
THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week One: B as ic  Pers p ec tives  

 

To a great many readers of the Bible, the book of Revelation is either an intimidating and 

obscure book, which they are afraid to study, or else it is an intriguing opportunity to satisfy their 

curiosity about future events and/ or the "end times".  In truth, Revelation is meant to be neither 

of these things.  Like every other book of the Bible, it was written for the average believer, and it 

conveys an important spiritual message. 

 

The very title "Revelation" means "uncovering", and this is what the book was meant to be - not 

a message hidden in code, or a secret prophecy requiring extensive knowledge to unravel, but an 

uncovering, a revealing, an opening up of some important truths from God.  The Greek title of 

the book is the same as our English word "apocalypse", and it too means an unveiling or a 

revealing.  The word "apocalypse" is often used in casual speech to mean an extraordinary 

upheaval or disaster, but this too is inaccurate.  The proper meaning of an "apocalypse" is simply 

a prophetic disclosure or uncovering.  The widespread erroneous use of it to refer to cataclysmic 

events comes in large part from the common misunderstanding that Revelation, the 

"Apocalypse", was written primarily to tell us secrets about the end of the world. 

 

There are a few general perspectives that are commonly encountered in studies of Revelation.  

Many commentaries will explain some or all of these in more detail, which we shall not do here.  

One very common view of the book is the futurist viewpoint, in which much or most of the book 

is seen as referring to the "end times".  This view often incorporates some kind of theory about 

the "Antichrist" - a term which, as careful readers will note, never appears in Revelation. 

 

There is also a perspective known as the historicist viewpoint, in which the book is seen 

primarily as a broad prediction of the course of many centuries of church history.  Those who 

hold this view often see in it a vindication of their particular denomination, and a condemnation 

of rival groups.  Then there is the "preterist" (or "past history") viewpoint, which sees the book 

as referring to some very specific events that took place in John's lifetime and/ or during the era 

of the Roman Empire.  In this theory, most or all of the book has already taken place long ago. 

 

There are also, of course, many variants of these general perspectives, as well as some other, less 

common theories.  All of the many theories about Revelation seem correct to their adherents 

because Revelation is so full of complex imagery that with enough effort these images can be 

made to seem as if they predicted or referred to almost anything.  Just as one example, the single 

detail of the significance of the numeral 666 in Revelation 13:18 has been claimed at some point 

to apply to an extraordinary number of specific individuals, through the creative use of letters, 

arithmetic, and various details about the lives of famous persons. 

 

The real message of Revelation is simpler, yet much more important, than any of these kinds of 

games.  It provides us with an emphatic statement that God is the Alpha and the Omega, the First 

and the Last, who must and shall always prevail in the end.  The images and symbols in the book 

are not meant to obscure meaning, but rather to reinforce the basic lessons of the book by making 

them more vivid and memorable. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Two: Overview of Revelation 

 

The book of Revelation was written first and foremost to convince and remind believers that God 

is the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, who shall prevail over death, over sin, over 

evil, and over Satan.  The visions in the book were given to the apostle John, who at the time was 

quite old, and who very likely was the last remaining living link to the days when Jesus walked 

the earth.  John presents a series of visions, which are prefaced by some introductory remarks to 

the original addressees of the book.  The book can be broadly outlined as follows: 

 

The apostle first introduces himself and the purpose of his book, with some remarks to the seven 

churches in Asia to whom he is sending his book (Revelation 1:3).  In this section, John 

describes the first of his visions, and he also makes a series of comments and exhortations 

specific to each of the seven congregations.  John is then given a glimpse of heaven (Revelation 

4:5), in which he can see God's throne, a number of unusual creatures, a scroll with seven seals, 

and the Lamb.  He then watches as the seven seals are opened (Revelation 6:1-8:5).  These reveal 

a series of horses, the souls of martyrs for the faith, an earthquake and other upheavals, the 

sealing of 144,000 believers, and more. 

 

The apostle then sees seven angels sound seven trumpets (Revelation 8:6-11:19).  These 

produce, amongst other things, a number of woes upon the earth, a small scroll, and two 

witnesses.  This is followed by a series of images of conflict (Revelation 12-14), in which John 

sees a woman and child, a dragon, two beasts, the Lamb, and more.  Next, the apostle sees the 

seven angels pour out seven bowls of wrath (Revelation 15-16), which produce a series of 

plagues on the earth,  followed by a battle at Armageddon.  It is then time for "Babylon" to be 

judged and destroyed (Revelation 17:1-19:10).  Babylon is represented by a woman sitting on a 

scarlet beast, and when she falls, there is rejoicing in heaven. 

 

Then comes the climax (Revelation 19:11-20:15), as a rider appears, followed by some final 

battles, and then Satan's fate is revealed, along with a general resurrection, a second death, and a 

process of judgment.  The book then closes with imagery of a new heaven and a new earth 

(Revelation 21-22).  These include the new Jerusalem; the river of the water of life; and a final 

exhortation to remember that Jesus is coming soon. 

 

Even before we discuss exactly what all of these events and images mean, the main themes of 

Revelation can be perceived by considering the symbolic story that it tells.  The themes help us 

to remember the primary emphasis of the book, and once you have a good grasp of the main 

themes, the images and symbols also become clearer and less mysterious. 

 

Revelation emphasizes first of all the assured triumph of the gospel.  This in turn is certain 

because of God's absolute power, and because of the certainty of his judgment, both of which are 

illustrated vividly in Revelation.  Then also, Revelation teaches us some profound lessons about 

life, death, and hope.  It teaches us to distinguish between the temporary and the permanent, 

between the physical and the spiritual.  Next week, we'll take a more careful look at these and 

other related themes. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Three: S ome K ey Themes in Revelation 

 

In presenting God to us as the Alpha and the O mega, the First and the Last, Revelation teaches a 

number of key principles that are especially important.  P erhaps the most important is its promise 

of the assured triumph of the gospel, a promise which it supports by illustrating both God's 

absolute power and the assurance of God's judgment.  Revelation also highlights some important 

recurring themes about life, death, and hope.  It exhorts and challenges believers to pursue and 

value the permanent, the eternal, and the spiritual, rather than the temporary, the earthly, and the 

fleshly or physical. 

 

The many symbols and images in Revelation are intended primarily to help us to learn these 

ideas, by making them vivid and memorable.  Just as Jesus taught parables to help his disciples 

to remember and understand spiritual principles, so also Revelation uses graphic and sometimes 

shocking images to help us to understand God's power, his judgment, and similar themes.  

Revelation is not written in a secret code.  The early Christians were not afraid to let anyone 

know what they taught and believed - both the B ible and other early Christian writings confirm 

this.  N or did the H oly Spirit wish to make his meaning difficult to understand.  The images and 

symbols do not always have a specific physical meaning, and when they do, this can usually be 

discerned by looking at Scripture itself. 

 

A great many of the images and symbols are intended to reinforce our appreciation of God's 

absolute power, wisdom, and authority.  These in turn should re-assure us of God's inevitable 

eternal triumph.  The various seals, trumpets, and bowls that John sees may unleash both "good" 

things and "bad" things from an earthly point of view, but all of them demonstrate God's absolute 

power and control over his creation.  Revelation convinces us that it is foolish and dangerous to 

oppose God, and it also guarantees those who obey God that their perseverance and suffering 

will not be in vain.  We can be absolutely certain that, at the appropriate time, God will call to 

account everyone who has ever lived. 

 

Revelation also teaches us to put everything in perspective.  O ur lives in this world are short, and 

this world itself is temporary.  It is what will happen after we die that will matter the most.  

John's vision allows us to look at all things from a heavenly viewpoint, so that we can see how 

small and insignificant we and our earthly affairs look from heaven's point of view.  The 

sweeping events that John describes in images and symbols are an effective way of reminding us 

that there is a far greater reality than what we can see and sense in this physical world.  We ought 

therefore to put our hope in the eternal and the spiritual, for those are the things that we can keep 

when this world and its desires pass away forever. 

 

Most of the other themes and lessons of Revelation flow from these key ideas.  If you keep them 

in mind as you study the book, it will help make many of the teachings and symbols clearer.  

N ext time, we shall start studying the text of Revelation, beginning with the first chapter. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week F ou r: J ohn & the S even Chu rc hes (Revelation 1:1-11) 

 

The apostle John begins the book of Revelation by introducing himself, describing his purpose in 

writing, and indicating the original recipients to whom he will send his book.  From the very 

beginning, John emphasizes some of the important spiritual themes that will dominate the rest of 

the book.  E verything in he book of Revelation confronts and refutes any religion or philosophy - 

even if it calls itself "Christian" - that emphasizes earthly goals and values above the eternal and 

the spiritual. 

 

John opens the book with a brief exhortation (1: 1-3), in which he assures his readers that what he 

is writing came by revelation from God.  John wrote Revelation very late in his life, most likely 

in the last decade of the first century AD .  At the time, he was the last surviving apostle, and was 

quite likely the last direct link to the life of Jesus.  H is status was such that, in the shorter epistles 

of 2 John and 3 John, he needed only to refer to himself as "the elder" for his readers to know his 

identity.  Y et even this near-legendary figure of the church is not willing to present his visions on 

his own authority.  Rather, he stresses that he received them from God, and he calls his readers to 

hear them and to take heart, saying that "the time is near". 

 

As he opens the main body of the book, John then offers praise to God, addressing his readers in 

epistle form (1: 4-8 ).  N otice how many of the central themes of Christianity that the apostle 

includes in these few verses:  Jesus' lordship, his resurrection, his sacrifice for our sins, and his 

future coming.  The tone is majestic and respectful, even awed, in speaking of the Lord.  H ere 

too, John uses for the first time the phrase "the Alpha and the O mega" (the first and the last) to 

describe God.  The apostle wants his readers to appreciate God’s absolute majesty, power, 

wisdom, and authority. 

 

John now shares his personal situation, as well as a little more detail about the book’s original 

recipients (1: 9 -11).  Although John lived to an old age, his life was filled with the same kinds of 

trials, sufferings, and persecutions that so many of the early believers had to endure.  N ot long 

before writing Revelation, he had been banished by the Roman emperor D omitian to the island 

of P atmos, because of "crimes" having to do with being a Christian.  While there, John was given 

the visions that are described in the book. 

 

John also lists by city the seven congregations to whom his book will initially be sent.  E arlier 

(verse 4), he had indicated that they were in the Roman province of Asia (which is not at all the 

same area as the continent that we call Asia today), and now he lists the seven cities.  John 

addresses the book to seven churches in the region where he himself was active in ministry, 

because these visions were not for the distant future, but for Christians there and then who 

needed encouragement.  So too, not just the book of Revelation, but all of God’s word, is meant 

to be of great use to us every day.  N one of it was written for scholars or for professors or for 

debaters.  Revelation, like the other 65 books of the B ible, was written for you and me. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week F ive: Lamp stand s & S tars (Revelation 1:12 -2 0 ) 

 

As he continues, John now tells what he saw in the first of the visions that were given to him.  

