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turned the Nile River to blood (Exod. 7:20-21). Hail, fire, and blood of the seventh trumpet (Rev. 8:7) correlate to
the thunder, hail, and fire of the seventh plague in Egypt (Exod. 9:22-26). In both Exodus and Revelation we find
plagues of locusts, sores, and frogs.

‘These similarities suggest that we should interpret Revelation in light of the Exodus story, in which God uses
plagues to liberate a peaple from slavery in Egypt. Yet freedom from bondage is not an end in itself. Again and again
God tells Pharaoh, “Let my people go, so that they may worship me in the wilderness” (7:16; 8:1, 20; 9:13; 10:3).
Empires—whether Egyptian, Roman, or modern—warp worship, and God wants his people to be free from their
ideology.

Willful Humanity Ignores the Alarm

After witnessinga particularly ghastly plague, John seems amazed that people do not change their ways
“The estof humankind, who were not kiled by these plagues, id not repent of the works ofther handsor give up worshiping
‘demons and idols of gold and silver and bronze and stone and wood, which cannot see or hear or walk. And they did not
epent o their murders or thir sorceries or their fornication or their thefs. (Rev. 20-21: se also 16:3-9)

Revelation sounds an alarm for all of humanity. Violence, greed, and blasphemy precipitate plagues of their own.
In the first century the cycle of violence and destruction was evident for all to see. Neros massacre of Christians at
Rome and the crushing of Jerusalem by General Titus were catastrophic plagues. Emperor after emperor in that
century met untimely death by suicide or assassination, demonstrating repeatedy that corrupt power often begins
to self-destruct.

‘The spiral of sin and violence eventually gives way to chaos on a cosmic level, beyond what mortals can control.
In Johns vision, the very sun, moon, and stars turn against humanity by darkening or falling on the earth. These
signs reveal a cosmos returning to primeval chaos, to the disorder that prevailed when God started creation (Gen.
1:1-2). Even so, each stage of the expanding turmoil also seems to be triggered by an action of the Lamb or of an
angel at God's command. The trajectory of the universe remains firmly in God's hands.

Rejoicing Irrupts at Justice Meted Out

Revelation is consistent in signaling that followers of Jesus should not take up physical arms or otherwise participate
in meting out punishment. Jesus' way of nonviolence s so much assumed in Revelation that it receives litle direct
‘comment. The Lamb is the governing image of John' vision, and his followers are to be lamblike. Just as Jesus was
willing to lay down his lfe rather than take up the sword (Matt. 26:51-54; John 18:36), 5o saints in heaven have not
clung to earthly life even in the face of (a martyr’s) death (Rev. 12:11),

John of Patmos does not sanction the use of violence or coercion by followers of the Lamb, but he shows no qualms
about rejoicing when evil meets ts match. As the final round of plagues rains down on the earth, an angel proclaims:

‘Youare just, O Holy One, who are and were,
for you have judged these things:
because they shed the blood ofsants and prophets,
you have given them blood to drink.
Itiswhat they deserve (16:5-6)
Another voice echoes, “Yes, O Lord God, the Almighty, / your judgments are true and just!” (16:7) John is no armchair
pacifist but a man fully engaged in spiritual battle with
John is no armchair pacifist but a man fully engaged in spiritual battle with flesh-and-blood opponents. Fellow
Christians have died at the hands of Rome, and he himself appears to be in trouble. John is angry, and we sense
emotional release in the cry of victory when justice i visited upon oppressors.

‘Worship Sometimes Is Catharsis

‘Those who worship the beast and its image and who receive its mark on their forehead or hands will ‘rink the wine
of Gods wrath” (14:10). In the most unsettling passage of Revelation, an angel says they “will be tormented with fire
and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb?" This torment will go on forever, since
there is “no rest day or night for those who worship the beast” (14:9-11).

“This awful scene does not reflect the kind of compassion we associate with Christ from accounts in the Gospels
Hovever, the Lamb in this scene is the very one who loved his enemies and forgave the Roman soldiers who pounded
nails into his hands and feet. Christ may yet offer forgiveness at a level John himself is unable to imagine or accept.
“The furthest John can go in his vision is to place the task of punishing people aligned with the beast into the wounded
hands of Jesus.

“The Lamb will not overlook evil or fail to call unrepentant sinners to account. Sin will be destroyed, and it is right
for those who suffer to look forward to the time when creation wil be free from bondage to death. Like those who
composed the Psalms, suffering believers of every generation call on God to bring justice. Secthing at their captors
for having destroyed Jerusalem, Jewish exiles in Babylon once cried:

O daughter Babylon, you devastator!
Happy shal they be who pay you back
wha you have done o us!

Happy shal they be who take your e ones
and dash them againt the rock! (Ps. 137:8-9)

Jews in exile needed those words in their worship repertoire. John needed imagery of equal strength to register
what he and other first-century Christians were experiencing under the Roman Empire. People today whose homes
or lives are destroyed by war or injustice may need to cry out to God with vehement language. Worship sometimes
‘must be catharsis, an opportunity to unload deep pain or anger on God, who can make al things new.
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For Reflection

1. In your understanding, how does baptism mark a change of allegiance and identity today? What reflexes or
influences need to be purged from persons receiving baptism in your culture?

2. What is the modern equivalent to the Roman games in the circuses and amphitheaters? What parallel to the
Roman spectacles do you see in television, the cinema, or sports? When and how does your society ritualize
death? Do these rituals have a political agenda?

3. Consider modern plagues such as environmental degradation, drug abuse, arms sales, and homelessness. What
responsibility do humans have for these? What part does God play in such suffering? Should Christians be
angry about these plagues? What should our response to these plagues be in worship and in action?

-
</ LIVING THE VISION
Beyond Blood Ties in Ancient Carthage

In AD 203,in the North Afican ciy of Carthage,  Roman aistocrat knelt before his wenty-two-year-old daghter, Perpetua.
‘The mother of an infant son, Perpetua was in prison for bing a Christia. Kissing her hand and weeping,her fther said
Daughter have pity on my grey head—hase pity on your ather.
Do not abandon me to be the reproach of others. Think of your brothers,think of your mother and your aunt,
think of your child, who will ot be able tolive once you are gone. Give up your pridel You willdestroy allof us!

At her trial the judge ordered Perpetuss father to be beaten in order to play on her emotions. “Have pity on your infant
Son? the judge said. “Ofer sarificefor the welfar of the emperors” Instead, Perpetua was sentenced to die in the arena along
with her Christian slave Felicitas, who was pregnant, By Roman la Felicitas could not be executed while pregnant. The two.
women prayed that childbirth would come in ime for them to die together.

‘On exccution day, Prpetua and Felicitas marched joyfully from the prison to the amphitheater. Perpetua “went along vith
shining countenance and calm step, s the beloved of God, s the wif of Christ, putting down everyonds stare by her own
intense gaze? At the arena the women were forced to put on fobes of pagan priestesss. As she came before the crowd, Perpetua
sanga psalm. The two women made gesturestothe judge that communicated, “You have condemned us,but God will condemn
you

Stripped naked, the two women faced a mad heifer. The crowd was disconcerted to realize that Felicitas had ust given birt.
Dressed again in a tunic, Perpetua was battered by the heifer. Her felow believer Saturus bled profusely from a leopard bite,
whereupon the crowd, idiculing Christian baptism, roared, “Well washed! Wellwashed!” When i was fime for the games to
end, the dazed women were taken 10 2 gladiator to have their throats cut. The two “ent o the spot of their own accord,
and kissing one another they sealed their martyrdom with the ritual Kiss of peace” 15

L Hermas, Similifudes 9.16.34; in ANF 2:49; sec Rom, 6:1-4,

2. See Alan Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom, Christian Mission and Modern Culture (Harrisburg,
PA:Triniy, 1999), 21-32: and Paul T, Bradshaw, Maxwell E Johnson, and L. Edward Philys, The Aposolc Tradition: A Commentary,
Hermencia (Minneapolis: Forres, 2002), 82-135 Th thec.sage summary ahove isadapted from my artcle What Madnes Possssed
You? Caechesi for New Allgiance” Vision: 4 ournal or Church and Thealogy 4, no. 2 (2003): 5-12.

3. The Greek ver for exrcism (exorkizo) means ‘adjore” or “charge under oath frequently in reference {0 the xpulsion of evil
spirts. The New Testament does not use the term for Chisian actvly: esus and the discples cat out (ckballo) demons. Th third
century Apostolc Taditon i the earliest example ofexorkizobeing applied routnely in preparation fo Chiistian baptism. Whether or
ot thi useofth term wasidespread,thecarly church understood that belieers need cleansing and ransformation from the warped
values and alegiances of pagan society.

4 Cyprian, Ad Donatum 3; sce Kreider, Change of Conersion, 7-.

5 We know of a woman, Phocbe, serving s deacon alrady during Pauls minisry (Rom. 16:1). Th twelfth canon of the Fourth
‘Council of Carhage (AD 398) efrs to “widows and dedicaed women (sanctimonials) who are chosen {0 assis at the baptism of
womer (Philp Schaffand Heory Wace, ed. A Scet Libray o Nicne and Pos-Nicene Father ofthe Christan Chrc, 2nseie, vl
14 [New York: Charls Schibner’s Sons, 1903], 1) This e eference may reflecta longstanding assumed practice of women baptizing

 Apostolc Tradition 19.2 his text i from the Canons of Hippolyts, actedin Bradsha, Johnson, and Phillis, Apostolc Traditon,
105

7 Cicero, Tusculan Dispudations 217 in Cicero, Tusclan Disputatons, ran. | . King, LCL 141 (1927; Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Pess, 1960, 193, S Thomas Wiedeman Ewperorsand Giadiators (New York: Routedge, 192,35

& Plin the Younger, Pancgyrics 33.1in liny the Younger Leters and Pancgyrics,vol. 2 rans Betty Radic, LCL 59 (Cambridge,
MA:Harvard Universiy Press, 1969), 353

9-See Joyce . Salisbury PerpeuasPsson: Th Deaih and Memoryof a Young Roman Woman (Nev York: Routedge, 1997), 119-48,

10, Tertulian, De spectaculis 7-8 in ANF 352-83,

L. Salisbury, Perpetuas Pasion, 123,

12 R R R Smith, “The Imperial Relcfs rom the Sebascion t Aphrodisias? Journal of Roman Stdics 77 (1987): 89-95.

13, Martin Goodman, Rome and Jeusalen: The Clsh of Ancient Cvilzations (Nevw York: Knop, 2007, 18,

14, Resgetaediv Augsti 6-30 in Naphtali Lews and Meyer Reinhold, eds. Roman Civiliation: Sourcebook 2, The Empie (New
York: Harper & Row; 1966),9-19.

