare to sound trumpets, another angel s given “a great quantity of incense to offer with the prayers of all
the saints on the golden altar that is before the throne” (8:3; see 5:8). John does not reveal the content of these prayers
carried into the presence of God—unless that is what John has heard in the fervent hymas of preceding events (59~
13). In any case, John now knows that God hears when the saints on earth pray.

Jews had long believed that ceremonies in the temple at Jerusalem—now lying in ruins—mirrored what was
happening in heaven (see Heb. 8:5; 9:23-24). John's reference to a half hour of silence in heaven (Rev. 8:1) in
connection with incense offering (8:3-4) may reflect the approximate amount of time the incense ceremony had
taken in the Jerusalem temple. We might infer that John and the early Christian community had a thythm of morning
and evening prayer, since that is how often incense offerings took place at the temple in Jerusalem (Exod. 30:7-9;
Luke 19-10; Acts 3:1).6

But the silence at the seventh seal also is a reminder that worship is more about being in the presence of God than
about giving the Lord of the universe a to-do list. During most of the time John is in heaven, he is observing, not
speaking, The half hour of silence that prevails at the climax of history is far longer than most Western worshipers
today will tolerate in corporate or personal prayer. But sometimes needs of the world, or events of our own lives, are
50 complex or so overwhelming that it is appropriate simply to be silent in the presence of God.

‘The Kingdom Has Come!

‘What comes after the silence with the seventh seal is not the end of the world but another set of seven sufferings. As
ifJohn restarted a video of the end-time travail to show it from a different vantage point, the trumpets herald another
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sequence of plagues. When the seventh trumpet sounds, again there is a liturgical pause. This time loud voices in
heaven cry that “the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord” (Rev. 11:15), and the twenty-four
elders fall down in worship (11:16-18).

Exuberant praise punctuates Revelation even in the midst of suffering and chaos. Celebration and jubilant worship
would seem appropriate at the end of the vision, when the new Jerusalem has arrived and Babylon lies in ruins. Yet
confident praise is woven throughout the fabric of Revelation. Those who experience the power of Jesus resurrection
Know that it is only a matter of time until God defeats every abusive power and restores creation. For believers,
heartfelt worship is vital in order to maintain hope amid adversity, and praise builds allegiance to the God who
provides salvation

For Reflection

1. What images of God do you have in mind as you pray and praise? Is your Jesus a Lion or a Lamb? How might
your picture of God or Jesus affect your expectations of what God will do in the world, o of your part in God's
mission in the world?

2. What is your explanation for the meaning of Jesus’ death? Why do you or why do you not believe his death was
asubstitute for you, or a ransom? What difference does it make in your view of salvation if Jesus death was the
result of him courageously taking on the powers of sin, death, and empire?

3. How do tragedy; hardship, or poverty change the way people worship? What happens to worship when believers

achieve security and status?

-
</ LIVING THE VISION
Liberating Worship in South Africa

For almost halfa century affer 1948, the government of South Africa enforced apartheid throughout society t was a harsh
system of racial separation. In 1986, black theologian Allan Boesak described the prayer of his people during this diffcult
time:

Itis  cry black South Africans who find their help in Yahweh have been uttring for a long time. They have lived under racist
colonial oppression for almost three and a half centuries, and under that partcularly vicious form of racism called apartheid
for nearly four decades. They have scen theirland taken away and themselves stripped of hunsan digaity..... From the carliest
days of colonial rle, whole communitis have been slaughtered to secure the continuation of white power..... During recent.
years there has hardly been a place where the police and the army have not wantonly murdered our children, piling atrocity
upon atracity for the sake of the preservation of apartheid and white privilege. And as they go from funeral to funeral, burying

‘yet another victim of law and order or yet another killed by government-protected death squads, the cry continues to rise to
heaven: “How long, Lord?” How long before thisillgitimate pover s removed? How long before the blood of our children s
avenged??.