This first vision included seven lampstands and seven stars, centered around a man glowing with 

brightness, glory, and authority.  Most of these details are identified in the text of Revelation.  

This vision forms an introduction to the succession of more complex visions that John shortly 

will be shown. 

 

H aving heard a loud voice speaking to him (see verse 10), John now turns to see who is talking 

(1: 12-13).  H e first sees seven golden lampstands, and among these lampstands there is a striking 

individual.  John tells us that the speaker was someone "like a son of man" (verse 13), implying 

that the speaker is Jesus himself.  It might seem odd for John to refer to him in an indirect way 

rather than by name, but there are at least two likely reasons for this.  First, John is now seeing – 

for the first time – Jesus in this form, rather than in the body that he had during his earthly 

ministry.  Second, this phrase is also a reference to D aniel 7: 13, and it indicates that Jesus is the 

one to whose coming D aniel refers in that chapter, which presents a sweeping prophecy of 

history from the 6
th

 century B C through the time of Christ, 

 

John's description (1: 14-18 ) makes it clear that Jesus is no longer in the form of an ordinary 

human being.  With snow-white hair, blazing eyes, glowing feet, and an extraordinary voice 

"like the sound of rushing waters", John is now getting a small glimpse of Jesus as he really is.  

E ven all this could hardly describe Jesus' spiritual nature in all its detail, but it gives John about 

as much of it as he could grasp from an earthly, mortal viewpoint.  For us as well, this amazing 

description should help us to appreciate the true magnificence and majesty of God as he really is. 

As long as we live in this world, we cannot completely grasp his nature, but we can remind 

ourselves that there are spiritual realities impossible for us to describe, let alone to understand, 

and we can allow ourselves to be humbled by this truth. 

 

John now learns the meaning of the first symbols that he has seen (1: 19 -21).  The seven 

lampstands represent the seven churches to whom he is writing, and to whom he will address 

individual messages in the following two chapters.  The significance and symbolism of 

lampstands goes far back into the history of God's people.  The basic significance here is that it 

represents a place, an identity, a seal, that God has given to his people. 

 

The seven stars in the hand of the figure of Christ are then explained to be the angels of these 

same seven churches.  O nce again, we have a glimpse at an aspect of spiritual reality that we can 

only dimly grasp.  Y et all the same, it is comforting and encouraging to know that there are 

angels who in some way watch over the various communities of God's people.  There is no 

necessity to try to explain away these angels as mere human figures of some kind, nor is there 

any reason to feel obliged to construct a complicated scenario as to exactly what they do.  We 

should simply take comfort in knowing that they are there. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week S ix : Retu rn to Y ou r F irst Love (Revelation 2 :1-7 ) 

 

The first of the seven churches that John addresses is the one in E phesus.  H e praises them for 

their hard work, for their endurance, and for many other things, yet in the end he must deliver a 

strong warning to them about their spiritual condition, because they have forsaken their first 

love.  For all of their activity and accomplishments, it was not God himself that they loved. 

 

It is important to note that these seven letters to different congregations are an integral part of 

Revelation's plan and purpose.  They are by no means a mere preface to the visions that follow, 

but rather are the reason for those visions.  E ach of the seven congregations is at a different point 

in their spiritual journey, but in each case it is one that is common to many believers and many 

churches in any age.  Several were experiencing spiritual disorders, problems that could best be 

addressed by understanding the spiritual importance of the visions that followed.  O thers needed 

to be ready to endure persecution or to take advantage of important opportunities, and so they too 

needed the strong exhortations that John would provide, to maintain a godly and eternal 

perspective. 

 

The church in E phesus is certainly typical of many individual Christians as well as many 

congregations (2: 1-7).  They had no problem getting involved in ministry, enduring problems, 

and dealing with divisions.  In fact, they are praised for these and for other things as well.  B ut, 

in their hearts, what they really loved best was not God.  They loved the work, they loved 

themselves, and they loved each other, more than they loved God – and that is where their 

problem was. 

 

God describes their problem with a significant phrase, saying that they "have forsaken their first 

love."  As God's people have known for centuries, the greatest command is to love the Lord your 

God with all your heart, with all your mind, with all your soul, and with all your strength.  Love 

for God is the beginning of everything that is spiritually worthwhile.  In the midst of our 

activities, ministries, and daily lives, it is crucial to our spiritual well-being that we take time to 

nurture and strengthen our love for God. 

 

In the case of the E phesian congregation, God warns them that they might even lose their 

"lampstand", that is, their identity as a people of God.  This could happen in spite of their many 

good works, and in spite of their sound teachings and their resistance to false teachers such as the 

N icolaitans (whose specific teachings are not now known, but who are known to have caused 

many disruptions to the church). 

 

The E phesians thus are urgently called to listen and to repent, with the kind of phrase so often 

used by Jesus, "he who has an ear, let him hear".  Let us likewise learn this lesson.  It is all too 

easy for us to evaluate ourselves and our ministries by human, earthly standards.  It is all too 

easy to view Christianity as if it consisted of all the actions that we perform.  B ut let us use our 

ears to hear this reminder that nothing else matters if we do not love the Lord our God. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week S even: Do Not F ear Persec u tion (Revelation 2 :8 -11) 

 

The next congregation that John addresses is the one in Smyrna.  Amongst these seven 

congregations, only Smyrna and P hiladelphia do not receive any corrections or rebukes from the 

apostle.  H ere, in writing to the congregation in Smyrna, John recognizes the many hardships that 

they have endured, and he praises them for their faithfulness and perseverance.  Y et he also 

warns them that more persecution is on the way, and that they must be spiritually prepared for it. 

 

John first tells them that he is well aware of the struggles that they have endured (2: 8 -9 ).  H e 

knows that they have endured afflictions, poverty, and slander.  They have come through their 

afflictions and their poverty because they had the right perspective, knowing themselves to be 

truly rich, and they have simply endured the slander because they understood that, as John wrote 

in his first epistle, those slandering them "are from the world and therefore speak from the 

viewpoint of the world, and the world listens to them" (1 John 4: 5). 

 

Though John does not go into much detail, it is worthwhile to stop and think about how faithful 

the Smyrna believers have been.  We do not have to know the specific afflictions they endured, 

or exactly how impoverished they are, in order to know that it would require a great deal of faith 

to suffer through the combination of both without giving in to doubt, despair, or resentment.  

That they considered themselves to be rich, in spite of it all, gives us an example worth following 

whenever we complain of the things we do not have, since it is likely that they had even less. 

 

Likewise, it is hard to listen to others slander us or ridicule us.  We must strive not to retaliate in 

a worldly manner, and must also not give in to doubt or anger.  The Smyrna Christians knew that 

those who indulge in slanderous or malicious behavior are simply concealing their own 

insecurity and fear.  H owever much we might suffer as a result of their evil words, they are 

suffering even more inside because of their lack of God and their denial of their need for him. 

 

Y et despite this faithful stand, more persecution is on the way (2: 10-11).  As basic as the point 

may be, we must not forget that persecution is not an indication that we have done something 

wrong.  It is simply an inevitable consequence of living as believers in an unbelieving world.  

God allows it to happen, first of all, because he wishes to be patient with unbelievers, hoping that 

their own sins will someday convict them of their need for his grace.  And as we go through 

persecution, God can often use it for our own spiritual strengthening, or for some useful purpose 

in our lives and ministries.  This will not necessarily be a pleasurable experience, but if it is in 

accordance with God's will, we can know that it is worthwhile. 

 

N ote that God gives few details about the coming persecution.  And even the period of 'ten days' 

should probably not be taken literally, as it most likely only indicates that the imprisonment or 

other difficulties will persist over a stretch of time, rather than ending immediately.  Instead of 

giving them detailed information, God just wants them to apply the same faithfulness, patience, 

and perseverance in the midst of these persecutions as they have already displayed in combating 

the other assaults of unbelievers.  This too is a practical guide for us to follow. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Eight: No Comp romise With the World  (Revelation 2 :12 -2 9 ) 

 

The next two letters contain some general similarities, in that the churches in P ergamum and 

Thyatira, while remaining faithful, are both making compromises with the world.  They have 

both persevered and, at least in the case of Thyatira, they are praised for the many things they 

have done in their ministries.  Y et in both cases, they have found it too difficult to resist the 

world completely, and both have even accepted the false teachings of certain persons who have 

taken it upon themselves to tell Christians that it is all right to compromise with the world. 

 

In each case, John first commends the believers for their faith (2: 12-13, 2: 18 -19 ).  H e knows 

that, particularly in P ergamum, it is very difficult to remain faithful in the midst of strong 

worldly and sinful influences.  And we should never downplay the value of simple faithfulness, 

even in those who are making many mistakes.  Although the apostle goes on to rebuke these 

believers, he only does so in the hope that they will cleanse their lives and ministries so that their 

faith will grow and bear spiritual fruit, not simply to make them feel guilty or inferior. 

 

In both cases, though, they have accepted some dangerous false teachings (2: 14-16, 2: 20-25).  

H e compares those who teach these errors to B alaam and Jezebel, in that the false teachers in 

both cities are leading the believers into impure and immoral habits.  In every generation of the 

church, there have been those who seek to make themselves and the church more popular with 

the world, by adopting certain worldly values.  They often think that they do this sincerely, and 

they can often come up with many 'fine-sounding arguments' as to why it is all right for 

Christians to indulge in behavior that does not set an example of godliness and purity. 

 

B ut regardless of what popular teachers or any other humans may say, "anyone who chooses to 

be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God" (James 4: 4).  It is less a question of 

specific behavior than of values and perspective.  It should never be as important to us to be 

liked or popular as it is to be godly and truthful.  It is also not an excuse to say that we are trying 

to make the gospel more attractive or more 'relevant', because in that case what we are 

proclaiming is probably no gospel at all.  B y no means should we deliberately make ourselves 

unpopular, but by no means should we do things solely in order to become more liked by the 

world. 

 

John concludes his words to each of these two churches with an exhortation (2: 17, 2: 26-29 ).  As 

the apostle tells the P ergamum Christians, those who overcome receive a new name, that is, their 

old selves have died, and a new life has begun for them.  John also assures the Thyatira believers 

that as believers we have authority over the nations, in our Father's name – not the other way 

around.  Just as God will some day triumph completely over the world, so shall we, if we remain 

firm in the truth. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Nine: S trengthen What Remains (Revelation 3 :1-6 ) 

 

U nlike the first four churches that John addresses, the church in Sardis receives no praise.  

E xcept for singling out a few believers who are innocent of the charges he makes against the 

Sardis Christians, his short note to them contains only correction and exhortation.  Moreover, his 

entire message to them consists of one simple, but vital, change that they must make.  They have 

simply been coasting along on their past reputation, thinking that they have already done enough, 

and they have not noticed how far they have drifted from God. 