15, Eack 1615-22; Hos 12-3,

16 Deut 239-14;1Sam. 21556

17, The aposle Paul says tha Chris, n the end, “hands over the ingdom to God the Father, afir h has destroyed every rule and
every authorit and power” (1 Cor.15:24) Neithr Paul nor John of Patmos enisions the destruction ofal eathy things t the paint
‘where history full transitons into the kingdom of God. Rather at that time all petenders to idolatrous power who usurp authority
from God il have been defated. Social,politcal, and economic sysenss—under the rule of Christ—will b redcemed 3 part of the
Kingdom. Even when 2 Peter sysin the end “the clements wil be dssalved with fire” (:10), we mustread this as puriying fie that
saves whatis good rather than as holacaust.

18 “The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Feicias” in Afer fhe New Tstament: A Reader i arly Chritanity, d. Bart D Ehrman (New
York: Oxford, 1999), 2-50
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A Harlot Drunk with Blood

Read Revelation 15:1-17:18

“Then one ofthe seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, “Come, 1 il show you the fudgment of the great
whore who s seated an many waters, with whom the kings of the carth have commited fornication, and with the wine of
‘whose fornication the inhabitants of the carth have become drunk” So he carried me away in the spirt into a wilderness, and
Isawa woma siting on a sarlet beast that was fll of lasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten horns, The woman
was clothed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and jewels and pearls, holding i her hand a golden cup full of
‘abominations and the impurities of her fornication: and o her forehead was writen a name,  mystery: “Babylon the great,
mother of whores and of carth’s abominations.” And I saw that the woman was drunik vith the blood of the sainis and the
blood of the witnesses o Jesus.

‘When I saw her, L was greatly amazed. (17:1-6)

As we have seen, Revelation portrays an evil trinity: the dragon (Satan), a beast (Rome and the Roman Empire),
and a second beast (the religious and politicalinstitutions that promote emperor worship). Revelation 17 introduces
yet another figure of evil a great whore named Babylon (17:5).

You Can Solve This Riddle

‘When the seventh angel has poured his bowl, “God remembered great Babylon and gave her the wine-cup of the
fury of his wrath” (16:19). In case anyone hearing Revelation still has not figured out what the Babylon/harlot symbol
represents, John offers precise giveaway clues. The harlot sits “on a scarlet beast that ywas full of blasphemous names,
and it had seven heads and ten horns” (17:3). We recognize this figure as the beast of empire introduced in chapter
13. Now John once again gives a nudge to his first-century readers: “This calls for a mind that has wisdor” (17:9), by
which he seems to mean, “You can solve this riddle” John says:

“The seven heads re seven mountains on which the woman s sated:alo,they are seven kings, of who five have fallen, ane

isliving, and the other has ot yet come: and when he comes, he must remain only  ltte while As for the beast thatwas and

is no, i isan cighth but it belongs tothe seven, and it goes o destruction. And theten horns that you saw are tn kings who

have not yet receivd a kingdom, but they are to receive authority as kings for one hour, together with the beast. These are

united n yilding their power and authority to the beast. (179-13)

Because the ancient world knew Rome as the City of Seven Hills,1 most readers in Asia Minor would have
‘understood the clue. Johns explanation of the imagery, however, displays how symbolism in Revelation is multilayered
and fluid. In Revelation 13, the beast seems to be the entire Roman Empire. Now in Revelation 17, we see that the
heads of the beast are seven hills of the city of Rome, and they also are seven kings!

Atthe end of the harlot vision, an angel says bluntly, “The woman you saw i the great city that rules over the kings
of the earth” (17:18). The first-century world knew there was no rival for that role: this vision s about Rome.

‘The Seven Kings Are Seven Emperors

‘The seven kings (17:9-10) probably are Roman emperors, but interpreters disagree on how we should count them.
‘The most obvious solution is to begin counting kings with Caesar Augustus, e first ruler to take the ttle of emperor.
Not counting the three emperors who each ruled for only a few months immediately after Nero's death, the following
sequence emerges:

1. Augustus (27 BC-AD 14)

2. Tiberius (AD 14-37)

3. Caligula (AD 37-41)

4. Claudius (AD 41-54)

5. Nero (AD 54-68)

6. Vespasian (AD 69-79)

7. Titus (AD 79-81)

8. Domitian (AD 81-96)

If five have fallen (17:10), John is writing sometime after the death of Nero.

‘Some interpreters suggest that John begins counting emperors with Tiberius because the Christian church started
during his reign. That would put Vespasian among the five fallen or deceased rulers. Or perhaps Caligula, the first
emperor to promote worship of himself, should be the first beastly ruler in John' lineup. Thus when John says that
five kings have fallen and the sixth one isliving, he would have Domitian in mind

Instead of taking John's enumeration of emperors too lterally, however, we should understand the seven kings in
‘more archetypal terms. The number “seven” in Revelation and in Hebrew tradition, symbolizes completion or
fulfillment. It s likely that the fve fallen kings represent ll the deceased emperors, regardless of how we count them.
‘The living emperor (17:10) may be Domitian, and the vision foresees yet another corrupt emperor to follow.

Empires Rule by Coopting Indigenous Elites
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Despite its considerable military power, Rome did not have enough soldiers to hold a far-flung empire in subjection
by force alone. As is necessary for the success of any empire, key leaders among subject peoples had to side with the
‘dominant power and help to keep their countrymen aligned with it

Herod the Great (37-4 BC) is an example of a local ruler who collaborated with Rome. Born in southern Palestine
of half-Jewish blood, Herod was from a politically powerful family that was savvy enough to side with Rome as the
emerging empire began to assert itself in the Mediterranean world. Named governor of Galilee by his father, who
had ruled Judea on Rome’ behalf, Herod eventually received the title of king of the Jews from the Roman Senate.
But few Jews wanted Herod to be their ruler, and it took the force of Roman arms to put him on the throne in
Jerusalem.

Herod was a fox of a ruler2 who could both ingratiate himself and bully. As king of the Jews, Herod courted local
favor by building a magnificent temple to Yahweh in Jerusalem (fig. 8.1; see Mark 13:1). At the same time, he courted
imperial favor by building temples for emperor worship at Caesarea Maritima (figs. 8.2; 9.5) on the Mediterranean
coast,at Samaria-Sebaste, and at Caesarea Philippi (Banias), on the northern border of Isracl. But at the slightest sign
ofathreat to his power, Herod wielded the sword. Matthew reports that Herod slaughtered male infants at Bethlehem
in an attempt to killa possible pretender to the throne (Matt.

Such cruelty is in character for this provincial king, who governed on Romes behalf. The beheading of John the
Baptist by Herod Antipas (Mark 6:14-29), the son of Herod the Great, shows that the next generation in the Herod

family continued the ruthless pattern. Herod Agrippa (AD 37-44), brother of Antipas, reflected the entire family’s
tendency to schmooze by issuing a coin bearing his own likeness and the legend “Great King Agrippa Lover-of-
Caesar [PIAOKAIZAP] "

Provincial rulers such as the Herods likely are what John refers to as the ten horns of the beast (17:3, 12-13)
Daniel 8:21 already has used the horn of a beast to symbolize an individual ruler. In Revelation 17:12, the horns are
ten kings who have not yet received a kingdom but “are to receive authority as kings for one hour” All provinces had
ambitious local politicians who were ready to rule or help rule their own people on Rome’ behalf. Such quislings
were “united in yielding their power and authority to the beast” (17:13).

‘Many subject individuals and nations throughout the Mediterranean world voluntarily and gladly participated in
the Roman Empire. The empire enjoed enough spontaneous loyalty in Asia Minor that Rome did not have to base
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any of its twenty or more army legions in the region. The area of the seven churches of Revelation initially came
under Roman control by the design ofa native ruler, Attalus I11. He governed the independent kingdom of Pergamunm
and came to believe that the security and well-being of his own peaple lay with the emerging power of Rome. Attalus
directed in his will that the kingdom of Pergamum should become part of the Roman Empire—and it did so in 133
BC.

Such evidence of spontaneous and willing support appeared at many levels of society. Pressure to show allegiance
to Rome came not so much from Italy as from friends, neighbors, or business associates in ones own province.
Participation in emperor worship became an index of support for an empire that many people believed had brought
peace and prosperity to the world.

Empires Unravel When Clients Turn against Them

Johnis vision indicts provincial rulers who side with Rome and “make war on the Lamb" (17:14). Kings of the earth,
however, can quickly turn against Babylon/Rome. Anticipating such eventual insubordination, John sees that the ten
horns (provincial rulers) and the beast (the Roman Empire) “will hate the whore [Rome; they will make her desolate
and naked; they will devour her flesh and burn her up with fire. For God has put it into their hearts to carry out his
‘purpose by agreeing to give their kingdom to the beast, until the words of God will be fulfilled” (17:16-17)

Fig. 8.3 The goddess Roma, personification of the ity of Rome, in  second:century AD seulpture.

John' vision is a paradigm of how empires typically collapse. As long as it serves their own interests, proxy rulers
in the provinces or satellte states pacify their own people and keep them aligned with the ideology of the empire.
But when an empire weakens and can no longer deliver wealth or prestige to its henchmen, puppet rulers turn against
the very power they once championed. Such an end to Rome’ empire probably took longer than John imagined, but
peoples that Rome once governed eventually sacked the ity in AD 410.

In the language of Revelation, kings of the earth who ally themselves with Rome commit fornication with the
harlot city (17:2). We have seen how Herod the Great builttemples to honor Caesar Augustus, and how King Tiridates
of Armenia bowed in worship to Emperor Nero. Drawing from a long biblical tradition, John condemns such acts of
idolatrous allegiance as fornication. By kowtowing to the emperor and imperial interests, provincial power brokers
and entreprencurs gained political, social, or economic advantage.

‘The goddess Roma (fig. 8.3, symbol of the imperial city, appeared on coins and statues throughout the empire.
John portrays her as a whore clothed in purple (17:4), the color reserved for imperial dress. Like a wealthy prostitute
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bedecked with gold and jewels and pearls, this mother of whores is drunk with the blood of the saints (17:6). The
beast upon which she sits “was and is not and is to come” (17:8)—perhaps another allusion to Nero and the myth of
his return to lfe after death.

g, 8.4, Emperor Domitian,
Domitian Was a Second Nero

Sometimes called a second Nero by contemporaries, Emperor Domitian (AD 81-96; fi.
8.4) killed many subjects whom he deemed a political threat or simply disliked, including senators and the governor
of Asia. He cut off the hands of prisoners, was known to crucify a man with whom he had feasted the previous day,
and executed his own cousin on a trivial pretext.4 It s likely that some Christians were caught in the bloodbath that
attended Domitians reign

Coins of the era call Domitian the father of the gods, and Roman contemporaries report that he wanted to be
addressed as Dominus et Deus noster (our lord and god).5 Itis no accident that the heavenly court in Revelation 4:11

uses this exact phrase to worship God (see also John 20:28). Johnis vision presents a parallel reality, an alternative
political allegiance, a counternarrative that stands over against the idolatrous expressions of emperor worship.