On one occasion, young black Christians danced and sang around a police vehicle just after a student was arrested
ata church service. The worshipers sang, “Akanamandla, akanamandia, akanamandla, uSatani! Sim'swabisile, Alleluia!
Sim'swabisile, uSatani! Akanamandla, uSatanil” (It is broken, the power of Satan is broken! We have disappointed
Satan, his power is broken. Alleluial) These indexes of praise disoriented the oppressors:

“Ihe police, somewhat confused, somewhat bewildered, somewhat scared, release our frend. Others join us as we march,
singing and dancing, back into the church. This is a new song, a freedom song, and the power of i, the shee joy of i the
amazing truth in it captivate and inspire thousands upon thousands throughout South Africa. ... And we willing this new
song until “every creature in heaven and on carth and under the earth and in the sa, and all therein will sa: To him who
sits upon the throne andito the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might for ever and everls.

1. Loren L. Johns, e Lamb Christology o the Apocalypse of John: An Investigation nto Is Origins and Rhetorical Force, WUNT
(Tbingen: Mobr Siebeck, 2003), 129

2 Seealso bid. 168; Judg. 11:34; Ps. 40:3; 149:1-.
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4 Johns, Lamb Christlogy, 198

5 Suetonius, Domitian 7:in Suetoius, vol 2, trans.and ed. . C. Rolfe, LCL 38 (1913-14; Cambridge, MA: Harvard Universty Pess,
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5
The Cosmic Throne Room

Read Revelation 4:1-11

Around the throne, and on each side of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in front and behind: the first
living creature like a lion, the second living creature like an ox, the third living creature with a face like a human face,
and the fourth living creature like a lying eagle. And the four living creatures, each of them with six wings,are full of
eyes all around and inside. Day and night without ceasing they sing,
“Holy,holy hoy,
the Lord God the Almighty.
who was and is and s to come”
And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to the one who is seated on the throne, who lives
forever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall before the one who is seated on the throne and sworship the one who lives
forever and ever; they cast their crowns before the throne, singing,
“You are worthy; our Lord and God,
1o receve glory and honor and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they existed and were created” (£:6b-11)

Fig. 5.1, The reverse of this Domitian denarius from AD 81 depics the emperor' throne, viewed from the front, A tasseled cloth is draped
‘over the seat.and on top ress 3 winged thundesbolt reminiscent of what lohn saw emanating from the throne of God (Rev. &3). (Photo
‘courtesy of Harlan | Berk, Lid

In the story of Tiridates bowing before Emperor Nero (see introduction), and in the correspondence between Pliny
and Emperor Trajan (sce chap. 4), we gather a sense of the power and influence of the Roman imperial throne. Much
of the world known to John held the emperor in awe and bowed in devotion. In order to counter this global tide of
idolatrous allegiance, John needed a transforming vision of alternative sworship. In the throne vision (Rev. 4-5) he
receives it:a dazzling panorama of worship in the presence of the living God.

John sees an open door in the heavens, and a voice like a trumpet invites him to ascend to the divine presence (4:1)
‘The scene that greets him surpasses anything the emperors of Rome could have imagined (fig. 5.1). Symbols, most of
which had established meaning in Jewish or pagan contexts, communicate the glory of God. A throne (symbol of
sovereignty), surrounded by a rainbo (reminder of Gods covenant with Noah), emits flashes of lightning and peals
of thunder (echoes of Sinai). In front of the throne are seven flaming torches. Also in front of the throne is a sea of
glass, just as the temple of Solomon once featured a massive “molten sea” water basin (1 Kings 7:23-26). The stilled
waters reminded worshipers in the temple that God once had tamed a watery chaos at creation (Gen. 1:1-2).

‘With typical Jewish reverence for divine holiness, John uses simile rather than direct description to portray the one
seated on the throne. God looks like jasper and carnelian. Around the throne are twenty-four elders, perhaps signifying
the twelve tribes of Isracl (the Old Testament) and the twelve apostles (the New Testament).

creatures were part of the Temple of Apollo built by Cacsar
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Four winged creatures, perhaps representative of allliving things, serve as worship leaders for the whole of creation.
Such winged beasts commonly appear in portrayals of divine scenes in the ancient world—including in a temple
built by Caesar Augustus (fig. 52) and on one of his coins (fig. 5.3). The beings in John' vision have the aspect o a
lion (representing wild animals?), an ox (representing domesticated animals?), a man (representing humans?), and
an eagle (representing birds?). It was standard practice in ancient pagan religion to worship heavenly bodies or forces
of nature. Now, in contrast to such pantheism, John sees creation worshiping God. In ceaseless chorus the creatures
proclaim,
Holy holy. holy.
the Lord God the Almighty.
who was and is and s to come.

inor from about 27 BC features Caesar Augustus on the obverse and a sphins on the reverse.