 

The apostle uses a convicting phrase to sum up his message to them, telling them that "you have 

a reputation of being alive, but you are dead" (3: 1-6).  It is not our reputation amongst other 

humans or other Christians or even amongst spiritual leaders that matters.  God sees everything, 

not just in our lives, but in our hearts and minds as well.  It is often not all that difficult to fool 

other humans, at least for a while, but God always knows exactly where we are spiritually. 

 

The Sardis Christians are examples of a very common spiritual problem, except that in their case 

almost the entire church suffers from the same disorder.  When we first hear the gospel, it can be 

the start of an encouraging and even exciting time, as we first share in the kinds of spiritual 

blessings that nothing in the world can match.  B ut over time, these things become more routine.  

We start to think that we've read a lot of Scripture, and we still hear it at church activities, so we 

stop devoting ourselves to personal study.  We think that we are now 'strong' enough that we no 

longer have to meet regularly with other Christians.  We may even think that we are now mature 

enough as believers that we can flirt with sins and worldly behavior that we once opposed. 

 

N o believer will ever find the Christian life without its joys and sorrows, its times of enthusiasm 

and its times of struggle.  B ut in the long term, we should always find ourselves growing more 

devoted to God, not less, and we should realize that our need for God can only increase, never 

decrease.  N or should we make the mistake that many in Sardis seem to have made, in evaluating 

ourselves by comparing ourselves to those around us.  That can only lead either to an unhealthy 

competitiveness in the church, or to a church like Sardis that is full of believers who think that 

they have 'arrived', and who no longer have their previous devotion to God. 

 

Recovering from this condition is not easy, but neither is there a painful or mysterious method 

involved.  N or is this problem rare – almost every Christian is in a 'Sardis' condition at one time 

or another.  We must start by acknowledging where we are, in honesty and humility.  Then, we 

should try to redevelop an appreciation for what we have in Jesus, especially the spiritual 

blessings that we often do not appreciate as much as the earthly ones.  Getting started is the 

hardest step, because our own guilt and inertia can make it seem as if we are trying to push a 

train with our bare hands.  B ut we will also find that, once we start pushing, God is actually 

going to do the hard part.  We're just along for the ride anyway. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, March 2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Ten: An Op en Door (Revelation 3 :7 -13 ) 

 

The message to the church in P hiladelphia is the most encouraging of all the letters to the seven 

churches in Asia.  God finds nothing of significance to correct or criticize in that congregation, 

and he does not even need to warn them about a coming trial, as he did with the strong and 

faithful church in Smyrna.  H is main exhortation to the P hiladelphia Christians is that they be 

prepared to make good use of the door that God has opened to them. 

 

While an open door often implies a specific opportunity for ministry (P aul, for example, uses it 

in this way in some of his epistles), here in this passage it has an even more fundamental 

meaning.  More encouraging than any specific teaching, and more exciting than any specific 

ministry opportunity, is the door that Jesus has opened for us to enter God's presence, to know 

God, and to live with him. 

 

This is what God is telling the believers of P hiladelphia:  despite their human frailty, their 

(probably) small numerical size, and the opposition to them, no one can keep them out of God's 

presence;  no one can take away their eternal relationship with God.  This, in fact, is what will 

enable them to make good use of any particular opportunities ('open doors', in a more limited 

sense) that God will give them.  God therefore exhorts them to "hold on to what you have", to 

overcome, and to continue to endure patiently. 

 

It is noteworthy that, from our human perspective, we so often limit the idea of an 'open door', or 

an opportunity, to something that can be measured by tangible, numerical standards.  Thus we 

spend much of our time trying to come up with ideas that will lead to such results, and we often 

do not appreciate or even notice the far greater opportunities that God provides us on a deeper, 

more lasting level.  These believers from ancient P hiladelphia, however, have grasped what an 

extraordinary blessing and privilege it is just to know God, to be admitted into his presence.   

 

They are living in this knowledge, and that is why they have been able faithfully to endure so 

much.  When we truly appreciate the grace of God, the power of God, and the wisdom of God, 

we can walk through an open door, and can serve God in spirit and in truth, rather than in a way 

that simply attempts to apply worldly perspectives, methods, and values to Christianity. 

 

God appreciates these believers' attitude and faithfulness so much that he even promises them 

(verse 10) that they will not be subjected to the most severe of the trials that he is sending to test 

the rest of the world.  H e can do this because he already knows their hearts, and he knows they 

understand that Christianity is not primarily about activity or achievements or even about 

morality, but is about knowing God and becoming one with God.  When we make this our goal, 

we can learn how to follow and serve God in a much more powerful and satisfying way - and we 

can also make even better use of specific opportunities than we would have if we had not 

realized that there is something even greater. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, Ap ril 2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Eleven: Cold ,  Hot,  Or Neither?  (Revelation 3 :14-2 2 ) 

 

The church in Laodicea, to whom John writes in these verses, and the church in Sardis, which he 

addressed in 3: 1-6, are the only two of the seven churches addressed in Revelation that receive 

no praise.  That does not mean, of course, that they were not Christians, or that they were not 

saved, or that there were doing nothing good.  B ut since the apostle in these cases makes no 

mention of whatever strong points they may have had, it is clear that their spiritual condition had 

become critical. 

 

The specific problem that the Laodicea Christians were having was neither a lurid sin, nor a 

blatantly false teaching, nor even a bitter internal division.  God simply describes them as 

lukewarm, neither cold nor hot.  This simple phrase vividly describes an all-too-common 

spiritual condition, with which many in every era struggle.  The simple lack of motivation for 

knowing and worshipping God, the simple unwillingness to put any real effort into one's 

relationship with God, can be as destructive spiritually as a sensual sin or a false doctrine. 

 

God describes not only their condition, but also the reason for it.  They have drifted into this 

'lukewarm' condition because they were lulled into a false sense of security by their outward 

prosperity and their apparent lack of any serious need for God.  It is a sad irony that they, like 

many believers, have allowed the very blessings that God gave them to pull them away from 

God.  This will always happen if we value the gift more than the giver. 

 

P art of maturing as a Christian is to learn and appreciate that God himself is our greatest reward, 

and that his gifts to us should be received with thanksgiving, with appreciation, and with the 

awareness that they are only a foretaste of what we can have in him if we keep God himself 

foremost in our hearts and minds.  We expect little children to be more excited about the toys 

that their parents buy for them than they are about their parents themselves.  B ut we also expect 

children to mature at some point, to stop expecting a toy or a treat every time that they do 

something good, and to learn that loving parents are in themselves much more of a blessing than 

any of the edible items, inanimate objects, or pieces of currency that they give to their children. 

 

The cure for being spiritually 'lukewarm' begins with the realization of our need for God.  These 

believers have deceived themselves, thinking that they have all they need and can take care of 

themselves (verse 17).  God therefore calls them to see that, while they may have plenty of 

worldly goods and fleshly security, their much more urgent spiritual needs have gone entirely 

unfulfilled.  H e tells them to look to him for true treasures and true security.  So too, we must 

often remind ourselves of the same thing, both as individuals and as a church. 

 

The letters to these seven churches form the basis for understanding the reasons for the much 

more abstract visions that follow in Revelation.  These seven groups of believers represent a 

wide range of spiritual conditions, yet they all shared the same deepest spiritual needs.  The 

visions to come will impress upon them, in a vivid and unforgettable way, the magnitude of 

God's power and majesty, and the inevitability of his ultimate victory. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, Ap ril 2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twelve: A Glimp se of  Heaven (Revelation 4:1-11) 

 

The book of Revelation now moves on to the main part of its message.  In doing so, it becomes 

much more symbolic, and less literal.  So it is important to keep in mind, as we read, that it is 

giving a picture in images of some important spiritual ideas.  The fourth chapter of the book 

provides us with a glimpse into heaven, with God on his throne and the heavenly beings 

surrounding him.  While this is not meant to be a completely literal description of heaven (which 

would be impossible with the words available to us in our language), it is still very suggestive, 

and it provides us with some encouraging hints of what it would be like to be in the actual 

presence of God. 

 

The vision begins with another use of the 'open door' idea that was part of the letter to the 

P hiladelphia congregation.  H ere it is even clearer what it means, as an avenue by which John 

can enter heaven and God's presence.  As he is brought into heaven, he describes for his readers 

what he sees.  The first thing he notices is, fittingly, God seated on his throne.  O ut of reverence, 

John does not even call him by name, knowing that the glorious appearance of the one on the 

throne will make it clear to us who he is. 

 

Around the main throne are 24 (twelve plus twelve) smaller thrones, occupied by elders wearing 

crowns of gold.  John also sees and hears powerful displays of thunder and lightning, as well as 

seven blazing lamps representing God's seven-fold spirit.  There is also the marvelous sight of 

the sea of crystal before the throne of God.  P erhaps most amazing of all are the four fantastic 

six-winged creatures, covered with eyes, one each resembling a lion, an ox, a human, and an 

eagle (note the similarities with E zekiel's vision in E zekiel 1).  These extraordinary animals pour 

out to God a never-ending stream of glory and praise. 

 

This does not mean that heaven looks and sounds exactly like this, since heaven is in a higher 

dimension, which our minds and words could neither fully describe nor fully comprehend.  

Rather, it provides a sketch that communicates, as far as our limited understanding and fleshly 

nature can comprehend, an idea of how grand and glorious the real heaven will be.  John's 

depiction is not unlike a map, which tries to express on a small, two-dimensional sheet of paper a 

sense of what a much larger, three-dimensional area is like.  Real nations and states are not, for 

example, painted in different colors, as they appear on many maps, nor are there gigantic labels 

splashed across them. 

 

In the same way, each of the images John sees here - remarkable though they are, even in 

themselves - are meant to suggest greater and even more astounding realities.  P recious jewels 

and flawless crystal may be very beautiful by earthly standards, and are thus fitting symbols of 

heaven's appearance, yet spiritual reality will be much more stunning and breathtaking.  The 

living creatures that John sees are incredible, yet even their appearance provides only a taste of 

what it will be like to see genuine heavenly beings in their true nature.  Likewise, the description 

as a whole is not meant as a literally precise picture of heaven.  Rather, it is to build within us a 

sense of eager anticipation as we wait to see heaven in its full, and far greater, beauty and glory. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, Ap ril 2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Thirteen: The S ealed  S c roll (Revelation 5 :1-4) 

 

As John takes in the incredible sights of heaven, he notices in God's hand a sealed scroll.  That 

the scroll contains important information is evident in that it is written on both sides and is held 

shut by no fewer than seven seals.  The usual practice was to write on only one side of a scroll, 

and one seal was generally considered sufficient.  Y et even this is not John's main concern as he 

watches.  H e was no doubt eager to see what was written in this special scroll, and he is greatly 

saddened when he learns that no one is worthy enough to open it. 

 

Soon, the scroll and its seals will be opened by the Lamb, the only one who is worthy to do so 

(see verse 5).  When this happens, each opened seal will reveal its own tumultuous sights and 

developments.  All of this is described in the rest of this chapter and those that immediately 

follow.  As for the scroll itself, the apostle never tells his readers what specifically is written 

upon it.  Instead, its contents are demonstrated, rather than read, as the seals are opened one-by-

one. 