Celebrating a Tyrant’s Demise

‘According to Suetonius, a Roman historian who survived the era, Domitian “became an object of terror and hatred
toall’6 When he was assassinated in AD 96, people across the Roman Empire celebrated the end of the emperor's
brutal regime. Pliny describes the relief and jubilation that greeted news of his demise, as people spontaneously
smashed icons—statues and images—of the emperor:
“Those innumerable golden images, as a sacrific to public rejicing, e broken and destroyed. It was our delight o dash those
proud facesto the ground, t smite them with the sword and to savage them vith the axe,a f blood and agony could ollow
rom every blow. Ou transports of joy—so long deferred— were unrestrained: all sought a form of vengeanc in beholding
those bodies mutilated, imbs hacked to pieces, and finally that baleful, fearsome visage cast ito the fire, t be melted down,
50 that from such menacing terror something for [human] use and enjoyment should arise from the flames 7

Fig. 5. A visitor at the ruins of ancient Ephesus points to the word AUTOKRATOR (autocrat, meaning emperor) on this inscription,
“To theleft of the man's hand the name of a ruler has been erased—presumably a case of dgnnatio memriae
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‘These comments from a pagan contemporary of John help us understand the vindictive celebrations over the end
of the great whore in Revelation 16-19. We see Babylon/Rome being destroyed multiple times in Revelation. First,
we learn that the city i splt into three parts when “God remembered great Babylon and gave her the wine-cup of
the fury of his wrath” (16:19). Then kings of the earth turn against the harlot Babylon/Rome and “devour her flesh
and burn her up with fire” (17:16). Finally a mighty angel hurls a great millstone into the sea and says, “With such
violence Babylon the great city / will be thrown down” (18:21).

Among ruins of the Roman Empire one still can find inscriptions in which the name of Domitian has been rubbed
out (fig. 8.5). Just as they had done with Nero, the Roman Senate passed a damnatio memoriae (condemnation-of-
memory) decree after Domitians death, declaring that throughout the empire every trace of his existence should be
removed. But senators who voted for such legislation, and most people who despised Domitian, wanted to see the
end ofa ruler, not the end of an empire.

‘What Are We to Do with Violence in Revelation?

‘What are the spiritual and emotional effects on worshipers when they repeatedly dwell on the violent end of an
adversary? John's obsessive focus on the fal of Babylon/Rome is unsettling, and some modern readers have con-
demned the book of Revelation as unethical. John Dominic Crossan, for example, claims that Revelation portrays
Jesus as bloodthirsty. “To turn the nonviolent resistance of the slaughtered Jesus into the violent warfare of the
slaughtering Jesus is . .. to libel the body of Jesus and to blaspheme the soul of Christ” he asserts. “Itis Jesus, the
dead-and-risen Lion-Lamb, who opens the scroll and unleashes its contents upon the earth”s.

Crossan laments that we humans may actually end up destroying our own species; he adds: “But how do we dare
say that God plans and wants it or that Jesus leads and effects it? For me as a Christian, that seems to be the crime
against divinity, the sin against the Holy Spirit”9

‘These are strong words and most regrettable, It is unfortunate that interpreters such as Hal Lindsey (The Late Great
Planet Earth) and Tim LaHaye (the Left Behind series) have given Revelation a sadistic and escapist interpretation.
But we must not confuse such treatment of Revelation with what John intended. Unable or unwilling to wrestle with
the juxtaposition of grace and judgment in Revelation, Crossan sets up a false dichotomy: the church, he says, must
choose betiween the nonviolent Jesus of the Gospels and the violent Jesus of Johns Apocalypse. 10 This approach
effectively removes Revelation from the Bible, a solution that is simplistic and unacceptable.

Loren Johns agrees that Revelation is “arguably the most dangerous book in the history of Christendonr” in terms
of how it has been used. He cites various millenarian and apocalyptic movements, including the Branch Davidian
cult in Waco, Texas, whose leaders quoted Revelation and steered their followers to catastrophe in 1993. Johns

concludes, however, that “the more closely the symbolism of the book is read in light of actual first-century people
and events, the more clearly does the book empower readers—ancient and modern alike—to adopt an ethic of
nonviolent, faithful witness 11

It Matters How We Use Violent Imagery

Actual first-century people and events have featured prominently in our study of Revelation, giving a window to the
hostile and potentially violent world that some early believers faced. But even if John of Patmos and his community
suffered persecution, should not they have been expected to live by Jesus' command “Love your enemies” (Matt
5:44)7

Hovw we interpret Revelation's violent images makes all the difference for whether this book of the Bible is a valid

ethical resource for the church today. Those who use Revelation for insight into how Christians should conduct
themselves might consider the following perspectives

1. Revelation is set in the context of worships it is not a strategic manifesto for bringing down a regime. To be sure,
the book has all kinds of implications for political, social, and economic behavior, But the central focus is on
worship of God and the Lamb, not on political activism,

2. Alarge amount of the suffering in Revelation is borne by followers of the Lamb, not only by followers of the beast.
Looking under the altar in heaven, John sees the “souls of those who had been slaughtered for the word of
God” (6:9) and learns that more will soon be killed (6:11). Later he sces “the souls of those who had been
beheaded for their testimony to Jesus and for the word of God” (20:4)

3. The prolonged suffering brought by the plagues and the persistent witness of the martyrs has the effect of bringing
more people to salvation. In heaven, John sees worshipers, likely martyrs, who “had conquered the beast and its
image and the number of its name” (15:2). In 15:34, they sing;

Great and amaring are your deeds,
Lord God the Almighty!
Justand true are your ways,
King of the nations!
Lord, who vl n fear
and glorify your name?
For you alone are hly
‘Al nations will come
and worship before you.
For your judgments have been revealed
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John learns that all nations will come and worship God. This is a big vision of salvation, and the faithful testimony
of martyrs is part of what draws others to faith. Tertullian famously said in his second-century letter to rulers of
Rome, “The oftener we are mown down by you, the more in number we grow; the blood of Christians is seed”12

4. Because Revelation is a book of worship, we do well to stay for the entire service. While it is true that each
individual vision in the book conveys a message, @ theological rajectory shapes the entire work. The Apocalypse
moves through long passages of suffering and violence butends with a vision of hope (Rev. 21-22). The theological
message is that a loving God is in control of history and ultimately will bring healing to a broken world.

5. While some imagery in Revelation is violent and vindictive, the counsel for actual Christian behavior is
nonviolence. John repeatedly uses the word “endurance” (ypomone), which connotes sustained nonviolent
resistance. Immediately after contrasting worship of the Lamb and worship of the beast, John says, “Here is a
call for the endurance of the saints, those who keep the commandments of God and hold fast to the faith of
Jesus” (14:12). Loren Johns says the emphasis on endurance (which he translates “resistance”) “is a clear No'to
the possibility of humanity’s bringing in the fullness of Gods reign, and a joyful and confident Yes' to the way
of Christ, demonstrated most poignantly in his faithful witness—a witness that led to his death on the cross”13
Jesus said his witness on the cross would be powerful enough to “draw all people to myself” (John 12:32). God
also works redemption through the nonviolent witness and suffering of Jesus' followers, who overcome evil by
feeding the enemy (Rom. 12:17-21), win over patriarchal husbands by reverent conduct (1 Pet, 3:1-2), and even
‘conquer Satan himself (Rev. 12:11)

6. is imperative that we read Revelation in the context of the entire Bible—but especially in light of the whole New

Testament. In the Gospels we see multiple examples of Jesus showing compassion or forgiveness, even to soldiers
from the occupying forces of Rome. 14 In Acts 10 we see Peter proclaiming the good news of Jesus to Cornelius,
a Roman centurion! Luke almost certainly wrote the Cornelius account after Peter, Paul, and other Christians
had died under Roman persecution. We cannot let Joh' or other saints’eniotive responses to evil in Revelation
be the sole guide for our actions in confronting structures of sin today.
‘The controlling metaphor or governing symbol for the entire vision at Patmos s the slain Lanib.15 Richard B,
Hays writes, “A work that places the Lamb that was slaughtered at the center of its praise and worship can hardly
be usedto validate violence and coercion”16 Symbols, especially when used repeatedly in ritual, can have a
profound effect on participants. This reminds us of the importance of highlighting the right symbols from
Revelation in our teaching and worship today. The symbol of the beast in preaching and teaching can open our
eyes to systemic and structural evil in our world. Sometimes injustice or suffering may make it appropriate for
usto use the rage passages of Revelation in prayer. But always we must return, in worship and obedience, to the
central motif of the Lamb. The example and teaching of the Lamb must govern the lives of believers. Then the
rage we bring to God and leave at the throne of grace will find its proper place.

Fig. 86 A sculpture at Aphrodisias depicts Emperor Claudius preparing to slavghter Britannia. (Photo courtesy of the New York

s sttt of Fin Ars Excavation st Aphrodias)
Fear and Anger in Worship

Everyone in John' day knew that the empire could be ruthless in gaining or retaining power. Ruins of a grand temple
at Aphrodisias, near Laodicea, include a sculpture (fig. 8.6) portraying the conquest of Britannia by Emperor Claudius
(AD 41-54). The naked emperor stands triumphant, using his knee to pin a partially naked Britannia to the ground,
while the woman appears to plead for mercy. Claudius pulls back her head by the hair, with his hand— which once
wielded a sword—held high for the deathblow.

Regardless of whether John ever saw the sculpture of Claudius and Britannia in nearby Aphrodisias, he was aware
of imperial cruelty. Living under violent and sometimes demented emperors, John had reason to be angry and afraid.
‘Worship in such circumstances can be catharsis, a cleansing of the bile that accumulates in the souls of sufferers who
cry out for justice. Modern readers of Revelation who live comfortably in a stable democracy are presumptuous to
dismiss Johrs vision as sub-Christian.

Perhaps what the Christian church in the West today needs is more anger, not less. We may need Revelation to jolt
s out of our slumber, to open our eyes to see the idolatry and injustice that pervade globalization and empire today.
‘Something beastly is at work, for example, in a world where peaple starve to death or die of preventable disease while
‘nations spend billions on weapons and leisure. Jesus reassured believers who pray for divine intervention: “Will not
God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry out to him day and night? Wil he delay long in helping them? I tell
you, he will quickly grant justice to them” (Luke 18:7-8).
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For Reflection

1. How does the international system of imperial power work in the modern world? What empires (political,
‘military, or economic) can you name in the present or recent past? What ideology or professed values have been
used to justify these empires?

2. Can you think of recent situations in which a people celebrated the end of an oppressive ruler? How did the
ruler’ fall from power happen? Did the means of bringing down the tyrant affect the long-term stability of the
country?