‘Then in words and gestures reminiscent of praise offered to Roman emperors, the twenty-four elders fall to the
ground and sing,
‘You are worthy: our Lord and God,
1o receve glory and honor and power,
for you created all things,
and by yourwill they existed and were creaed.
Ata time when idolatrous pagan powers seemed to dominate the world, this vision of all creation worshiping the
living God must have been exhilarating for John. Rulers of Rome craved glory, honor, and power, and John now sees
that these appropriately belong to God.

Jews Are Sensitive to Political Symbols

‘The heavenly court abounds with symbols: throne, rainbow, white robes, golden crowns, thunder and lightning,
torches, living creatures, and elders. Human experience of the divine usually involves symbol or icon, since that is

the primary way mortals apprehend transcendent reality. When structured in liturgy or ritual, symbol and icon
become doorways to a spiritual realm. Whether sacred or profane, symbols and icons can have a powerful impact on
observers or participants, shaping allegiance and behavior.

Fig. 5.4 In this second-century sculpture from Rome,the soldier on the right carries a standard (signum) tha bears
the emperor
Jews in the ancient world had keen sensitivity to the power of symbols, and these became points of conflict when

pagan powers controlled Palestine. Pontius Pilate, procurator (and/or prefect) of Judea (AD 26-36), once tried to
raise the profile of Roman presence in Jerusalem by publicly displaying icons of the emperor. These were on standards,
which were hand-carried sacted poles ornamented with imperial symbols or small icons of the emperor and
Sometimes topped with an open hand that represented the oath of loyalty taken by soldiers (fig. 5.4).1 Alarmed and
outraged, alarge number of Jews from Jerusalem and the surrounding countryside made their way to Pilates residence
at Caesarea on the Mediterranean seacoast. They pleaded with the procurator to respect their prohibition against
images and remove the standards. When Pilate refused, the Jews stationed themselves around his house and protested
for five days. Finally Pilate held court in the stadium at Caesarea Maritima, under the pretext of giving the protesters
another hearing, Josephus reports that Pilate instead

gave the arranged signal to his armed soldiers o surround the Jews. Finding themselves in a ring of troops,three deep. the

Jews were sruck dumb at this unexpected sight. Pilte, after threatening to cut them down. fthey refused to admit Cacsar’

images,signaled o the soldiers to drav their swords. Thereupon the ews, a by concerted action,flung themselves in a body

on the ground, extended their necks, and exclaimed that they were ready rather to die than to transgress the lw.2.

ages or seals of
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Astonished by the intensity of their religious fervor, Pilate ordered the immediate removal of the standards from
Jerusalem.

Emperors Revel in Being Worshiped

John of Patmos was a radical Jew who resonated with this tradition of nonviolent resistance to political idolatry. The
incident with the standards at Jerusalem occurred during the reign of Tiberius (AD 14-37), a relatively moderate
‘emperor ywho generally did not promote himselfas divine. But in the decades following his reign, Emperors Caligula
and Nero brazenly presented themselves to the world as deities. Their blasphemies provide a background for John's
vision of the beast and his urgent call for exclusive worship of the living God.

Caligula (AD 37-41; fig. 5.5), whose real name was Gaius, had a father who was a general in the Roman army.
Soldiers nicknamed the future emperor Caligula, which means “Booties” when he appeared in public as a small boy
wearing little army boots. Caligula became emperor at age twenty-four and claimed to believe in his own divinity. A
contemporary, Philo of Alexandria, says Caligula liked to appear in public dressed as one of the gods

[Caligulal metamorphosed and transformed himselfinto Apolo, crovning his head with garlands, i the form of rays, and
holding a bow and arrows inhis left hand, and holding forth gracesin his right, as f it became him to proffer blessings foall
‘people from his ready store. ... And immediately ther were estblished choruses, who had been carcfuly trained, singing
‘pacans to him, the same who.sang Bacchic hymns in his honor when he assumed the disguise of[the god] Bacchus 3