 

While we, like John, have a natural eagerness to see what is inside that scroll, there are also some 

important lessons here about the scroll itself.  E ven if we do not yet know anything about the 

specific contents of this scroll, it is clear that it contains revealed teachings, wisdom, and/ or 

proclamations from God.  This short preliminary scene establishes that no one other than the 

Lamb himself is able to open this scroll or to reveal its teachings.  So too, even now no one can 

truly understand God, his Word, or his will, without Jesus.  U nless we truly understand Jesus' 

nature, Jesus' ministry, and Jesus' teachings, we cannot really understand the rest of Christianity. 

 

As Son of God and Son of Man, Jesus is the most important, the most complex, and the most 

unusual person who has ever lived.  Those who oversimplify him also oversimplify God and 

Christianity.  Though there is nothing important about Jesus that we cannot understand well 

enough to apply it if we truly desire to do so, there is a great deal about him that challenges, 

confronts, and refutes many of our fleshly beliefs and desires.  Therefore many humans have 

created their own simpler Jesus, who better appeals to their own desires.  There are those who 

see him simply as a moral teacher, others who see him primarily as a rule-giver or a source of 

instructions, and still others who view him mainly as a ruler or conqueror.  All such over-

simplifications miss the most important aspects of Jesus and his ministry. 

 

When John is told that no one is worthy to open the scroll, this does not merely mean that there 

are certain secrets that cannot be told to him.  It means that no human or mortal being is worthy 

to understand God or to presume to know his will.  We must keep this lesson always in our 

hearts.  Anything that we know or understand about God comes by the grace of Jesus Christ, not 

by our learning or our intelligence.  It is a grave mistake for any human to presume to be a 

scholar or a theologian or an expert when it comes to God and his Word.  If we know anything 

about God that is of value at all, we have learned it as humble learners and faithful servants. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, May  2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week F ou rteen: The Lamb  Ap p ears (Revelation 5 :5 -13 ) 

 

The stage has now been set for the arrival of the Lamb, Jesus.  E ven as John is weeping over the 

absence of anyone worthy to open the scroll, he is told that the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the 

Root of D avid, is able to open the scroll.  When John looks, he sees not a lion, but a Lamb, and a 

Lamb "looking as if it had been slain".  The Lamb's arrival is welcomed not only by John, but 

also by the elders and by the extraordinary celestial creatures that John described earlier.  In fact, 

the elders and the creatures immediately offer praise and worship to the Lamb, and they sing a 

series of praises to him.  This passage illustrates some significant ideas both about Jesus' nature 

and about our proper response to him. 

 

The description of Jesus here complements, using different details, John's picture of him in the 

first chapter (1: 12-16).  In this passage itself, he is described as both a Lion and a Lamb, and he 

is presented both as a sacrificial victim and as an object of worship.  Jesus is such an 

extraordinary being, the Son of Man and the Son of God, and much more besides, that he defies 

humanity's simplistic labels and complacent descriptions. 

 

Jesus is a Lion, an unconquerable source of strength and power, but he is also a Lamb, meekly 

offering himself as a sacrifice for the crimes and misdeeds of others.  H e was brutally 

slaughtered, but he will reign over a glorious spiritual kingdom.  H e lived in a mortal body made 

of flesh, but his true divine nature is impossible for us to comprehend, though John hints at it by 

his description of the seven-fold spirit that lives with him. 

 

O f great significance also is the reaction of the elders and the living creatures when the Lamb 

appears.  Although they, like John, are surely eager to know the contents of the scroll, they are in 

no hurry for the Lamb to open it.  Instead, when he takes the scroll from the hand of God, 

showing himself to be the O ne worthy to open it, they immediately begin to devote themselves to 

worshiping him in song and prayer.  They sing of the redemptive sacrifice that he has made, and 

of the spiritual kingdom that he has purchased with his own blood.  Then, joined by angels, they 

sing of the glory, honor, and praise that are due to the Lamb forever. 

 

This passage calls us to examine our own attitudes towards Jesus.  D o we strive to grasp who he 

really is, in all its frightening glory?   O r do we wish instead to settle for one of the world's easier, 

simplistic descriptions?   D o we strive first of all to give him worship and honor and praise, or do 

we impatiently demand him to do our bidding and to meet our desires?   Like the whole book of 

Revelation, this description of Jesus, the Lamb who was slain, is meant to humble us and to 

expose how little we truly understand or appreciate who he is.  It is a call to renew our efforts to 

discard our worldly preconceptions of him and his Father, and to see them as they really are. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, May  2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week F if teen: The F irst F ou r S eals (Revelation 6 :1-8 ) 

 

N ow the seals on the scroll are ready to be opened.  The first four of them form a group with 

similar results, as each of them unleashes a horse of a particular color, which then leaves heaven 

and goes throughout the earth.  O ften referred to as the "four horsemen of the apocalypse", these 

grim riders roam across the earth, leaving in their wake a series of ills ranging from hunger, 

deprivation, and death to hatred, strife, and the craving for worldly power.  As these seals are 

opened in succession, they illustrate how the nature of our present world is affected by the 

combination of its finite, perishable nature and the pervasive influence of sin.  We do not usually 

see this world for what it is, and these images are meant to help us put things into a more 

accurate perspective. 

 

The first horse is white, and it exemplifies the rulers and conquerors of the earth as they exploit 

those around them, to satisfy their own craving for territory and power.  The second horse is red, 

and exemplifies hatred, division, and strife.  The third horse is black, and it represents need, 

famine, poverty, and all other such ills that afflict so much of humanity.  The fourth horse is a 

pale color, and it represents death itself, with all of the fears and terrors that come with the fact 

of our mortality.  All of these gloomy forces pervade the earth in every era, and no one is 

immune to them all.  All of humanity's efforts to make this world a paradise or utopia are 

doomed to failure, because these forces are all too powerful for mortals to combat successfully. 

 

There is an interesting irony about this passage, in that some popular commentators misinterpret 

the rider of the first (white) horse as being Jesus, basing their error on the fact that Jesus is 

depicted as riding a white horse in the image that begins with Revelation 19 : 11.  That the details 

differ between the two descriptions is not in itself an indication that it is wrong to identify both 

with Jesus, but the contexts and the nature of the two images show that they are entirely different 

in emphasis.  The fleshly admiration for power and conquest is so strong in human nature (just 

think of the bizarre loyalty and honor that history's notorious conquerors have usually received) 

that these particular commentators assume that a rider "bent on conquest" (verse 2) could 

actually be a positive thing.  N either Jesus nor God is "bent" on conquest of any sort, either 

physical or spiritual.  The image of the rider in 6: 2 is straightforward and uncomplicated, and his 

entirely fleshly character is most unlike the images in Revelation of Jesus, which bring out his 

complex nature as the Son of God and Son of Man. 

 

As a series, these first four seals describe to us the nature of the world as God sees it.  Although 

God created the world, and although everything in it was created to be good, the destructive 

power of sin, combined with the world's inherently perishable and temporary nature, make it 

impossible for this world ever to be a paradise, or ever to be a worthy permanent home for God's 

sons and daughters.  This world may often bring us joys and blessings from God, but let us never 

forget that what we are really living for is the chance to go someday to a much better world. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, May  2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week S ix teen: The Martyrs & the Earthq u ake (Revelation 6 :9 -17 ) 

 

The process of the opening of the seals of the great scroll now continues.  When the fifth seal is 

opened, it reveals the souls of those slain for their faith.  Then, the sixth seal unleashes a massive 

earthquake that shakes the earth and the heavens.  Whereas the first four seals formed a series, 

these two form a contrast, between what the world can do to the godly and what God can do to 

the world.  The world can do many things to God's believers, and it can even take away their 

lives, but the world's power ends there.  The worldly can never harm us spiritually, nor can they 

take away the greater and more spiritual blessings that God has given us.  God, on the other 

hand, has absolute control over this world, both physically and spiritually. 

 

When the fifth seal is opened to reveal the souls of those slain for their faith (6: 9 -11), it is fitting 

that they should be found under the altar, the place of sacrifice.  Just as animals were sacrificed 

on the altar under the old Levitical system, to provide temporary atonement for the sins of the 

people, so also believers in Jesus Christ are to offer themselves as living sacrifices to God 

(Romans 12: 1).  E ven P aul considered himself nothing but a willing sacrifice to be poured out on 

the altar at God's pleasure (P hilippians 2: 17. 

 

Y et God is not insensitive to the sufferings of his people, or to the sacrifices of these martyrs.  

They are given a white robe, which is by no means an empty symbol, but rather a final 

acknowledgement of the purity they obtained through the blood of Christ, and that is now theirs 

for eternity.  They no longer have to fight against sin, for they have overcome the world.  They 

need only be patient as God's will on earth is played out, and they are absolutely assured of God's 

ultimate triumph. 

 

Meanwhile, back on this earth, the sixth seal unleashes a new peril in the form of a massive 

earthquake (6: 12-17), powerful enough to turn the sun black and the moon red, and to shake the 

stars out of the sky.  As these details suggest, God is demonstrating his absolute control over not 

only the earth itself, but also over the entire physical universe.  B y his design, he created this 

world to be temporary and fragile, and he deliberately placed the inhabitants of this world at the 

mercy of natural forces far greater than themselves. 

 

B y no means is God uncaring towards the sufferings of those who are harmed by earthquakes, 

hurricanes, and the like (nor does he wish his people to withhold compassion from those who are 

victims of them).  B ut neither will he prevent all such disasters from occurring, because we must 

all learn to accept our vulnerability and the impermanent nature of our lives in this world, 

whether that frightens us or not. 

 

N ote that the effects of both of these seals - as is also the case with the first four seals - do not 

refer only to a specific one-time event.  Rather, they reveal general truths about the nature of this 

world.  It is the nature of this world that it will persecute the godly, who for their part must 

remain patient and long-suffering.  For it is also the nature of this world that it is completely at 

God's mercy at all times.  Those who ignore this truth place both their lives and their souls in 

peril. 

 

-Mark Garner, Northland Church of Christ, Columbus, Ohio, J une 2005 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week S eventeen: The S ealing of  God ' s S ervants (Revelation 7 ) 

 

There is now a pause between the opening of the sixth seal and the opening of the seventh.  This 

is in part because the seventh seal will stand apart from the rest.  The first four seals formed a 

series, and the next two formed a contrast, but the seventh stands by itself, and it will introduce 

its own succession of events with seven trumpets that the angels will sound.  B ut there is also an 

important undertaking that must be done first.  All else comes to a halt while the foreheads of the 

faithful servants of God are sealed, to protect them spiritually during the dangers to come. 