3. What questions or concerns do you have about images of violence in Revelation? Under what circumstances,if
ever, would you use violent imagery or language in worship? Would you ever use violence in conflict?

:) LIVING THE VISION
Art and Faith in Catacombs at Rome Fig. 8.7, This simple drawing etched into 3 buril i i the Christian catacorsbs at Rome shows th sea monste hurling Tonsh to dry

Beginning in the second century Christans st Rome burid thir dead in underground tunnels utside the city. Believers lnd.
sometimes putartwork on burialld,srcophagi orfreso wals (g 5.7 5.9

Artwork inthe ctacomb dtes fom o o morecentarie afe John was on Ptano,but it eflects fith and fears siilr to

“what we find i Revelation. Themes o delverance abound. ncuding the (nea) saciice of fsaac, three youths in the fery

fornace and Chrithelin the sic. The story ofJonah was populr a5 an example ofdivin deliverance-—{rom  ea monster

thatlooks more ke a beastar dragon out of Reveltion thathe findly belugof modern chldrn' books. Eary Christans

50 used Jonah'sescape rom the big s ssasymbol of esus esutection afe three days n the tomb (att. 12:40)

Fig, 8 A fourth-century Christian sarcophagus portrays scenes of delverance: Abraham being fold ot to shaughter Isaac,lesus healing.
a blind man, and fesus telling 3 lame man to take up bis bed and walk:

1. Virgil, Aeneid 6.782-83; Georgica 2.535; Martal, Epigrans 6.64; Cicero, Epistulac ad Aticum 6.5; ibyline Oracles 2.18; 11113-16;
1345 14108

2. Jesus was referring to Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great, when he said “Go and tel that fox” (Luke 13:31). The son displayed
the same wiliness and cruelty as his ather.
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9
The Economics of Worship

Read Revelation 18:1-19:21

After this T heard what seemed to be the loud voice ofa great multitude in heaven, saying,
“Halleujah!
Salvation and glory and power to our God,
for his judgments are rue and just
he has judged the great whore
‘who corrupted the earth with her fornication,
and he has avenged o her the bload of his servants.”
‘Once more they said,
“Halleujah!
‘The smoke goes up from her forever and ever”
And the twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fll down and worshiped God who s sated on the throne, saying,
“Amen. Hallelojah!”
nd from the throne came a voice saying,
“Praise our God,
allyou his servants,
and al who fear him,
‘smalland great
‘Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multtude, ke the sound of many waters and like the sound of mighty
thunderpeals, crying out,
“Halleujah!
For the Lord our God
the Almighty reigns
Let us ejoice and exult
and give him the glory,
for the marriage of the Lumb has come,
‘and his bride has made herselfready

to herit has been granted to be clothed
with fne linen, bright and pure’—
forthefne linen i the righteous deeds of the saints. (19:1-8)

Atthe site of ancient Ephesus, archacologists found the following graffto on the ruins of an elegant house: “Rome,
queen over all, your power will never end”"1 John of Patmos says the city has glorified herself and lived luxuriously.
Rome chortled, “I rule as a queen; I am no widow; and I will never see grief” (18:7).

John hated such smug complacency. Revelation 18 is a dirge over the demise of “Babylon.” Johns contemptuous
‘name for the imperial city he believes soon will fall. To the mind of Jews, no epithet could have been more scathing;
they remembered that Babylon destroyed Jerusalem and the temple of Solomon in 586 BC.

Babylon/Rome Will Come to an End

“Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great!” cries the angel with a mighty voice (18:1- 2). Rome will perish for its arrogance
and idolatry. Revelation warns Christians not to participate in political, religious, or economic systems of an empire
about to collapse: “Come out of her, my people, / 5o that you do not take part in her sins, / and 5o that you do not
share in her plagues™ (18:4). There is vindictive energy in the celebration:
Render o her as she herslf has rendered,
and repay her doubl fo her deeds:
‘mix a double draught for her in the cup she mixed.
s she glorified herself and lived huxuriously.
50 give her a like measure of torment and gricf. (18:6-7)

‘The fate of Babylon triggers stupendous celebration in heaven. Full-volume “Hallelujahs” (Let us praise Yahweh)
punctuate the cosmic liturgy as innumerable saints and heavenly beings rejoice. An oppressive empire has ended!
For many people today, strains of Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus” resound in our ears when we read of this triumph
over evil by the “King of kings and Lord of lords” (19:16).

Potsherd Mountain Reflects the Appetite of Rome

Avisitto the landfill of ancient Rome confirms that the great city once “lived luxuriously” Sill visible near the Tiber
River is  huge heap of broken pottery called Monte Testaccio (Potsherd Mountain; fig. 9.1). The mound contains
millions of smashed amphorae, heavy pottery containers that once carried wine, olive oil, fish sauce, and other
foodstuffs by ship to Rome. The pile of unrecycled containers covers about two hundred eighteen thousand square
feet (twenty thousand square meters) and probably was larger in ancient times.

Pottery near the surface of Monte Testaccio came from Spain or North Africa in the second and third centuries
AD, but the core of the mound certainly is older. Each amphora carried about one hundred fifty pounds (seventy
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kilograms) of liquid. A modern observer says the heap “symbolizes the ‘consumer city; swallowing the produce of its
mighty empire in a one-way trade, throwing away the empties' in a heap to one side”2.

Even the philosopher Seneca, counselor to Emperor Nero, was appalled by the appetite of Rome. He wondered if
nature gave Romans such insatiable belles that they should “outdo the hugest and most voracious animals in greed”’3
Seneca cursed the “wretches whose luxury overleaps the bounds of an Empire that already stirs too much envy.
‘Why do you launch your ships?”

he demanded. “Why do you pile riches on riches?"4 He lamented that “an exhibition all too lavish is made of the
spoils of conquered nations”s

Revelation Condemns the Greed of Rome

From his island vantage point at Patmos, along a shipping lane, John could watch raw materials, luxury items, and
food supplies stream toward Italy. Someday, he declares, with the demise of Rome, markets there will dry up.
Merchants ofthe earth will weep and mourn because “no one buys their cargo anymore” (18:11). With bitter precision,
John lists luxury items first as he enumerates products that ships carry to Italy: “gold, silver, jewels and pearls, fine
linen, purple, silk and scarlet all kinds of scented wood, all articles of ivory, all articles of costly wood, bronze, iron,
and marble, cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, olive oil, choice flour and wheat, cattle and sheep.
horses and chariots, slaves—and human lives” (18:12-13)

Fig. 91 Even the footpath o the top o
imperial ca.

“This bill of lading reveals the perverse priorities of the empire: staple foods and human beings (slaves) appear at
the end of the list, almost as an after- thought. When the oppressive economic system collapses, stunned merchants
and shipmasters chant:

fonte Testaccio in Rome is made of milions of pieces of broken amphore from the Roman
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Alas, alas, the great city,
clthed n fne linen, in purple and scarlet,
adoned with gold, with jewels, and with pearl!
For in one hour allthis wealth has been laid waste!
Alas,alas,the great city,
‘where all who had ships at seagrew rich by her wealth!
For in one hour she has been lid wase. (18:16-19)

Saints and apostles and prophets of God are called to celebrate the demise of the greedy city (18:20). A mighty
angel catalogs the arts, industry, and human society that will erish with Rome: the music of harp, flute, and trumpet;
the creativity of artisans; the production of food by millstone; and celebration of marriage (18:21-23). In a sweeping
indictment, the angel declares that in Rome “was found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of ll who have been
slaughtered on earth” (18:24). Here we see that Revelation’ call for justice and judgment is not simply a response to
the suffering of Christians. John stands in solidarity with all victims of imperial oppression—including, perhaps, the
thousands who died in the Coliseurn (figs. 9.2;9.3).

Fig. 9. No structure represented Rome’s excess and cruelty more than the Coliseu, an enormous amphitheater started by Emperor
‘Nespasian in AD 70 and fnished in AD 80_An ancient inscription at the main entrance reads. “Emperor Vespasian ordered this new
‘amphitheater Lo be erected from his general’s share of the booty ..” This likely i a reference o the Jewish War and an indication that

Jewish captives helped build this amphitheater where countless gladiators, prisoners, and animals died (AD 66-70: sce Amanda Claridge,

‘Romes An Oxford Archacologica] Guide [Oxford: Oxford University Press. 19981, 275)

Fig. 9.3, A sestertiuscoin issued by Tius in AD 80-81 made the Coliseun an icon for people across the Roman world, (Phota courtes

of Harlan | Berk, Ltd

‘The dirge in Revelation 18 captures—for a fleeting moment—the tension that any thoughtful person fels in
critiquinga great society. Evil does not usually come unadulterated:; it is mixed in with the good. Even Hitler’s regime
promoted art and industry and creativity—along with horrific evil. The challenge for Christians who live a the heart
of empire today is to recognize the good in society around us without being so enamored of it that we fal to see
when our own country acts like a beast.

Merchants in Bed with a Whore

Kings of the earth have “committed fornication” with Rome, and “merchants of the earth have grown rich from the
power of her luxury” (18:3). The prophets Ezekiel and Hosea used sexual infidelity as a symbol of illcit spiritual
alliance (Ezek. 16:15-22; Hos. 1:2-3). Similarly, John describes the relationship between Rome and provincial
‘merchants as fornication, an unholy collaboration between political powers and business leaders. Some kind of
idolatry, probably emperor worship, had so penetrated the imperial economy that merely doing business with Rome
contaminated those who engaged in it.

From various ancient sources, we know that peaple involved in international travel and trade were likely to venerate
the emperor because they benefited from the security that Rome provided. “Caesar has obtained for us a profound
peace? wrote the philosopher Epictetus during the reign of Domitian (AD 81-96). “There are neither wars nor
battles, nor great robberies nor piracies, but we may travel at all hours, and sail from east to west”6 Similarly, first-
century Roman geographer Strabo expressed gratitude for the “present peace, because all piracy has been broken up,
and hence the sailors feel wholly at ease”7
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‘The ancient author Suetonius reported the following incident that took place at Puteoli, a port for Rome, in about

AD 14

As [Caesar Augustus] siled by the gulf of Putcoli it happened that from an Alexandrian ship which had just arrved there,

the passengers and crew, clad in white, crowned with garlands, and burning incense,lvished upon him good wishes and the

highest praise, sayn that i was through him theylved, through him they saled the seas, and through him tha they enjoyed

their liberty and their fortunes 8
Symbols of worship in this account—white garments, crowns, incense—also are prominent in Revelation. The
recitation of benefits ascribed to Caesar— freedom to conduct maritime trade, wealth, and even life itself—is an
index of praise similar to what Christians offer to God and the Lamb in worship (411; 5:9-10).