‘According to Suetonius, the vain emperor began to “lay claim to divine majesty.” He ordered that statues of the
‘gods that were “famous for their sanctity o artistic merit, including that of Jupiter of Olympia, should be brought
from Greece, in order to remove their heads and put his own in their place” He “Set up a special temple to his own
godhead” that featured a lfe-sized statue of himself in gold.4

Fig. 5.5 A modern reconstruction of Caigul likeness, based on a cast of a firs-century statue ofthe young emperor
Caligula directed Governor Petronius of Syria to place a statue of the emperor in the Jewish temple at Jerusalem.
Philo describes the reaction of one group of Jews when a messenger brought news of the impending sacrilege:
[he man] with dificuly,sobbing aloud. and in a broken voice, spoke asfollows: “Our temple i destroyed! Gaius [Caligula]
has ordered a colosalstatue of himsel o b erectd in the holy o holics, having his wn name inscribed upan it with the itle:
of Jupitr!” And while we were al struck dumb with astonishment and terrorat what he had told us, and stood silldeprived
ofall mtion (for we tood there mute and in despair eady tofll o the ground with fear and sorrow,the very musclesof our
bodies being deprived ofalsrength b the news which we had heard),others arrived bearing the same sad tale 5
“Tens of thousands of Jews in Palestine converged in Galilee in nonviolent protest to the governor, who was viiting
the region. “Falling on their faces and baring their throats, they declared that they were ready to be slain” rather than
see the offending icon introduced into their temple at Jerusalem.6
Given the volatilty of the situation, Petronius delayed installation of the statue. When the governor dared to
suggest that Rome rescind the statue order, Caligula ordered him to commit suicide. But the emperor himself soon
died, the victim of assassination, and Petronius survived. The threat to Jewish worship that Caligula's statue repre-
sented, however, became part of a rising tide of resentment against Rome that eventually led to the Jewish War (AD
66-70).
Nero (AD 54-68), as we have seen, was an arrogant and violent ruler who erected a colossal statue of himself at
Rome as the sun god Apollo. When he returned from a vanity tour of public singing and athletic competition in
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Greece, Nero received a triumphal reception at Rome. The contemporary Roman historian Dio Cassius reports that
that city “was all decked with garlands, was ablaze with lights and reeking with incense, and the whole population,
the senators themselves most ofall, kept shouting” the following ltany:

Hail, Olympian Victor! . Augustus! Augustus!

Hail to Nero, our Hercules! Hail t Nero, aur Apollo!

“The only Victor of the Grand Tour,

the only one from the beginning of time!

Augustus! Augustus! O, Divine Voice!

Blessed are they that hear thee.”

Some Jews Resist Roman Rule

Jesus carried out his public ministry during the reign of Emperor Tiberius (AD 14-37), before the excesses of Caligula
or Nero, But emperor worship was well established already under Caesar Augustus (27 BC-AD 14). Jesus came face-
to-face with Pontius Pilate, the governor who brought the Roman standards into Jerusale. It is not clear whether
the armed revolutionaries known as Zealots had yet emerged s an organized resistance movement. But Luke reports
that among Jesus'twelve disciples was Simon the Zealot (Luke 6:15; Acts 1:13), which suggests that strains of political
resistance appeared within Jesus' inner circle.

Jesus was alert to the rising tide of Jewish nationalism and gave instructions for how his followers should act when
Jews revolted and Roman armies besieged Jerusalem:

‘When you see ferusalem surtounded by armies, then know that s desalation has come near. Then those in Judea must lee to
the mountains, and those inside the city must leave it and those out in the coutry must not enter i;for these are days of
vengeance,asa fulfilment o all that is written. Woe 10 those who are pregnant and to those who are nursing infants i those
days For therewill be great distress on the carth and wrath against this peopl: they willal by the edge of the sword and be
taken away as captves among ll nations: and erusalem il be trampled on by the Gentiles, unti te times of the Geniles
arefulilled. (Luke 21:20-24)

‘What Jesus foresaw became awul reality in AD 66, when resentment boiled over into outright revolt. Violence
irrupted first at Caesarea Maritima, when a Greek in that city deliberately violated Jewish worship sensitivities by
offering a pagan sacrifice on a makeshift altar at the entrance to the synagogue. Jewish appeals for the governor to
intervene fel on deaf ears, and rebellion soon flared in Jerusalem, then spread to other parts of Judea and Galilee. By
far the most successful insurgency against Rome anywhere in the first century, the Jewish War (AD 66-70) briefly
ousted Roman armies from Palestine.