 

O n a literal level, the events in this chapter can easily be summarized.  After the overwhelming 

display of God's power at the end of the previous chapter, there is a sudden respite, as angels 

restrain the forces of nature, momentarily protecting the earth and all who are in it (7: 1-3).  Then 

a seal is put on the foreheads of the servants of God, who are numbered at 144,000 (7: 4-8 ).  John 

then sees a great, uncountable multitude of believers who come before the throne of God, and in 

the presence of the Lamb, giving praises to them both (7: 9 -12).  John is told that this multitude 

represents those who have come out of the "great tribulation" and have remained pure and 

faithful (7: 13-17). 

 

It is clear enough from the descriptions that the "144,000" are the same group as the "multitude 

that no one could count", and that both groups are meant simply to be identified with believers in 

Jesus.  In the first case, the number 144,000 is produced by multiplying 12 times 12 times 1000, 

or symbolically, by multiplying the number of tribes in Israel times the number of apostles times 

the number 1000, a symbol of completeness and perfection.  This description stresses God's 

kingdom of saints as the end product, complete and perfect, of centuries of his working, first 

through the nation of Israel and then through the church of Jesus Christ. 

 

The great multitude is described as containing believers "from every nation, tribe, people, and 

language", emphasizing the universality of God's call and his kingdom.  The two groups are one 

and the same, merely described with different images to make different points.  These images 

also demonstrate two sides of God's relationship with his people.  In the first case, he gives them 

a seal to protect them from the ills that are coming on the earth.  This does not mean that they 

will be immune from physical harm or even from death, but rather that he will seal their minds 

and hearts so that they are protected spiritually.  N o matter what else the world may do to God's 

people, they can never take us away from him against our will. 

 

The great multitude is shown continually worshiping and praising God.  They have white robes 

because they have been washed in the blood of the Lamb, and hence have become purified from 

all sin.  N ote also that the "great tribulation" refers not to a limited, one-time catastrophe on the 

earth, but instead refers to the constant tribulation and temptation of this world.  As the whole 

series of seals indicates, God is well aware of the dangers that this world holds for its inhabitants, 

and he richly rewards those who come through them without losing their faith in him. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Eighteen: The S eventh S eal (Revelation 8 :1-5 ) 

 

The faithful have now had their foreheads sealed, and the opening of the seals of the scroll can 

resume.  There is but one left, the seventh, and it stands by itself.  It turns out to be not an end, 

but another beginning.  U pon this seal being opened, all heaven first stands silent for half an 

hour.  Then a new image appears, as seven angels are given seven trumpets, as the introduction 

to the next set of disclosures.  Connecting one to the next, we see the prayers of God's believers 

being offered to him with incense (recall also 5: 8 ). 

 

The silence that follows the opening of the seventh seal (8 : 1) is a remarkable event and a 

significant symbol.  It is amazing to think about all activity and conversation in heaven itself 

coming to a complete halt, and this should help us to see the importance of this symbol.  O nly 

God's imminent judgment or action would warrant such a complete halt in everything else.  E ach 

of the seals has revealed one or more of the basic aspects or characteristics of the relationship 

between God and the physical world that he created, and this seal does so as well. 

 

Silence is used throughout the O ld Testament to call for our complete humility (and sometimes 

literal, physical silence as well) in the presence of God.  It is especially appropriate when it is 

time for God to render judgment or decisions.  So too here, it rounds out the picture that we have 

seen with the first six seals.  In his vision, John has seen demonstrations of the typical ills that 

plague the world (the first four seals), of the way that the world treats godly believers (the fifth 

seal), and of God's absolute power over the physical universe (the sixth seal).  N ow he also sees, 

through the silence, the response of awe and respect that is due to God for his great wisdom and 

power, and in acknowledgment of his coming final judgment. 

 

N either Revelation nor any other part of the B ible tells us exactly when the final judgment will 

come.  In fact, Jesus emphasized that there is no way for humans to know the time or to deduce 

the time.  B ut regardless of when it comes in our history, to say that it will be "soon" is accurate, 

for all of our time in this physical world is extremely minimal compared with the permanence of 

eternity. 

 

In these verses, we also see the link between the last seal and the sounding of the seven trumpets, 

which is soon to come (see verse 2).  B efore that happens, we see the angels offering incense, 

combined with the prayers of the saints, on the altar before the throne (8 : 3-5).  After making the 

offering, the angel who does so then throws the golden censer down to the earth, bringing a 

foretaste of the mighty forces soon to be released when the trumpets are sounded.  The 

implication is that the prayers of the faithful have not been forgotten, and although the world has 

long gone unpunished for its sin and its persecution of believers, that will now change. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Nineteen: The S ou nd ing of  the F irst F ou r Tru mp ets (Revelation 8 :6 -12 ) 

 

The seven trumpets now begin to sound, one-by-one, and each one foretells some imposing and 

frightening developments on the earth.  Trumpets are used throughout the Scriptures, both 

literally and figuratively, to represent announcements and warnings.  And so it is here:  these 

trumpets do not in themselves cause the horrors that follow their sounding.  Rather, they 

announce or proclaim these things that afflict and terrify the inhabitants of the earth, and each of 

these developments serves as a warning to turn back to God. 

 

The first four of the trumpets are sounded in quick succession (8 : 6-12), and then, after a separate 

proclamation (8 : 13), the next two are also sounded (9 : 1-21).  The seventh one is reserved for a 

little later on (Revelation 11: 15-19 ).  The first four trumpets are followed by a succession of 

upheavals and disasters that strike at the parts of the universe that seem to be the least vulnerable, 

such as the sea, the sky, and the earth itself.  The last two trumpets are followed by even more 

frightening images.  N ote that the specific details in these verses are not meant to be associated 

with exact events or exact places.  Rather, they are a vivid part of rounding out the overall 

imagery of a universe at the complete mercy of forces greater than itself. 

 

The first four trumpets can be compared with the first four seals in chapter 6, which released on 

the world the ills often called "the Four H orsemen of the Apocalypse".  Those previous worldly 

ailments, though, simply represented the basic problems that plague humanity in every era and in 

every place:  war, famine, conflict, poverty, and the like.  H ere, the disasters that follow these 

trumpets are more terrifying and more unusual. 

 

That is because they represent the various major disasters - from earthquakes to atomic bombs to 

hurricanes to many other such things - that come upon the earth from time to time.  The trumpets 

are sounded to show that these things are warnings.  If we are at the mercy of so many natural 

and human-made disasters, we will be even more at the mercy of God in eternity.  P reviously, 

through the seals, John was told that God allows our world to be imperfect and full of problems, 

in order that we will look upward to see God.  B ut now, because most human beings refuse to 

repent, and instead try to live for this world in spite of its obviously temporary nature, God 

reveals that he sends even more dramatic tumults in order to call us even more firmly to 

repentance. 

 

O ver and above the usual trials of life, this kind of major disaster has happened from time to time 

throughout every era of human history.  Such events usually bring in response the strongest of 

human emotions, as we try to help the suffering while also struggling to make sense of things in 

our minds.  It is also common enough for some persons to blame God for such things.  B ut the 

fault lies rather with humanity, for the real problem is our own refusal to acknowledge God, 

because of our hard hearts.  Whatever else we do in response to the next disaster we experience, 

whatever ways we try to help and comfort others, let us not forget to remind ourselves that 

nothing in this universe has even a tiny fraction of the power to be found in God. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty: Three Woes & Two More Tru mp ets (Revelation 8 :13 -9 :2 1) 

 

John is watching as the seven trumpets sound, issuing proclamations and warnings to the earth, 

calling humanity to turn to God.  The first four trumpets were followed by images representing 

the kinds of disastrous upheavals that strike the earth from time to time.  God tells us that these 

are mere warnings of things that could be much worse.  B efore the next two trumpets sound, an 

eagle appears, and with a cry of, "Woe!  Woe!  Woe! ", the eagle announces the terrifying nature 

of the remaining three trumpets.  As soon as the eagle has made this proclamation, the fifth and 

sixth trumpets sound.  The seventh one (which is also the third 'woe') will wait yet a little longer. 

 

It takes only a little imagination to appreciate the impact of the eagle's announcement in 8 : 13.  

John has watched as a succession of extraordinary disasters has struck the earth, the sea, the sky, 

and the celestial bodies.  And now he hears that the remaining three trumpets are the ones that 

will herald particularly bad things.  In fact, it would be hard for anything to be worse, in a 

physical sense, than the things that John has already seen.  The fifth and sixth trumpets do 

proclaim more such horrors, but they also add a dimension of spiritual suffering. 

 

After the fifth trumpet sounds, a fallen star opens up the Abyss to release an enormous cloud of 

thick black smoke and a swarm of stinging locusts.  After the sixth trumpet, hordes of terrifying 

horses and riders invade the earth, killing and maiming.  As the symbol of the Abyss suggests, 

these images symbolize the spiritual torment from the spiritual forces of darkness, led by Satan 

(the fallen star).  H e releases his servants, symbolized by these locusts and horses and riders, not 

only to harm humanity physically but also to kill them spiritually. 

 

The black smoke belching out of the Abyss is an apt symbol for the confusion and doubt that 

Satan and his servants cause.  The bizarre details in the descriptions of the locusts and the horses 

and riders are appropriate in describing the twisted, distorted nature of those who follow and 

serve Satan.  They are corruptions of God's creations, and they seek nothing better than to 

corrupt and destroy others, even though this is of no real benefit to them. 

 

As a result of all these things, there are many deaths.  Y et despite all of this tumult, and the 

striking warnings to turn to God, the survivors still do not repent.  Instead, they harden their 

hearts, as did P haraoh in very similar circumstances.  This is because the real reason why so 

many persons do not turn to God is not that God has not given them enough chances, or that they 

have not been told what to do, but because their hearts are hard.  We have all been given more 

than enough knowledge, more than enough opportunities, and more than enough warnings to 

turn to God.  It is so easy to do - all it really costs is our pride and our self-centeredness.  Let us 

not make the same mistake these terrified but foolish persons have made. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-One: A Little S c roll (Revelation 10 ) 

 

After the first six trumpets have been sounded, and the terrors that they announced have been 

released upon the earth, John sees another imposing angel, who approaches the apostle with a 

little scroll.  Roaring, thunder, and foreboding words accompany the angel's approach, yet the 

scroll itself seems less intimidating than all of this.  In fact, unlike as was the case with the great 

scroll with its seven seals, this scroll is given directly to John, and he is asked to eat it. 

 

This angel is an even more dramatic sight than the others whom John has seen.  In fact, since he 

is robed with a cloud (verse 1) and speaks with a lion's voice (verse 3), it is likely that he should 

be identified with Jesus himself.  At his shout, John also hears the voices of the seven thunders 

from the throne of God.  Y et this is one detail that he is not allowed to include in his book. 

 

It is thus impossible even to guess what the thunders said - the point, rather, is that there are still 

many things about heaven, judgment, and spiritual reality that we may not know or cannot know 

in this life.  As Jesus once told the apostles, "I have much more to say to you, more than you can 

now bear" (John 16: 12).  We must often learn to stifle our curiosity, and learn instead to 

concentrate on understanding those things that God does tell us clearly. 