Patronage Held the Empire Together

Avast pyramid of power relationships, called the patronage system, linked every person in the Roman Empire from
the emperor to the lowliest slave (fig.

9.4).John sees (emperor) worship—which has economic, social, and political dimensions—as the glue that holds the
entire structure together.

Patrons in ancient society were people with political or economic power who provided berefits such as protection,
loans, or employment to less powerful lints. Clients, in turn, variously gave service, allegiance, or public praise back
to their patron. Unless they were at the very bottom of the pyramid of power, many clients in turn served as patrons
to persons less powerful than themselves. When wealthy patrons gave money for public works projects, or when they
‘gave public service by assuming a municipal office without pay, their offering was called a liturgy (fitourgia) 9

Such liturgies had the dual effect of benefiting local communities and honoring the emperor. We see a parallel
‘phenomenon in the early church, except that Christians performed liturgies (acts of generosity or service) to honor
God. When Paul exhorts believers at Corinth to contribute generously to an offering for the impoverished church at
Jerusalem, he says, “The rendering of this ministry [leitourgia) not only supplies the needs of the saints but also
overflows with many thanksgivings to God” (2 Cor. 9:12). Paul's comment illustrates that it matters to which patronage
system one belongs; Christians should be part of a system that generates praise to God.

‘The Romans relied on their vast patronage system, which generated praise to Caesa, to hold the empire together.
Rome appeared to govern the ancient world so successfully because it provided tangible benefits to collaborators and
was able to elicit gratitude from subject peoples. To client states, Rome offered trade privileges, new roads, aqueducts,
economic assistance in times of disaster, or other amenities. Many of these benefits were actually funded by local
elites who aligned themselves with the imperial ideology.
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Fig. 9.4 This diagram shovws how fohn of Patmos viewed the patronage system of the Roman Empire, an arrangement he lambasts as
fornicaton. Patrons provided benefits dowmeard to their clients. and clents responded upward with loyalty and service.Emperor
worship, orchestrated by the sccond beast (th priesthood of emperor worship). was a primary index of participation in the entire
‘system. Revelation condermns the benelis-for-worship exchange of Roman patronage as blasphemous, and ofers analernative patronage
‘system ofallegiance to God and the Lamb.

Roman historian Suetonius says that Caesar Augustus on a personal level “united the kings with whom he was in
alliance by mutual ties, and was very ready to propose or favor intermarriages or friendships among them. He never
failed to treat them all with consideration as integral parts of the Empire, .. and he brought up the children of many
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of them and educated them with his own””10 Caesar Augustus served as patron to powerful clients (such as Herod
the Great) in conquered nations, a pattern that later emperors continued.

Benefits from the System Come at a Price

‘The steady downward flow of benefits to clients in the patronage pyramid came with a price. Clients usually could
not reciprocate on equal terms but were expected to offer indexes of loyalty, service, and praise to their patrons. In
Roman cities it was not unusual for a group of clients to gather at their patrons home in the morning and offer
greeting as the patron emerged for the day. They applauded when their patron gave a public speech.

Archacologists have found thousands of stone inscriptions in which clients publicly expressed gratitude to patrons.
‘The first-century Roman philosopher Seneca, tutor and adviser to Nero, wrote a book abut the patronage system.
Clients, he said, “must be willing to go into exile, or to pour forth your blood, or to undergo poverty” for their
patrons.11 Tronically, Seneca committed suicide when he fell under suspicion of having taken part in a plot to
assassinate his patron Nero.12

Clients of Rome—especially government oficials and priests who operated the far-flung institutions of emperor
worship—constituted the second beast in John's vision (13:11-17). It s difficult to precisely identify this creature
because it included a complex system of temples, altars, inscriptions, choirs, ceremonies, and other means of
expressing loyalty to emperor and empire. The second beast “makes the earth and its inhabitants worship the first
beast” (13:12) by promoting emperor worship at all levels of society. John is aware of the stratification of classes in
the Roman world. He explicitly names classes of people who function in the bottom four tiers of a pyramid of power
of which the beast—the emperor or the empire—is the apex. In descending order, the four subservient tiers are (1)
Kings ofthe earth; (2) magnates, general, the rich, and the powerful; (3) every fiee person; and (4) every slave (6:15;
fig 9.4)

In one of the most caustic scenes of his vision, John sees that the first beast, representing the emperor or the
empire, receives its power from Satan (13:2-4). Persuaded that Rome rules illegitimately by demonic mandate, John
will have nothing to do with the imperial system—and especially not with any form of emperor worship.

Emperor Worship Pervades International Commerce

Avoiding emperor worship was difficult since religion pervaded all sectors of ancient society; including the economy.
Ports and trade guilds in the first century were filled with temples to various gods, including the emperor. In the first
century, Caesarea Maritima, principal Mediterranean port of Palestine, featured a temple of emperor worship built
by Herod the Great as the first building that arriving sailors and visitors would encounter (figs. 9.5; 8.2). Among the

ruins of Ostia, port for ancient Rome at the mouth of the Tiber River, a large building for priests of the emperor cult
sill stands. This structure illustrates the role emperor worship played in aligning international entrepreneurs with
imperial ideology.

Fig. 9.5, This model reconsiruction of the harbor buit by Herod the Gt at Cacsarea Maritima shows how the emple o Cacsar (bottom
left) was the firs building sea travelers encountered when they arrived at Judea, The entrance o the harbor is at op right

Rome needed thousands of collaborating merchants to maintain its standard of living. To mollify a restive
population, the government regularly gave free grain to some two hundred thousand persons n the imperial capital. L3
Grain from beyond the Ttalian peninsula came on ships owned by private entrepreneurs because the Roman
government did not have its own merchant fleet. We catch a glimpse of these privately owned merchant vessels in
the New Testament. Paul was taken as prisoner toward Rome on a grain ship from Adramyttium, a port in Asia
Minor just north of Pergamum (Acts 27:2, 38). He completed his journey on another ship from Alexandria that
probably also carried grain (28:11).

‘There were many such vessels in the first century; and the Roman government provided economic incentives for
shipowners to risk the dangerous sea journey to Italy. Shipwreck was common enough that Paul suffered it at least
four times (Acts 27:39-44; 2 Cor. 11:25). Merchants who brought grain to ltly received insurance coverage from the
emperor and enjoyed tax benefits. They were guaranteed minimum prices for their cargo and could perhaps obtain
Roman citizenship for their service. 14
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‘“Thus amutually beneficial relationship developed between Rome and entrepreneurs from the provinces. Although
much of the freight going to Italy was grain, merchants also ferried a host of other products in ships that each carried
up to four hundred tons of cargo, and a few up to a thousand tons 15 Imports to Rome included silk and spices from
the Orient, marble from Asia Minor, and ivory from Zanzibar.

Imperial Priests Have Power in Business

Familiar as he presumably was with the port city of Ephesus, and with international trade in general (Rev. 18), John
understood how pagan rituals and emperor worship pervaded the imperial economy. A coin isstied by Nero (fig.9.6)
shows one way common people such as John learned about the blend of commerce and worship in taly. The coin
depicts the new harbor of Rome at Ostia. At the top of scene, at the mouth of the harbor, stands a colossal statue
either of the god Neptune or of the emperor posed as Neptune. Several merchant vessels with sails raised, and military
ships with oars extended, move within the harbor. A personification of the river Tiber reclines at the bottom of the
coin, with his hand on a ships tiller. A temple, perhaps of emperor worship, appears at the upper left, at the end of
warehouses built on the sea wall. Such coins showed to the world that ships going to Rome entered a port saturated
with worship of the emperor and the gods.

At Ostia, archacologists have found evidence of nearly forty trade guilds, and probably there were more. Guild
sites typically had places for worship, as well as a hall for meetings and banquets. Inscriptions from Ostia indicate
that men in guild leadership in the first century also usually had standing in the priesthood of the emperor cult
From ranks of the augustales came presidents of the shipbuilding guild and the wine-importing guild. Shippers
sponsored a public inscription that honored a certain Faustus, a “priest of the divine Titus” and “patron of the Guild
of Overseers of Seagoing Vessels"16 The emperor cult so pervaded commerce in the Roman world that it was difficult
to buy or sell without the mark of the beast (13:17).

Coins Carry the Mark of the Beast

Many first-century Roman coins bore legends such as “Emperor Caesar Domitian Augustus, Son of the Divine
‘Vespasian, Pontifex Maximus [Chief Priest]” Coins of Nero and Domitian sometimes portrayed those emperors with
the spiked crown associated with divinity. Jewish rebels, known as Zealots for their claim of radical obedience to
God, refused to carry or even look at such money. When the Jewish War irrupted in AD 66, the newly independent
Jewish government issued coins that bore no human likeness (fig. 9.7).

[Figure 9.6 not included because of rights restrictions.]

Ignatius of Antioch, an early second-century church leader martyred at Rome, recognized the power of symbol
and used coins as a metaphor for spiritual allegiance: “Just as there are two coinages, the one of God, the other of the
world, and each has its own stamp impressed on t, so the unbelievers bear the stamp of this world, and the believers
the stamp of God in love through Jesus Christ, and unless we choose to die through him in his passion, his lfe is not
inus’17

Itis likely that both John and Ignatius were familiar with the response Jesus gives when asked about paying taxes
to Rome (Matt. 22:17-21). As a radical Jew, Jesus caries no Roman money on his person. But when he asks for a
coin, one of his criics compromises himself by producing a denarius.18 Jesus asks whose image (k& ) and whose
title is on it, thus forcing his Jewish opponents to admit that they are carrying money inscribed with blasphemous
claims. Then Jesus answers the question about paying taxes: “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the
emperor’s, and to God the things that are Gods” (Matt. 22:21). In other words, let the idolatrous emperor have the
coins bearing his icon. Human beings, made in the image (/) of their Creator, belong wholly to God

Worship Issues in Action

Celebration over the fall of Babylon/Rome reverberates throughout Revelation 19, and “smoke goes up from her
forever and ever” (Rev. 19:3). Indexes of worship include shouts of “Hallelujah” as the elders and living creatures fall
prostrate before God in gratitude. Preparation is made for the marriage supper of the Lamb, the union of Christ the
bridegroom with the church as bride (see 2 Cor. 112 Eph. 5:25-33).