Rome Puts Down the Jewish Revolt

‘Wanting to eliminate all traces of emperor worship, the newly independent Jewish government melted down Roman
coins bearing icons of so-called divine emperors and minted new money with no human images. But the insurgency
was short lived. Nero directed General Vespasian (fig. 56) to retake Palestine, and within two years all territory
except Jerusalem and the Masada fortress by the Dead Sea was back under Roman control (AD 66-68).

Josephus, commander of the Jewish rebels in Galilee, wrote a vivid account of e ghastly siege and fall of ferusalem
(AD 68-70). Residents of Jerusalem succumbed to starvation and civil war as Roman armies tightened the noose.
Roman soldiers crucified Jewish captives outside the city walls to break the spirit of those inside, and so many died
this way that "space could not be found for the crosses nor crosses for the bodies”9 Panic and despair beset the
trapped population, and visionaries claimed to see armies of heaven comingto the rescue. Josephus—who sided with
Rome after being captured in Galilee—claims to have stood outside the walls of Jerusalem, exhorting the rebels to
surrender: “Listen, that you may learn that you are warring not against the Romans only, but also against God”10
Josephus declared to his fellow Jews that God had fled from the holy places of Jerusalem “and taken his stand on the
side of those with whom you are now at war” L1

Emperor Nero committed suicide at Rome (June 9, 68) while the Jewish War raged in Palestine. In the following
eighteen months, three men briefly held the imperial throne, and all ied violently before General Vespasian became
emperor. Eventually Jerusalem fell to Vespasian'sson Titus (fg. 5.6), who decimated the city and destroyed the temple
in AD 70. Josephus says, no doubt with hyperbole, that 1.1 million Jews perished during the siege and fall of
Jerusalem, and ninety-seven thousand were taken captive.12 Titus took the “tallest and most handsome” Jewish
youth to Rome for his triumphal procession. He sent “multitudes” of Jewish prisoners throughout the empire to be
Kkilled by wild beasts in the theaters, and condemned countless others to slavery in the mines of Egypt.13.
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Fig. 5.6 General Vespasian () began the miltary campaign to retake Palestine. His son Titus (right) completed the reconquest and
destroyed the temple at lerusalem. Both went on to rle as emperors

Just as Jesus had directed (Luke 21:20-24), when the revolt began, Christians in Jerusalem fled across the Jordan
valley to Pella.14 The book of Revelation prominently features Jerusalem (Rev. 11) and the new Jerusalem (Rev. 21;
22), suggesting that John had emotional and spiritual ties to the holy city. It is possible that John was among the
Christian refugees who fled Jerusalem as violence escalated. In any case, the light of Jewish Christians from Jerusalem
widened the gulf between Judaism and emerging Christianity.

Radicals at Qumran Shed Light on Revelation

Christians who fled Jerusalem during the Jewish War were not alone in rejecting collaboration with both the Roman
Empire and the Jewish priestly aristocracy at Jerusalem. In the parched badlands betyween the Dead Sea and the hlls
of the Judean Desert, a radical sect of Jews known as Essenes lived in a worshiping community at a place called
Qumran.15 The Essenes were not Christian; they followed their own apocalyptic leader, whom they called the
Teacher of Righteousness.

Ruins from the Qumran community survive today (fig. 5.7), and starting in 1947 the renowned Dead Sea Scrolls
were found in caves nearby. Members of the Qumran community apparently hid the scrolls in these caves for
safekeeping when Roman armies approached during the Jewish War (AD 66-70).

‘We have no evidence that John of Patmos was an Essene. Yet the similarity between his writing and the practices
of the Essenes suggests that their responses to empire at least were indexes of related religious impulses. Josephus
says the Essenes generally did not marry, held all goods in common, and despised riches. They preferred white
‘garments, wore white veils in worship, and took frequent ritual baths for spiritual purity.16 From scrolls found at
Quuran, we know that members of that community Were alienated from the priestly hierarchy associated with the
Jewish temple at Jerusalem.