 

After the mighty angel has proclaimed that the seventh trumpet will soon be sounded, John is 

told to take the little scroll from the angel, and to eat it.  As the angel gives John this instruction, 

he adds some curious words.  H e tells John that the scroll will taste sweet like honey in his 

mouth, but will then turn sour in his stomach.  This is an apt, if sobering, description about the 

role that the Word of God played in John's life, and it also holds an important lesson for us. 

 

In the same way that John is then told (in verse 11) to go back and resume proclaiming the Word 

of God to the world, we also are called not just to know the Word of God, but also to live it and 

to proclaim it.  To believers, God's Word truly is sweet:  it satisfies our need for answers to 

spiritual questions, for a purpose in life, and for security that will last.  Y et even for faithful 

believers there will come times when the Word in their stomachs (that is, the words that they 

have previously learned and digested) will turn sour, when others refuse to accept it, and 

persecute us for teaching it.  Further, if we are honest with ourselves, we shall also find times 

when the Word of God confronts our own worldliness, and contradicts our own preconceptions. 

 

This is as God intended it.  In his greater wisdom, he has revealed to us everything that we need 

to know, but he leaves it up to each human whether or not to accept the truth.  H e knows that his 

truths can be painful for our fleshly nature to accept, but that is the way that he wants it.  The 

sweet taste of God's Word is a small foretaste of the lasting glory that those who believe in him 

will share forever, and the sour feeling that we occasionally get in our stomachs is, in 

comparison, only a passing inconvenience. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-Two: The Two Witnesses (Revelation 11:1-14) 

 

After John eats the little scroll, and accepts the angel's call to proclaim God's truth in this world, 

he is introduced to two other witnesses.  These two witnesses themselves will suffer, just as John 

has, for the gospel of God.  This vision is full of interesting details, and because of that, some 

commentators have gone far afield in concocting elaborate theories about what specific identities 

these 'two witnesses' may have.  B ut such speculation misses the point of these images. 

 

The two witnesses are simply a vivid figurative portrayal of the community of believers in 

Christ, in their role of witnesses for God's truth to an unbelieving world.  The imagery is 

designed not to get us to look for two specific heroes who will literally fulfill these details, but 

instead is meant to help us better to understand our own position as Jesus' witnesses.  God 

intends this to be an important part of our relationship with him, and of the ministry that he has 

given us.  The symbolic details in these verses illustrate some important aspects of this ministry. 

 

The image of the temple (verse 1) is significant because it represents God's presence among his 

people.  The contrast between the worshipers in the temple and the 'Gentiles' (not meant literally) 

in the court parallels the position of God's believers living in a world full of unbelievers.  The 

world tramples on genuine believers, and humiliates them whenever possible - hence the 

sackcloth that the witnesses wear. 

 

Another symbol, both here and later in Revelation, is the use of numbers that correspond to three 

and one-half.  The 42 months in verse 2 and the 1260 days in verse 3 are both equal (or 

approximately equal) to three and one-half years.  The symbol of three and one-half signifies a 

time of trial, struggle, and tribulation.  The symbol was used in this way by the prophet D aniel 

(see D aniel 7: 25 and 12: 7), expressed in the form of '"time, times, and half a time".  

Symbolically, three and one-half equals half of seven, the number associated with the perfection 

of God's creation.  The imperfect three and one-half thus makes an appropriate symbol for a time 

period defined by human activity. 

 

The main points of the vision can be summarized as follows:  God's believers are witnesses in 

this world, despised and abused, yet always having at their disposal a power that the world does 

not understand (verses 1-6).  The world will often think that it has crushed out the true church 

(verses 7-10;  we shall learn about 'beasts' in chapter 13), but the true church will always exist.  

The most that the world can do to any individual believer is to send him or her to heaven (verses 

11-12;  note the three and one half 'days' of apparent death - a shorter period than the three and 

one half 'years' that the church will minister in this world).  The world will be disciplined for 

their treatment of God's believers, just as they are for their other misdeeds (verses 13-14). 

 

There are further points that can be drawn from some of the additional details, but even this 

simple overview teaches some important lessons.  O ur ministry here will rarely be easy, but if we 

remain faithful and humble before God, we can have a power working through us that is far 

greater than anything that the worldly can experience. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-Three: The S eventh Tru mp et (Revelation 11:15 -19 ) 

 

Since the sounding of the sixth trumpet, John has seen several things while waiting to hear the 

seventh and last trumpet, which will also be the third 'woe'.  H e has been given a scroll of his 

own to eat, and has seen a series of images that illustrate the role of witnesses for God's Word 

that he and all believers will have in this world.  O nly after accepting these things is John ready 

to hear the seventh trumpet, and to learn what it announces.  This trumpet will declare once for 

all God's reign and lordship over all the earth, and the submission of all things to his will. 

 

U nlike the first six trumpets, this trumpet does not announce immediate 'action', but rather 

announces a truth.  This truth is that the whole world belongs to God, is subject to God, is 

accountable to God, and will be judged by God, who will reign forever and ever.  At first, all of 

this may hardly seem to be a 'woe' or a calamity such as those presaged by the previous trumpets.   

 

B ut this is in fact the ultimate 'woe' for the rebellious, the worldly, and the sinful.  It makes it 

absolutely certain that all of their prideful pretensions, all of their fleshly thinking, all of their 

sinful behavior, and all of their empty mocking will be made plain, not just to God but to the 

universe.  God is infinitely more powerful than the strongest of earthly forces, and although God 

in his patience may defer final judgment for a long time, there will be no ultimate escape. 

 

B ut while the worldly must dread God's final judgment, the faithful can anticipate it with joy, 

hope, and peace.  As soon as the twenty-four elders in John's vision hear the final proclamation 

of God's eternal sovereignty, they fall down and worship with gratitude and hope.  Their prayer 

(verses 17-18 ) is worth reading slowly, in order to dwell on the things that they appreciate so 

much about God:  God's power and majesty, his faithfulness to those who are faithful to him, his 

forbearance in withholding his judgment for so long, and the certainty that one day he will 

pronounce final judgment with perfect righteousness. 

 

We too, like these elders, should learn to appreciate God's greatest and most spiritual qualities.  

We are always encouraged when he provides us with blessings in this world, yet the things that 

he gives us here are tiny and transient compared to the eternal blessings that he is waiting to give 

us.  We often feel anguish and discouragement over the tragedies and sorrows of this world, but 

we can have the hope that one day all of these will pass away forever. 

 

This temporary world was never meant to be our permanent dwelling place, nor could it ever 

have given humankind lasting security or fulfillment.  E verything in this world gives us just a 

small foretaste of the extraordinary displays of God's majesty, God's wisdom, and God's love that 

we shall see someday if we remain faithful to him. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-F ou r: A Woman,  a Dragon,  & a Child  (Revelation 12 ) 

 

The series of visions about the seals and the trumpets are now completed, and a new series of 

visions begins in chapter 12.  Although this chapter contains some new and startling symbols, 

this time they are somewhat easier to interpret, since the meaning of some of the symbols is 

given plainly, and some of the others have obvious identifications.  The three key images in this 

chapter are that of a dragon, or Satan (see verse 9 ), and those of a woman and a child, whom the 

dragon pursues.  The woman and child are not identified explicitly, but they have some obvious 

and important parallels. 

 

The child, who will rule the earth with an iron scepter (verse 5, which is a reference to passages 

like Genesis 49 : 10 and P salm 2: 9 ), is an obvious symbol of Jesus.  H is mother, while on one 

level an obvious reference to the miraculous birth of Jesus to Mary, is also symbolic of the entire 

historical community of believers that led ultimately to the coming of Jesus as the Lord and 

Messiah of the faithful.  The dragon's hatred for the woman and her child extends also to the rest 

of the woman's 'offspring' (verse 17), that is, all of God's believers.  So on a broader level, the 

dragon's persecution of the mother and child represents his ongoing assaults on all believers, 

throughout all eras and in every part of the world. 

 

There are numerous interesting details in this chapter that can be studied further, but here we 

shall concentrate primarily on understanding the most important ideas that the vision is meant to 

teach.  After the dragon's initial assault on the mother and child (verses 1-5a), God takes the son 

to heaven and prepares a place of safety for the woman (verses 5b-6;  note the period of 1260 

days, a symbol we have seen in Revelation 11: 2-3, and that occurs again in 12: 14). 

 

The frustrated, angry dragon then channels his hostility into assembling an army of angels to 

wage war in heaven against God's angels, only to lose (verses 7-8 ).  The dragon and his allies are 

banished to the earth, ridding heaven of their unclean presence, but exposing the earth to the 

dragon's hateful rage (verses 9 -12).  Thus begins a long-lasting conflict, as the hideous, powerful 

dragon spares no effort and shows no mercy in warring against humanity, and especially against 

the faithful (verses 13-17). 

 

This imagery describes, in symbolic terms, the basic spiritual situation into which we as humans 

have been born, and the spiritual conflict in which we as believers are involved.  The devil's 

hatred of humanity goes back long before our lifetimes, and we can do nothing to stop his 

attacks.  We can only remain faithful to God in our hearts, so that we can resist the dragon's fiery 

assaults against us.  For we are too weak to stand on our own power against the powerful dragon.  

N or is his anger ever going to diminish.  H ence we shall always have the need for God's constant 

protection, guidance, and grace.  We should not be ashamed at this, but rather should rejoice and 

give thanks that we have a caring God who is able to protect us from every attack and to deliver 

us from every temptation. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-F ive: The B east Ou t Of  the S ea (Revelation 13 :1-10 ) 

 

The previous chapter of Revelation introduced us to the dragon, Satan, who has declared 

unending war against God, God's angels, and God's people.  In this next chapter, we shall meet 

the two beasts who are the dragon's infamous associates.  The beast from the sea (13: 1-10) and 

the beast from the earth (13: 11-18 ) are not supernatural beings, nor are they any one person or 

thing.  Rather, they represent symbolically the two most dangerous adversaries that we as 

believers have in this world.  The beast from the sea represents all worldly powers, rulers, and 

forces that set themselves up against God.  The beast from the earth (next week's topic) 

represents false religions and all those who teach falsely about God. 

 

The chapter opens with the dragon standing by the sea, as the first terrible beast emerges, a 

monstrous creature with seven heads and ten horns.  V arious parts of the beast resemble a 

leopard, a bear, and a lion.  All of these details connect this vision with D aniel's vision of world 

history in D aniel 7.  In that prophecy, D aniel foresaw the succession of specific earthly 

kingdoms that would come and go between his lifetime and the appearance of the Messiah Jesus.  

H ere in Revelation, all of the details are combined into one beast, as a symbol not of one specific 

kingdom but of all the kingdoms of this world, past, present, and future.  It symbolizes primarily 

those who rule politically, but it can also characterize, for example, those who rule financially, 

whose wealth allows them to rule the lives of others. 