Fig. 9.7, Rebels who ousted the Romans from Palesti

thisshekel from AD 6768 (Photo courtesy of Zuzim Judaes.
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Fig. .5 The coin that featured in Jesus exchang with the Pharisces about paving taxes (Matt 20:15-22) most lkely was this denarius
150, the head to which Jesus referred was that of Emperor Tiberius, 3nd the title on the coin was DIVI AUG F ('son of the divine

‘Augustus’) (Photo courlesy of Harlan | Berk, L
Amid the commotion, John makes the mistake of falling down to worship at the feet of an angel. Implying that
God alone deserves worship, the angel rebukes John: “You must not do that! ... Worship God!” (Rev. 19:10). John
repeats the error near the end of his vision, and again receives a reprimand (22:8). In a world where most peaple
reflexively bow before political rulers, even John needs to be reminded to worship only the triune God.
In Revelation, worship encompasses all of life, symbolized with the whole-body ritual of bowing low. The word
John repeatedly uses for worship is #7°%3"°¢%, which has the meaning of falling prostrate to the ground. Ten times

John uses 270$4371¢% 2 an index of worshiping God and/or the Lamb;19 eleven times he uses i to refer to worship
of the dragon, the beast, or an image of the beast. 20

‘Worship in Revelation 19 takes place betiween the fal of Babylon/Rome (Rev. 17-18) and the appearance of the
new Jerusalem (Rev. 21-22). Will John's readers bow toward Babylon or toward the new Jerusalem? More is involved
than mere mental or spiritual disposition. The beast, in any case, is not satisfied to have people of the earth simply
give intellectual assent to its supremacy; mortals must also offer indexes of fidelity. They follow the beast, make
images of i, buy and sell with its symbol, and carry its mark on their bodies (13:11-17)

Likeise, those who reverence God and the Lamb show their own indexes of allegiance in new patterns of living,
as reflected in the lturgy connected with the marriage celebration of the Lamb. The bride—the church—is “clothed
with fine linen, bright and pure? and her wedding dress *is the righteous deeds of the saints” (19:8). This is not a
“works righteousness.”since it has been grarited to the church by the gracious power of God to wear the garment of
holy living (see 6:11). Worship involves the whole self—mind, spirit, and actions. Those who die “in the Lord” are
blessed, a voice from heaven says, for their deeds follow them” (14:13).

On the day of final reckoning, all mortals will stand before God to be *judged according to their works, as recorded
in the books” (20:12). Deeds do not save mortals, nor do beliefs or feelings; God and the Lamb save. But Revelation
shows that deeds are indexes of what men and women actually worship. John of Patmos would have agreed with the
Epistle of James: “So faith by itself, if it has no works, is dead” (James 2:17).

History Transitions to the Kingdom of God

Ritual, worship, and metaphor tumble over one another in rapid succession as history fully transitions from the
kingdom of the beast to the kingdom of God. The heavens open, and a white horse of victory emerges (Rev. 19:11~
16). We recognize the rider as Jesus because “from his mouth comes a sharp sword” (19:15; see 1:16). His name is
‘The Word of God (see John 1:1), and his robe is splattered with blood—perhaps his own, poured out at Golgotha.
“The sharp sword with which he will strike down the nations is the Word of God (see Heb. 4:12). Just as God once
spoke the word to bring creation out of chaos (Gen. 1:3), s Jesus speaks the word again to restore creation.

Good and evil have been mirror images throughout Revelation, 5o it is not surprising that there are two end-time
banquets: the marriage supper of the Lamb (19:9), and a meal in which the menu is the flesh of kings, captains,
horses, riders, and everyone who follows the beast (19:17-18). This foul feast makes a mockery of banquets held at
imperial courts, guild halls, or political gatherings across the empire.

On the great day of God the Almighty; a climactic battle unfolds at a place John calls “Harmagedon.” or
“Armageddon” (16:16 RSV). In Hebrew, the name means Mount Megiddo and probably refers to an ancient mound
at the edge of the Jezreel Valley, where the city of Megiddo once stood (fig. 9.9). Because of s strategic location on a
plain at the intersection of major highways, Megiddo was the site of many pivotal battles in the ancient world.21.

Megiddo is in the shadow of Mount Carmel, the mountain where Elijah once humiliated the prophets of Baal
before leading them to execution (1 Kings 18). Now the forces of idolatry and violence from the whole world converge
there for battle, this time apparently against God. The battle is a rout, with evil going down to defeat so swiftly that
John simply reports:
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Fig, 99, These ruins of ancient Megiddo ar on a hillop Reveltion 16:16 calls Armageddon (mountain of Megiddo). In the disance is
the broad lezree Valle where Revelaion says an eschalological battle wil ake place.
“The beast was captured, and with it th flse prophet who had performed i ispresence the signs by which he deceived those
who had received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped it image. These two were thrown alive into the lake of fire
that burns with sulfur. And the rest were kiled b the sword of th rider on the horse, thesword that came from his mouth:
and allth birds were gorged with thei fles. (Rev. 1920-21)

‘The false prophet is closely related to the second beast (13:11-17), the one who made people of the earth worship
the beast of empire. The false prophet and the second beast personify rebellion against God; they are summarily
hurled into the lake of fire. They are corrupt systems and structures, entities that need not arouse our sympathy. More
sobering is the loss of human lfe in this passage: kings, captains, the mighty, free people, slaves, the small, and the
great (19:18).

In a ghoulish parody of a banquet, birds gorge themselves on decaying human flesh (19:21). Note the symbolic
nature of this passage: those who die are felled by a sword that issues from the rider’s mouth. It is the sword of the
‘Word of God, not a literal weapon. The rider speaks an end to those who, despite multiple warnings and plagues,
insist on following the beast. Just as God repeatedly warned Pharaoh through ten plagues to change his heart,
followers of the beast receive abundant warning through three cycles of seven woes. Those who perish have willfully
and persistently chosen to worship the beast instead of God.

“Gonna Have to Serve Somebody”

‘The Apocalypse focuses on structural evil—in this case, vast networks of commerce and politics warped by greed,
violence, and blasphemous ideology. Johnis purpose in highlighting systemic sin is to exhort individuals and
congregations not to let themselves be caught up in a corrupt system.

Humans are not autonomous, and we are not gods. American troubadour Bob Dylan famously sang, “You're gonna
have to serve somebody” whether that be the devil or the Lord.22 Revelation unveils the spiritual realities of a first-
century Roman world in which many people end up serving and worshiping an empire with depraved political and
economic structures.

‘Thus Revelation reminds us that how we relate to money speaks volumes, and God i listening. As followers of
Jesus, we cannot divide our lives neatly into spiritual, economic, and vocational compartments, because worship
involves the whole of life. While Christians should engage political and economic institutions of our yworld, we must
do 50 with kingdom values of justice and healing. We need to regularly worship God and the Lamb because other
‘gods are ubiquitous and beguiling,

For Reflection

1. Where are the “potsherd mountains” in the modern economy? What evidence of wanton consumption will
‘modern societies leave for future generations to uncover? To what extent are today’s empires structured around
economic objectives?

2. What does the patronage pyramid look like today? Who is a the top? Who is at the bottom? By what rituals or
behaviors do we signal that we are part of the system? Does religion or some other comprehensive ideology play
a part in holding the pyramid together?

3. What indexes of imperial allegiances o you see today—in trade agreements, in political alliances, or in places
where eltes around the sworld receive education? Which of these would John of Patmos call fornication? By
what indexes or actions do you express allegiance to the kingdom of God?

-
</ LIVING THE VISION
Prescription for Healthy Community in Indiana

“The United States doesn' have  healthcare system.”says James Nelson Gingerich, MD. “We have a medical industry that
produces just enough health care to maintain the illusion that s reason forbeing is health care rather than profits”
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Not quite the outlook you expect from a graduate of a prestigious medical school! Gingerich recognizes that many doctors
provide good care. But as one of his physican friends els him, “Mostof us jus want our patients to be happy and o pay their
bilson time? Gingerichs passion s for building healthy community with people that the medical system leaves out.

In 1958, Gingerich and other local visionaries set up Maple City Health Care Center in  racally mixed, economically
struggling neighborhood in Goshen, Indiana. Volunicers helped to convert an emply fire station into a center offerng
accessible, afordable care. Gingerich learned Spanish, boughta house nearby, and works for a salary similar o that ofa public
schoolteacher.

‘The medical industry i a kind of pseudoreligion that gives allegiance to profit rather than the common good, Gingerich
asserts. “Doctors in ab coats are priests with specialized knowledge, ministering behind closed daors to vulnerable patients,
Advertising fostes faith in costly drugs promising youth, vigor, and a ife free of pain” In contrast, the Maple City Health Care
‘Center provides a setting in which neighbors—providers, patents,saff, and board — collaborate to improve the well-being of
both individuals and the broader community.

“The center providesa wide range ofservices, including comprehensive primary cae, counseling,  drug asistance program,
and support groups for persons with chronic conditions. Prenatal care includes culturally diverse gatherings of pregnant
women, who bring their experience to the circle. The center’s board converses in Spanish and English, across socioeconomic
lines, to envision ways o oster the good of the neighborhood. Board members meet at able to share food and make decisions.
‘amid conversation about their families of origin and their experience as immigrants or long-term residents. They bring their
knowledge of schools,businesses, aw enforcement, or other local ealitcs.

“The vision that shapes the center i rooted in the example of esus, who spoke to the povwerful and raternized vith the poor.
1t is about Jews and Genties, rich and poor, enjoying each other’s hospitalty, Gingerich says. Here the doors are open to
‘peaple who are ready to bring ther resources and needs and thereby help o creat a healing community.23.
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7
Seal of the Living God

Read Revelation 7:1-11:19

Afte this 1 ooked, and there was a great multude that 5o one could count, from every nation, rom alltribes and peoples
‘and languages, standing bfore the throne and beforethe Lamb, robed i white, with palm branches n their hands. They cried
outina loud voice, saying,
“Salvation belongs to our God
whois seated on the throne,
and to the Lamb!

And al the angels stood around the throne and around the elders and the four lving creatures, and they fell on their faces
before the throne and worshiped God,singing,
“Ament Blessing and glory and wisdom
and thanksgiving and honor
and power and might
be to our God forever and ever! Amen” (79-12)

In the last chapter we entered the cosmic throne room with John (Rev. 4-6) and saw that God remains in charge
even when the world is in chaos. Worship opens the eyes of faith, giving John a long view of history from God's
perspective. Believers who follow the Lamb know that in the end the Lambs way of suffering love will prevail. Evil
will implode, and God will finally eliminate the rebellion that does not self-destruct. But in the meantime it will be a
rough passage for Christians and others as the beast of empire goes through its death throes. Revelation counsels
readers to brace for persecution and to deepen their allegiance to the Lamb with indexes of devotion.

‘The beast will exploit every possible means of persuasion, especially the mark of the beast, to reinforce allegiance
toitself (13:16-17). As we saw in Revelation 13, the mark likely was not aliteral sign placed on hand and forchead.
Rather, this mark was a metaphor for allegiance to Rome and participation in emperor worship. We also observed
that actions and symbols related to the beast closely parallel or parody those used in the wrship of God. Since the
beast marks its followers, it comes as no surprise that followers of Jesus also carry a sign on their foreheads (7:3; 9:
14:1; 22:4).