‘These characteristics of the Essenes have parallels in Revelation, where saints whom John calls virgins follow the
Lamb in heaven (14:4). Both the Essenes and John championed the ideal of a communal economy—the Essenes by
having all possessions in common, John by envisioning a new Jerusalem in which all share the wealth. Both
understood white clothing as a symbol of purity and as appropriate dress for worship (Rev. 3:4; 7:9). The Essenes
took ritual baths, and Revelation says, “Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they will have the right to the
tree of lfe and may enter” the new Jerusalem (22:14). Also like the Essenes, John had a deep sense of being over
against the dominant political and religious powers of the day.

A major difference betsween John and the Essenes, however, is that the latter prepared for actual physical warfare
against the Romans. The Qumran War Scroll (or War Rule), bout the struggle of the Sons of Light against the Sons
of Darkness, sets out a battle plan for defeating the Romans. The document predicts that each side will win three
battles over a period of forty years. In a seventh and final battle, the Sons of Light will triumph. The scroll gives
instructions for the selection of soldiers, the use of trumpets in battle, and the deployment of troops. It also scripts a
hymn of praise to be recited in worship after the final engagement. The following is an excerpt:
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Fig. 7. In the foreground is & mikveh,or itual bah, used by members of the radical ewish communi

[

the background are where the group hid scrolls during the Jewish W,

Rise up, O Hera!
Lead off Your captives, O Glorious One!
‘Gather up Your spoils, O Author of mighty deeds!
Lay Your hand on the neck of your enemics
‘and Your feeton the pile of the slan!
‘Smite the nations, your adversaries,
‘and devour flesh with Your sword!
ill your land with glory
‘and Your inheritance with blessing
0 Zion, rejoice grealy!
Rejoiceall you cities of Judah!

umran, Hills and caves in

Keep your gates ever open
that the hosts of the nations may be brought in!
“Their kings shal serve you
‘and all your oppressors shall bow down before you;
they shalllick the dustof your feet 17

Revelation Shifts to Grace and Redemption

‘We sce intriguing parallels between Revelation and this sample of Qumran literature: defeat of the enemies of God,
afocus on Zion, and the wealth of nations pouring into Jerusalem. But while the tenor of Revelation eventually shifts
to grace and redemption, the Qumran War Scroll focuses relentlessly on the violent demise of all adversaries
‘Members of the Qumran community worshiped with the belief that in the end an exceedingly small group of mortals
would be saved.
Josephus tells of the travail suffered by members of the Essene movement— which presumably included the
Qumran community—when Roman armies moved in to quell the Jewish War:
Racked and twisted, burnt and broken, and made to pass through every instrument o tortur, in order to induce them to
blaspheme their lawgiver [Moses] or to cat some forbidden thing,they refused toyiel to cither demand, noreven once did
they cringe to their persecutors o shed a tar. Smiling in their agonies and mildly deriding ther tormentors, they cheerfully
resigned ther souls,confident tht they would receve them back again 18
Like John a generation later, the Essenes were willing to face martyrdom for their faith. The Qumran community
—and the entire Essene movement—all but disappeared after the Jewish War,its members slain or scattered by the
Roman army; Itis possible that some members of the Qumran community retreated to the great desert escarpment
called Masada, where the last Jewish rebels held out until their mass suicide in AD 7.

An Empire Humiliates Its Foes

Al over the empire were reminders for Jews that insurrection had not served them well. Treasures from the plundered
temple at Jerusalem flooded the regional market in such great quantity that the price of gold fel to half ts previous
value 19 For a generation after the defeat of the Jews, Roman coins portray Judea as a woman in mourning (figs. 4.2;
5.8). The coin legends typically read IVDAEA CAPTA (Judea captive).

General Titus paraded in Rome as a hero, and the Romans placed a triumphal arch, reconstructed and standing
today, in the forum at Rome to commenmorate his victory. A frieze inside the arch depicts young men, likely Jewish
captives, carrying sacted objects from the temple, including the seven- branched golden menorah lamp (fig. 5.9)
Both the arch and the coins gave an ominous message about the folly of resisting Roman rule.