 

Many commentators have devoted a great deal of ingenuity towards attempting to identify this 

beast with one particular nation or ruler.  In particular, many have tried to associate every detail 

with something in Roman history, assuming that the entire vision has to do with Rome.  B ut the 

vision is much more timeless than that.  Many of the details of the vision can indeed be 

associated with Rome and its emperors, because it stands in part for Rome.  B ut no one has ever 

been able to make a perfect correlation between Rome and all of the details, because the beast is 

not only Rome, but rather a symbolic representation of all the Romes, B abylons and other fleshly 

empires whose thirst for power and conquest has afflicted the world throughout history. 

 

B esides the details that associate this vision with D aniel 7, there are further particulars that help 

us to understand the nature of this beast, that is, the nature of earthly kingdoms.  The power of 

this beast comes from the dragon (verse 2), who even helps the beast to appear immortal and 

indestructible (verse 3, which is not talking about any particular 'head' or ruler, but about the 

nature of human powers and empires).  Through following the beast, the world worships the 

dragon (verse 4), and the beast is emboldened to blaspheme God and heaven (verses 5-6), and to 

war against God's believers (verse 7).  N ote that the beast's power is said to last for the now-

familiar time period of 42 months, or three and one-half years. 

 

The world worships its 'beasts' (verse 9 ), because the world worships power for its own sake.  

H uman leaders love power, and often use it improperly.  Though Christians are called to live in 

peace, and to be good examples in our communities, we must also learn to see worldly power for 

what it is, to avoid putting any faith in it (verse 10), and to endure patiently the ways that the 

rulers of this earth rebel against God's authority and God's love. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-S ix : The B east Ou t Of  the Earth (Revelation 13 :11-15 ) 

 

The first of the two 'beasts' came up out of the sea, and symbolically represented all of the 

worldly powers, forces, governments, and rulers who aim to bend the world to their will.  That 

beast will always be a dangerous enemy to Christians, as long as we are in this world, and it will 

always attract the worship of the worldly.  B ut this next beast, who appears in Revelation 13: 11-

18 , may be an even greater danger to God's people.  For this is a beast of deception, whose 

weapons are lies and deceit, rather than brute force. 

 

In appearance, the beast that comes out of the earth resembles a lamb, but speaks and acts like a 

dragon (verse 11).  For this beast represents all false, human-made religions and philosophies, 

whether the old Greek and Roman gods, the many other false religions throughout history, the 

many pretentious philosophies concocted by unbelievers, or the numerous distorted versions of 

Christianity itself.  Satan knows that some humans will not worship the first beast's power, force, 

and wealth.  Y et even those resistant to such temptations can be drawn to false teachings, to lies 

about God, and to human-made 'wisdom', especially if it tells them what they want to hear. 

 

This beast does miracles that deceive almost everyone (verses 13-14).  Through them he entices 

the world into worshiping the first beast, the one from the sea (verses 12, 14), and he uses his 

miraculous powers to enhance the first beast's power and authority.  For, although false religions 

and human philosophies may appear on the surface to have noble, lamb-like goals, at the root 

they are simply a different means of pursuing earthly goals.  H uman religions and philosophies 

are often used on behalf of worldly forces, since worldly rulers realize the power that religion 

and philosophy have over our minds.  Genuine Christianity pursues eternal, spiritual goals. 

 

This beast from out of the earth - false religions and human philosophies - teams up with the 

beast from the sea - worldly powers, leaders, and forces - in a war of aggression, as they demand 

that everyone submit to them and worship them (verse 15).  We see, in fact, every day how these 

'beasts' work.  Worldly rulers (whether secular or religious), worldly 'experts', and those who 

treasure worldly wealth are all jealous of competition or rivalry, and while they may often hate 

one another, their greatest foes are those who believe in a higher, spiritual reality that reveals all 

of their worldly cravings and their sins to be empty and hopeless. 

 

In their desperation, the powers of this world attack believers in God, distort what they do and 

say, and attempt to intimidate them into changing, all as part of a desperate effort to convince 

themselves that they are strong, when in truth they are weak and hopeless.  In this, they are 

simply imitating their master, the dragon (Revelation 12: 12), who knows that his time is short 

and his doom is certain, but whose heart is too hardened to change.  As Christians, we should not 

be surprised if those who treasure the things of this world oppose our gentle efforts to lead them 

to God.  We must constantly remind ourselves that the loud, aggressive voices of the world are in 

reality a sign of terrible weakness and fear, not of courage and strength. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-S even: The Mark & Nu mb er of  the B east (Revelation 13 :16 -18 ) 

 

We have met the two 'beasts', the one from the sea who represents worldly powers and rulers, 

and the one from out of the earth who represents false religions and philosophies.  These two 

beasts, though in many ways in conflict with each other, still work together to protect their 

worldly power, wealth, popularity, and authority.  The closing verses of Revelation 13 describe 

this symbolically, depicting the second beast as it demands that everyone have a mark on the 

right hand or forehead, to demonstrate those who have accepted the beast's authority over them. 

 

The beast makes no exceptions in its demand that everyone wear his mark (verse 16).  For the 

world and its powers make no exceptions in demanding that everyone worship the things of this 

world.  The world tolerates all kinds of sinful behavior, but it will not tolerate those who expose 

this world as a temporary place with nothing of lasting value.  All kinds of immorality, 

selfishness, and violence are considered by many to be respectable, because they show that those 

who practice them attach great importance to the things of this world.  E ven 'religion' is accepted 

if it is a mere personal taste or affectation, and as long as it does not cause anyone to change. 

 

Those without the mark of the beast are not even allowed to buy or sell (verse 17).  While many 

commentators have interpreted this as a future event, and others try to make it fit something in 

Roman history, this is simply a general, yet profound, statement that holds true both in John's 

lifetime and today.  Through divisions, prejudices, and factions, humans have always oppressed 

one another, and almost every society throughout history has had its 'mark of the beast' that 

differentiated the privileged from the unprivileged.  Christians simply ought always to do what is 

right, regardless of any disadvantages that come with it. 

 

The beast also has a 'number', 666 (verse 18 ).  Just as seven is often used as a reference to God's 

perfect creation, six can be used as a symbol for humanity, since humans appeared on the sixth 

day of creation.  (The early Christians also sometimes used eight as a symbol for Jesus, as the 

beginning of a new creation.)  Thus '666' merely indicates that the beast, for all that he appears to 

do miracles, is of human, fleshly origin (the beast has "man's number", or "the number of man"). 

 

Many have attempted to show calculations that associate 666 with the Roman emperor N ero, or 

with some other notorious villain of history.  N ero was thoroughly sinful and foolish, but was he 

really a serious threat to God?   In less than a decade, as his behavior worsened, he went from 

being popular and powerful to being completely destroyed.  E ven H itler, who did more lasting 

damage to the world, was destroyed within a decade of attaining his fullest power.  N o one 

human being, no matter how evil, is worthy to be called 'The' B east or 'The' Antichrist. 

 

It is easy to use years, numerical equivalents of letters, plus other data, to make '666' stand for a 

great number of different famous persons, and many commentators have tried to do this.  B ut 

they all miss the point.  N o one human is ever much of an adversary for God.  The adversary we 

face in the beast is not any one arch-villain, but the universal tendency to construct false 

religions and philosophies, instead of submitting to God's truth. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Twenty-Eight: The Coming Harvest (Revelation 14) 

 

Revelation has been building up to the proclamation of God's complete, final judgment.  In this 

chapter, the end is foretold, and it is presented both as an encouragement to the faithful and as a 

stern warning to the unfaithful.  When the final harvest comes, all will be revealed, and there will 

be no more chances and no more evasions, as each person receives his or her final reward.  

While in this world we often experience the fruits or consequences of our decisions and choices, 

good or bad as they may be, only at the end will God's final and complete justice be served. 

 

The firstfruits of the coming harvest will be the redeemed, those who belong to God and to the 

Lamb (verses 1-5).  They are identified here with the 144,000 who earlier had been sealed to 

mark God's ownership of them.  Several symbolic details in these verses describe the redeemed.  

As John sees them, he hears an extraordinary sound like rushing waters and peals of thunder, 

which is also like the sound of harps, and the sound is accompanied by the singing of the 

redeemed.  The redeemed are said to have kept themselves pure and honest, and they loyally 

follow the lamb everywhere.  All of these things characterize the redeemed, and the choices that 

they have made also reveal how they have been kept safe through the trials and turmoil described 

throughout Revelation. 

 

This depiction is followed by a series of final warnings to the disobedient, and final exhortations 

to the faithful (verses 6-13).  An angel flies throughout the world to give one final appeal to 

everyone in the world, calling on them to worship God the Creator, and him alone.  Two more 

angels follow, pronouncing doom and judgment not only on the rulers and powers of this world, 

but also on all who worship them.  Although the descriptions of punishment are graphic, it is 

significant that God's angels, unlike the world's 'beasts', do not use force or violence to compel 

humans to obey them.  They simply announce the truth of what is coming, and call upon those 

who accept the message to be patient while waiting for it all to take place. 

 

This is followed by a vision of the coming harvest (verses 14-20).  It is initiated by the 

appearance of one "like a son of man" who sits on a cloud with a gold crown on his head and a 

sickle in his hand.  It is certainly appropriate to identify Jesus with the gathering of the harvest, 

since it will be through his blood that the redeemed will be saved.  There are actually two 

somewhat parallel descriptions of the harvest here, one (verses 15-16) depicting the gathering in 

of the good fruits, and one (verses 17-20) describing in vivid terms the destruction of the 

ungodly in "the great winepress of God's wrath."  For there will be two very different aspects of 

the final harvest, and we cannot be reminded too often to be prepared, so that we will be among 

those gathered to God to be with him forever. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Tw enty-Nine: Th e Last Plagues (Revelation 15 ) 

 

Throughout the book of Revelation, we have seen a succession of trials, ills, and woes that have 

beset the earth.  In this chapter, another set of plagues is announced, but this time, they will be 

the last such plagues to afflict the world.  For the time will come when God's wrath upon the 

sinful inhabitants of this earth will be completed.  H is anger is overwhelming in its time, but it 

does not last forever.  The faithful can always have this hope, that though we must often suffer 

along with the rest of the world, we also can know that the day will come when God's temporary 

wrath is replaced by his everlasting love. 

 

U pon sensing that the final plagues are about to come, the redeemed stand beside the sea of glass 

and sing a song of victory (verses 1-4 ).  Their song is of Moses and of the Lamb.  The original 

Song of Moses (Exodus 15) was the song of praise that Moses offered when the Israelites had 

crossed the Red Sea safely, but the pursuing Egyptian army had been destroyed.  The song of the 

Lamb is a new song, one of eternal redemption.  Just as God used Moses to rescue his people 

from their earthly foes, giving them a new life on this earth, so also Jesus the Lamb of God has 

delivered us from the spiritual forces of evil, so that we can have eternal life. 

 

The words to the song actually come not from Exodus, but from a number of O ld Testament 

passages, particularly D euteronomy.  They are not direct quotes of complete verses, but rather 

they are phrases and ideas that were expressed in the O ld Testament in a more limited context.  