Just as the four horsemen of empire have wreaked havoc across the world (6:1-8), four angels of God now stand
at the corners of the earth to hold back the winds of destruction (7:1-3). Another angel, heralding a new day for
‘humanity, comes from the rising of the sun to forestall further damage to the earth. The delay willlast, the angel says,
“until we have marked the servants of our God with a seal on their foreheads” (7:3).

A Seal Marks Ownership and Protection

‘The word seal literally refers to an offcial insignia printed on paper or parchment, or pressed into wax or clay (see
fig. 6.1). It indicates that a powerful individual has authorized or validated a document. The angel in Johns vision
seals the foreheads of the saints, perhaps reenacting a scene from Ezekiel. In his vision of Solomons temple in
Jerusalem just before its destruction in the sixth century BC, Ezekiel witnesses rampant idolatry (Ezek. 9:1-11).
Idolatry is so pervasive that God dispatches executioners to Jerusalem. Before swords flash, however, God sends a
‘man dressed in linen through the city to “put a mark on the foreheads of those who sigh and groan over all the
abominations that are committed” in the temple (9:4). The executioners spare those who carry God's mark on their
forehead. Since Revelation has close parallels to Ezekiel, John may also have understood a seal on the forehead of
Christians as a kind of protection.

‘Writings from the early church expand our understanding of what a seal meant among Christians in the Roman
Empire. The apostle Paul says God has placed his seal on believers and put his Spirit in their hearts (2 Cor. 1:22)
‘Twice in Ephesians (1:13-14; 4:30) seal refers to the gift of the Holy Spiritin the life of believers. A second-century
Christian work, The Shepherd of Hermias,says that before an individual “bears the name of the Son of God." he or she
is dead. But a person who receives the seal “puts away mortality and receives life” The author concludes, “The seal,
then, is the water” Believers “descend into the water dead, and they arise alive’L

‘Within the New Testament, baptism takes place in a variety of modes and with varying amounts of preparation.
But the early church gradually standardized the form of this symbol, with an accent on allegiance and changed
behavior. The Apostolic Tradition, commonly attributed to Hippolytus of Rome ca. AD 215, describes stages of
preparation for baptism.2

Because the manual dates from more than a century after Revelation, we cannot flatly read its practices back into
the time of John. But the Apostolic Tradition gives us the fullest description of the baptismal liturgy in the early
church. It shows that baptism in the early centuries signaled a radical shift o alegiance, similar to what John portrays
in Revelation. According to Apostolic Tradition 15-21, those wanting to join the Christian church at Rome would
‘undergo scrutiny, instruction, and exorcism, and then baptism. Let’ consider each in turn.

1. Scrutiny. The candidate, accompanied by a sponsor, met with teachers of the church. They asked questions about

the candidate’s lfestyle, to determine whether marital status, occupation, and values were consistent with the
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‘gospel. Unacceptable professions included, for example, gladiator and astrologer. Candidates who already were
in the army would no longer be permitted to kill; those who joined the army after making a confession of faith
were rejected for baptism.

Instruction and exorcism.3 New believers would hear the word for up to three years, with attention to lfestyle.
Teachersasked whether candidates had honored widows, visited the sick, and fulfilled all good works. Candidates
received frequent exorcism for cleansing from patterns of greed, idolatry, and sin. Cyprian, a third-century
church leader from North Africa, describes how his preparation for baptism involved giving up the banquets,
fine clothes, and civic honors of his patrician past.4

‘Baptism. Candidates fasted on Friday of Holy Week, and on Saturday knelt for more exorcism to expel “every
foreign spirit” The bishop breathed on the candidates and sealed their foreheads, ears, and nostrils with the sign
of the cross. The candidates kept vigil through Saturday night, listening to readings and instruction. Before
dawn on Easter morning, they removed all clothing and received the anointing of exorcism. They said, “I
renounce you, Satan, and all your service” Candidates then descended into the water to be baptized three times,
with the confession “I believe, and submit myself o you and to all your service, O Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”
‘They affirmed a version of the Apostles' Creed, then arose from the water to be clothed in white robes (sce Rex.
79). They received milk mixed with honey to symbolize fulfiliment of Gods promise of a land flowing with
milk and honey for the people of Israel. The new believers then received the Eucharist for the first time.

Fig. 7.1, Persons receiving baptism in this early Christian baptistery in Tuisia removed their clothes and walked down the steps. They
went through the water and up the other side. The baptitery still is n sity among the ruins of an early Chrisian church a Sheilla in
Tunisia

Most representations of baptism in the catacombs at Rome show the candidate (often Jesus, at his baptism) standing
in water well below the waist. Another individual scoops water up over the head of the person being baptized. In
typical baptisteries from the fourth and fifth centries, several steps lead down into the water on one side and several
‘more lead up the other side (fig. 7.1). Thus baptismal candidates literally went through the swaters that symbolized
death, the Jordan River, Noalis flood, and/or the Red Sea. Surviving baptisteries were usually in small rooms adjacent
to the main meeting space of the congregation. Presumably this arrangement permitted privacy for the disrobed
candidates, who may have been baptized in near darkness. It s possible that deaconesses presided at the baptism of
women.5

Instructions for baptism in the Apostolic Tradition reveal that martyrdom was a distinct possibility for believers
“When a catechumen [a person receiving instruction for baptism] is arrested because of witness and killed before
having been baptized, he is to be buried with all the martyrs, because he has been baptized in his own bloods

‘The Roman State Sponsors Rituals of Life and Death

Early Christian worship gave prominence to symbols and rituals of lfe and death in baptism, Eucharist, hymnody,
and other worship. Rituals oflfe and death also were prominent in ceremonies of the Roman Empire. Nowhere was
this more evident than in the so-called games held in public arenas and amphitheaters throughout the Mediterranean
world. Emperors, governors, and wealthy citizens sponsored shows in these venues, usually featuring gladiatorial
battles and executions. At major celebrations, scores of humans and hundreds of animals would die s large crowds
Iooked on. These exhibitions sere more than mere entertainment. Romans sponsored ritual death with the belief
that watching people die, especially if they died nobly, would build moral fiber in the spectators.

Roman orator and statesman Cicero (106-43 BC) said there was “no better schooling against pain and death” than
watching criminals die in the arena7 Pliny the Younger praised Emperor Trajan (AD 98-117) for sponsoring
gladiatorial games that were “nothing lax or dissolute to weaken and destroy the manly spirit of his subjects” Rather,
the spectacles would “inspire them to face honorable wounds and look scorn on death, by exhibiting love of glory
and desite for victory even in the person of criminals and slaves”8 The Romans recognized that ritual activities,
especially those with themes of life and death, could make a deep impact on spectators. Again, crowds would receive
this supposed moral benefit if combatants died bravely9

Christians Avoid Pagan Spectacles
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Such public spectacles were always dedicated to the gods, and frequently to the emperor. Roman circuses (oblong
racetracks) and arenas (amphitheaters) were laden with icons and symbols of pagan religion. Tertullian (ca. AD 155~
230), a prominent early church leader from North Africa, said Christians should not attend spectacles in these
settings because of commitments they made at baptism. “Every ornament of the circus is a temple by itself” he
protested.

Tertullian condemned the idolatry he saw in these places “in the many images, the long line of statues, the chariots
of all sorts, the thrones, the crowns, the dresses” featured in processions. He marveled that so many “sacrifices
precede, come betyween, and follow” the games. Some of the sacrifices were to deities such as Mars (god of war) or
Diana (goddess of the hunt); others were to emperors living o deceased. The circus racetrack at Rome had three
altars o the gods Great, Mighty, and Victorious—attributes that figure prominently in the symbolic world of
Revelation. 10

Christian Worship as Alternative to Roman Imperial Ritual

Historian Joyce E. Salisbury, in her treatment of spectacles in the arena and circus,L1 says religious ritual in the
Roman world usually followed a standard formula. Whether it was athletes preparing for competition in state-
sponsored games, devotees of mystery religions holding a ceremony, or citizens of a town celebrating the emperor
cult, the following sequence typically emerged:
1. Purification, which prepared the individual for the sacred and frequently included a ritual meal
2. Invocation, calling on the god
3. Vision, or the acknowledgment of the presence of the holy
4. Procession, by which the sacred was made public, and the space marked out as sacred
5. Fulfillment of the sacred ritual, which in many significant Roman rituals marked a victory over death
So gladiators, for example, joined a solemn and sacred meal on the night before they did battle in the arena. The
‘games began with prayers and invocations, and all participants and spectators were treated to a vision of the emperor
or an image of the emperor. The spectacle included a great procession (as described above by Tertullian), and finally
the ritual acts of sacrifice, gladiatorial contests, and execution of criminals or captives. The entire event reinforced
the notion that Rome had power over life and death and that the gods favored the empire.
Revelation resists the spiritual ideology of the Roman Empire by setting out alternative patterns of allegiance and
worship. Johr' vision includes parallels to every step in the sequence of Roman public religious ritual:
1. Purification and ritual mieal. “Blessed are those who wash their robes, 5o that they will have the right to the tree
oflife and may enter the city by the gates” (Rev. 22:14). “If you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in
to you and eat with you” (3:20).

2. Invocation. “You are worthy, our Lord and God ... " (4:11).
3. Vision. “There in heaven stood a throne, with one seated on the throne!” (4:2).
4. Procession. “There was a great multitude that no one could count, .. standing before the throne and before the
Lamb, robed in white, with palm branches in their hands” (7:9).
5. Fulfillment. “Let us rejoice and exult and give him glory, / for the marriage of the Lamb has come” (19:7).
Christian worship as presented in Revelation has close structural similarities to the imperial pagan ceremonies it
displaces.

Innumerable Saints Unite in Worship

‘When John wrote Revelation, the human-made structure with the largest seating capacity in the Mediterranean
world was the Circus Maximus, in a valley directly below Domitian's palace at Rome (fig. 7.2). Accommodating an
audience of at least two hundred seventy thousand, one-quarter of the population of Rome, this circus was the
grandest venue for state ceremonies and religious festivals. It was a racetrack, where chariot teams vied for glory.
When a race was over, a presiding magistrate presented the victorious charioteer with a palm branch and a wreath,
followed by monetary prizes.

In the courts of heaven, John of Patmos sees a celebration that i far bigger than any event in the Circus Maximus,
‘The worshipers are standing (Rev. 7:9), the usual posture of prayer and praise in both Jewish and early Christian
practice (fig. 7.3; see Matt. 6:5; Mark 11:25). In the inner circle of the mighty crowd are believers who have been
sealed: one hundred forty-four thousand, “from every tribe of the people of Israel” (Rev. 7:4). Two millennia later,
one hundred forty-four thousand may sound like a small number of Christians. But for John, writing to a few
scattered house churches, it must have seemed an enormous tally. By saying that these saints are from the tribes of
Tsrael, John implies that they are Jewish.
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Fig. 7. This model of first-century Rome includes the Circus Maximus racetzack (botto let) and the Coliseum amphitheater (upper
Fight). The Circus Maximus could accommodate a least 270,000, and the Coliseu 50,000, Thelarge comples of buildings (ith the
curved facade) just beyond the middle of the Circus is the palace of Emperor Domitia.

Fig. 7.3, Jews and Christians in the first centur
‘Christian catacombs at Rome.

raved standing, with hands raised to shoulder height. This sculpture is from the

John may be advancing the same argument that we find in Paul’s Letters— that Jewish followers of Jesus have a
kind of spiritual priority over Gentiles. When discussing the relationship between Jews and Gentilesin the Christian
church, Paul tells Gentile readers, “It is not you that support the root, but the root that supports you” (Rom. 11:18).
Now, in Joh's vision of heavenly worship, Jewish believers form the inner circle of saints gathered around the Lamb.
But beyond the one hundred forty-four thousand is "a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation,
from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with
‘palm branches in their hands” (Rev. 7:9).

Like victorious chariot drivers in the Circus Maximus, believers from all nations wave palm branches of victory.
But instead of having endured a grueling chariot contest with thundering steeds, saints in heaven have “come out of
the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (7:14). Presumably
the great ordeal is the persecution or hour of trial that John sees “coming on the whole world” (3:10). A titanic
spiritual contest is unfolding between the beast and the Lamb, Christians caught in this conflict signal their loyalties
by receiving the seal or symbol of baptism,

‘The Emperor Claims Worship from All Nations

Revelation exposes worship of the beast and the emperor as a counterfeit of true praise to God. Archaeological
discoveries at the ruins of ancient Aphrodisias, near Laodicea, show how closely the choreography of emperor
worship could parallel the praise John describes i the heavenly court. A series of sculptural icons once adorned the
‘grand entryway leading to a temple at Aphrodisias dedicated to Aphrodite (goddess of love) and the imperial family.
‘The sculptures portray peoples and nations of the world subjected to Rome, each represented by a woman in ethnic
attire. Just as John sces “all tribes and peoples and languages” worshiping God and the Lamb (7:9), these images
depict the same for the emperor. Nations standing before the temple of the emperor include even obscure peoples
such as the Andizeti, Callaeai, and the lapodes. 12

Historian Martin Goodman says this diverse representation “seems to have been intended to stress the
extraordinary range and variety of peoples under Roman rule.” The worship tableau conveys the notion that Rome
and the emperor are benefactors to all these places and peoples. L3 In the Res gestac divi Augusti (Deeds of the Divine
Augustus), a lengthy autobiographical funerary statement inscribed in stone throughout the empire after his death,
Caesar Augustus catalogs peoples and nations supposedly blessed by his rule: *I restored peace to the Gallic and
‘Spanish provinces and liketvise to Germany. .. T caused peace to be restored in the Alps, .. without undeservedly
‘making war against any people. .. The Cimbrians, the Charydes, the Semnones, and other German peoples of the
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same region through their envoys sought my friendship and that of the Roman people” Caesar goes on to name
Ethiopia, Arabia, Egypt, Armenia, and llyricum among the nations fortunate to come under his rule. 14,

Fig. 7.4, Nero placed an icon of Salus (Salvation) on the reverse of this denariusisued in AD 67-65, the last year of hislfe. In her right
hand Salus holds the patera—a shallow dish for pouring libations in rlgious ceremnies.Salus presumably Tepresents th divine Nero
bringing sahvation to the world. Revelation counters such propaganda by declaring that salvation belongs to God (Ret: 7:10). (Photo
courtesy of Harlan | Berk, Ld.

‘The entire Res gestae inscription begins by saying, “Below s a copy of the accomplishments of the deified Augustus
by which he brought the whole world under the empire of the Roman people” Roman emperors claimed to bring
salvation (salus) to the world, as announced on a coin issued by Nero (fig. 7.4), and expected submission and praise
from all peoples on earth. Over against such imperial hubris, John saw a multitude from all nations crying, *Salvation
belongs to our God / who is seated on the throne, / and to the Lamb!” (7

Struggle against the Beast Is Spiritual Combat

‘We must read Revelation 7 in tandem with Revelation 14, where the one hundred forty-four thousand appear again.
In both chapters these saints worship ecstatically. They stand on Mount Zion (14:1), the most sacted spot on earth
in Jewish cosmology, and sing a new song (14:3). No one can learn the song except the one hundred forty-four
thousand who have been redeemed from the earth.” This privileged group are those “who have not defiled themselves
with women, for they are virgins” (14:4).

1t offends our social and political sensibilities today to read that these saints have not defiled themselves with
women, as if sexual contact with women makes men unclean. We must interpret this unfortunate metaphor in light
f Old Testament imagery and in the context of Roman imperial symbolism. Several Hebrew prophets describe the
spiritual unfaithfulness of ancient srael with the metaphor of sexual infidelity in marriage. 15 And in state propaganda,
the goddess Roma routinely represents the capital city of the empire.

In Revelation, followers of the Lamb are virgins in the sense that they have not been whoring with Roma or
‘embracing her ideology. So this imagery does not reflect a puritanical aversion to sex. As we will see later, what John

calls fornication is compromise with the harlot Babylon (Rome) and participation in the emperor cult (see, for
example, 17:1-3). The word usually translated “virgin” (14:4) can also mean “chaste person” By ancient tradition,
Jewish soldiers preparing for holy war abstained from sexual activity. 16 Struggle with the beast s spiritual combat,
demanding a level of self-discipline once required for holy war. But this is most unusual warfare, because those
engaged in battle follow the Lamb.

“The fact that these saints have no lie in their mouths (14:5) is a clue to the nature of their victory. An issue the early
church faced was what to do with believers who saved their lives by denying Christ when they were arrested and put
on trial. After their release, such individuals sometimes repented and wanted to be reinstated as members of the
church. According to Johs vision, saints worshiping the Lamb on Mount Zion have not lied to avoid martyrdom.

All Nations Worship God and the Lamb

Although martyrs make up the inner circle on Mount Zion, there is room for many others to join the celebration.
John sees a great multitude, from every nation and tribe and language, worshiping God and the Lamb. They are
dressed in white, a traditional symbol of victory in Roman society. Here in Revelation (7:9), we catch our first glimpse
of the global scale and ethnic diversity of the Christian church. Worship in the name of Jesus transcends every
‘national and linguistic barrier.

“Salvation belongs to our God . . and to the Lamby” the multitudes cry (7:10). This vision was good news for a
vulnerable church caught in the crosscurrents of imperial politics. No matter how hard they tried, believers could
not save themselves or the world. God alone saves. Announcement of ivine salvation eliits indexes of joyful worship
that surpass any liturgy contrived for the Roman arena. Angels and elders around the throne fall to the ground and
sing

Ament Blessing and glory and wisdom
and thanksgiving and honor and power and might
be to our God forever and ever! Amen! (7:12)

‘These worshipers are survivors of the great ordeal, an intense period of persecution that John expects in the near
future. They worship day and night, and God will shelter them. They will not hunger or thirst or suffer from heat. In
a paradosical role, the Lamb will become their shepherd (fig. 7.5) and guide them to springs of the water of life. God
will wipe every tear from their eyes,

Hope Emerges in the Midst of Suffering

As the Lamb opened the sixth seal (6:12-17), the end-time trauma seemed to reach full force, and we got the sense
that the end of history was at hand. Instead, there was an interlude for worship in Revelation 7. Now the Lamb opens
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the seventh seal, and (after the half-hour pause) seven angels step forward to blow trumpets that signal yet another
Series of disasters (8:1-11:19). When the last trumpet sounds, a third series of plagues follows, as seven bowls of
God's wrath pour out on the earth (16:1-21),

7.5, A fourth-century Christian satue of esus s the Good Shepherd.

‘W probably should not think of this triple series of plagues as sequential, asif they (seals, trumpets, bowls) folow
one another chronologically. Rather, the three series portray the same events, each showing the end-time trauma
with images that are increasingly more graphic and comprehensive. The plague cycles seem to spiral, with repeating
views or vantage points that allow the reader to gradually absorb the scale of devastation. The replay allows space for
silence (8:1) and for John to insert visions that introduce the beast and other essential characters (esp. in Rev. 12~
13).

At the end of the trumpet series, loud voices proclaim in heaven, “The kingdom of the world has become / the
Kingdom of our Lord / and of his Messiah, / and he will reign forever and ever” (11:15). The twenty-four elders fall
prostrate to the ground and worship in song:

‘We give you thanks, Lord God Almighty,
whoare and who were,

for you have taken your great power

and begun to eign.

“The nations raged,
but your wrath has come,
and the time forjudging the dead,

for ewarding your servants, the prophets
and saints and all who fea your name,
both small and great,

and for destroying those who destroy the carth. (11:17-18)

In the midst of relentless end-time suffering, we unexpectedly receive a preview of how history will end: the
kingdom of the world will become the kingdom of our Lord and his Messiah. God plans to redeem even fallen
political structures, the kingdom(s) of the world.17

Heaven resounds with praise at this report, and mortals suffering on earth can take hope. “The nations raged.” the
choir sings, but God will reward his “Servants, the prophets and saints” who remain true. Eventually the time will
come “for destroying those who destroy the earth (11:18). Mortals do not have the right to ravage the planet
Creation care s part of honoring the Creator, and this should inspire today’ followers of Jesus to address issues of
pollution, global warming, and conservation of resources.

Repentance Is the Purpose of the Plagues

Are the plagues of Revelation caused by human action or divine initiative? The first four seals (6:1-8) seem to portray
war, famine, and casualties that follow in the swake of Roman conquest. But a the end-time traumas unfold, angels
hurl destruction upon the earth at God's command (16:1). This scene raises questions about Gods purpose in causing
orallowing such suffering.

Just as plagues in the book of Exodus had redemptive rather than punitive purpose, so the sufferings in Revelation
are designed to turn human hearts toward God. Moses called down a series of woes on Egypt,inviting Pharaoh after
each plague to repent and save the people of Egypt from further suffering. While it s true that the Lord hardened
Pharaob's heart (Exod. 4:21; 10:1), Pharaoh himself was fully complicit in rebelling against God (Exod. 8:32; 9:34-
35). The protracted plagues in Exodus and Revelation reveal that God repeatedly gives opportunity for mortals to
repent but eventually lets disobedience run its course to destruction. The author of 2 Peter 39 similarly points to
Gods forbearance: “The Lord is not slow about his promise [of Christs return), . .. but i patient with you, not
wanting any to perish, but all to come to repentance”

‘There is no one-to-one correspondence between the plagues of Egypt and those in Revelation, but the parallels are
unmistakable. The second trumpet of Revelation turns one-third of the sea to blood (:8-9), just as Moses once