Thus the temporary, earthly deliverance that God so frequently brought to his people under the 

old covenant is connected by this song with the permanent, spiritual deliverance that we have 

been given through the Lamb and his blood. 

 

Then it is time for these last seven plagues to be readied (verses 5-8).  The angels who will carry 

them emerge from the temple (or tabernacle of the Testimony), and the plagues are contained in 

bowls.  As the bowls are given to the angels, the temple fills with smoke from the presence of 

God.  The smoke is so thick that no one can enter the temple, and no one will be able to do so 

until the plagues have been completed.  In other words, God is unapproachable while he is 

meting out his wrath.  The separation of humanity from God because of sin is an ever-present 

feature of the visions in Revelation. 

 

The imagery of the seven plagues hearkens back to a warning given to God's people long ago, in 

the book of Leviticus, when God warned them that if they did not listen to him, he would 

multiply their afflictions (or plagues) sevenfold (Leviticus 26 :21).  Rebellion against God or 

hardness to God always brings inevitable consequences.  But God's faithful people can always 

sing a song of hope, knowing that eternity holds no fears for them. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty: Seven B ow ls of  Wrath  (Revelation 16 ) 

 

The seven bowls of God's wrath, which are now about to be released, represent God's final 

expression of anger and warning to the unbelieving.  They will bring tumults and torments even 

greater than those ushered in by the seven seals and the seven trumpets earlier in the book.  A 

good many of the details in these images refer back to passages in the O ld Testament that 

describe how God punished the disobedient and those who persecuted his people.  These plagues 

thus represent the punishment due for idolatry and for other ways of fundamentally rejecting 

God. 

 

The first four bowls release plagues that directly punish specific offenses of the ungodly (verses 

1-9).  The first plague bodily punishes those who worship the beast, the personification of 

worldly power, with all its false values and false promises.  The second plague is a symbolic re-

enactment of the plague of blood on the Nile River (Exodus 7), which devastated the pagan 

Egyptians economically.  The third plague punishes all those who have persecuted the redeemed 

people of God in this world.  In striking against the sun, the greatest force in our natural world, 

the plague that comes from the fourth bowl convicts and refutes idolaters of all kinds. 

 

The fifth plague brings darkness upon the kingdom of the beast, and simultaneously strikes the 

bodies of all those who have followed the beast (verses 10-11).  Thus God reveals to those who 

oppose him their complete and final separation from him.  Note that the details in these plagues 

should not be interpreted literally.  Although God could indeed do any or all of these things 

literally, the thrust of these verses is rather the spiritual punishments and the reasons for them. 

 

The last two bowls (verses 12-21) bring final and complete calamity upon the earth, and the final 

and complete victory of God over all of his earthly enemies.  The images in these verses are 

packed with symbolic details, many of which once again refer to O ld Testament passages.  All of 

the times that God has worked or acted through the centuries are here summed up in one final 

victory over all ungodly forces.  O ne additional feature is introduced, in the evil spirits that take 

the shape of frogs as they deceive the worldly and rally them to their doom.  The croaking of 

frogs was used as an appropriate image of speech that is loud but pointless or false. 

 

While all this is going on, God's people are exhorted to remain faithful, to stay awake and remain 

clothed.  These curious instructions mean simply that for us to survive spiritually, we need to 

keep looking ahead in preparedness for the day of the Lord.  The world cringes in horror and fear 

when the Lord comes, but we can look forward to him with joy and anticipation. 

 

This passage is also the one that makes reference to a 'battle' at Armageddon.  This is, of course, 

not a literal battle at all, either past or future.  Rather, it is symbolic of God's final and 

irrevocable victory, which has long been anticipated by suffering believers, and which may not 

come for many years.  What is important is not when it comes, or what physical events may 

accompany it, but simply the assurance that it will come, the certainty that one day this earth will 

end and God will judge the souls of all who have lived in it.  
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-One: Th e Woman & th e Sc arlet B east (Revelation 17) 

 

The seven plagues have brought doom to the world, but there is more to see.  John now watches 

as a woman called " the great prostitute"  appears, riding on a fantastical scarlet beast.  This is a 

new image to describe things that John has already seen, in that together the woman and this 

beast are the sum total of all those in the world who rebel against God.  This image brings with it 

some new details that help us to gain additional understanding of the nature of the worldly. 

 

John is aware that he will see the woman punished (verses 1-2) for her spiritual adulteries.  She 

has enticed " the kings of the earth"  and has intoxicated them.  In other words, she is not without 

superficial attractions, but she brings death and condemnation.  She is further described as she 

sits on her beast (verses 3 -6 ), clothed with all kinds of luxurious and expensive items, reveling in 

what she has and in what she does.  The beast itself has seven heads and ten horns, connecting it 

with the beast that John previously saw coming out of the sea, and also with one of the beasts 

that the prophet D aniel saw. 

 

The woman and the beast together represent everything and everyone in the world that stands 

opposed to God (verses 7-14 ).  The beast itself represents the same powers, rulers, and worldly 

forces that the earlier 'beasts' symbolized.  As before, the beast uses its power (symbolized by 

horns, verses 12-14 ) to oppose God and to attack his people.  As before, these details are not 

going to be fulfilled literally, but instead symbolize the essence of the spiritual battle that is 

being played out on the earth.  

 

The woman herself is named Babylon (verse 5) and is also associated with Rome through the 

seven heads, which are said to be seven hills on which she sits (verse 9).  Later (verse 18), she is 

described as " the great city" .  In other words, the woman represents human beings individually, 

all those who have committed spiritual adultery with the world, rather than seeking and 

worshiping the God who created them.  Images of prostitution and adultery are frequently used 

in the Scriptures to represent those who choose the world over God.  The image of 'Babylon' is 

not limited to one place, one time, or one group of people.  In every age and in every place, 

human nature has been the same.  There always have been and always will be some who seek 

God, and others who worship the things of this world. 

 

The angel who is guiding John reinforces these images (verses 15-18).  The waters on which the 

prostitute sits are the world's nations and languages; that is, its many groups and collectives of 

individual souls.  Notice that the beast even hates the prostitute who rides it, and seeks to destroy 

her (verse 16 ).  For the world is filled with hate and division, which always come whenever God 

is not allowed into human hearts.  The powers and forces of this world so often harbor contempt 

and hatred for those whom they dominate, and the feeling is usually mutual.  Yet they work 

together in an unholy alliance, just as Revelation describes. 

 

But it is all part of God's purpose (verse 17), for God knows the nature of this world and of every 

human heart.  The harder that the worldly and their forces fight against God, the more that they 

simply prove his wisdom and uphold his power.  They cannot win, and God cannot lose. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Tw o: Fallen Is B ab ylon (Revelation 18 :1-8 ) 

 

In the previous chapter, John saw the woman named Babylon riding a scarlet beast, together 

symbolizing the people of this world and the powers and forces of this world, anything and 

everything that opposes God's eternal purpose.  Their doom was pronounced and guaranteed, 

even as John saw the woman and the beast reveling in their pleasures.  John has also seen 

Babylon punished, using different imagery, in the vision in Revelation 16 :16 -21.  (Note, again, 

that the visions in Revelation are not in order of any historical fulfillment, but rather, like the 

visions in many of the O ld Testament prophetic books, are arranged in a thematic order). 

 

Since this doom is certain, John is given in these verses a message for the faithful who realize 

and believe that the rulers and forces of this world are doomed to decay and ultimate destruction.  

H e is first reminded by an angel of the reasons for judgment on this world (18:1-3 ).  By 

indulging their desires and exalting themselves, the worldly have provided a home on this earth 

for all that is revolting, ungodly, and harmful. 

 

From the most disgusting of human sins to the most malevolent of Satan's servants, the worldly 

offer encouragement and support to the very things that they most should shun and avoid.  Not 

only are these things foul in themselves, but they also destroy the relationship with God that the 

inhabitants of this world once had.  Not only that, but human sin has rendered this entire world 

unclean, so that God cannot allow it to endure for eternity.  Because this earth has become so 

thoroughly polluted by the filth of sin, God's own nature demands that it be done away with.  

The only reason he has not done so already is because he loves us all, despite our sin, and thus he 

gives us every chance to repent before bringing this physical universe to an end. 

 

Since we Christians live in the knowledge that this someday will happen, we should be prepared, 

and in particular, we should withdraw ourselves from overly close associations with the world, 

which could ensnare us and pull us into destruction with it (18:4 -8).  John hears a voice from 

heaven say, " come out of her, my people, so that you will not share in her sins"  (verse 4 ; see also 

Isaiah 52:11 and 2 Corinthians 6 :17).  This does not mean for us to withdraw from the world 

physically - far from it.  As believers in Jesus, we are called to live in the midst of the worldly, 

serving as examples to them as we abstain from the sinful desires, the self-indulgence, and the 

worldly perspectives that fill their lives. 

 

This world is not our home, and so we should not feel at home in it.  Those who want to know 

God will frequently be at odds with the world, its beliefs, and its desires.  It is not possible to be 

a genuine believer in Christianity and also to be completely accepted by the world.  The more 

that Christians remind themselves of the ultimate fate of this world, the closer we will be to God, 

and the more likely it is that we can offer to others the same eternal hope that we ourselves have. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Th ree: Th e World  Mourns f or B ab ylon (Revelation 18 :9 -24 ) 

 

This whole world will one day be destroyed and judged, as John's visions in Revelation 18 and in 

previous chapters have assured us.  Yet most of the world lives in denial of these truths, hoping 

that somehow they will never have to see the day when their earthly sources of worldly power 

and false confidence are taken away from them.  But, as these verses foresee, the time will come 

when everyone who has ever lived will see this earth and this universe come to an end. 

 

The terror that the wealthy and powerful feel at the fall of Babylon, the personification of those 

who live for this world (18:9-10), is not necessarily limited to the future when the final end 

comes for the physical world.  Indeed, the rich, the powerful, and the popular, like the rest of 

humanity, know somewhere inside their hearts that none of their treasures or distinctions will last 

forever.  This is ever evident in their anxious, frantic striving for more of what they already have.  

This world can never fulfill our deepest needs.  That is why the imagery of spiritual adultery is 

often used to describe those who look to the world to fulfill needs that only God can meet. 

 

Every living person who is not in Jesus has no firm foundation for security, purpose, or 

contentment, and will find someday that all the things of this world that they craved and 

treasured will disappear (18:11-20).  Notice how John's heavenly guide lists in such detail many 

of the things that the world values and works for.  Every one of these material objects will one 

day perish, and those whose hope was in material things will find themselves without hope. 

 

This is in fact why so many in the world mock and persecute believers in God, for the believer is 

a constant reminder to the unbeliever of this and of many other unpleasant truths.  But we who 

live by the Spirit can use and appreciate the things of this world, accepting them as gracious 

blessings from God, without putting our hope or security in them, 

 

John then watches as an angel pronounces final sentence on Babylon (18:21-24 ).  Throwing a 

millstone into the sea, the angel says that Babylon will be thrown down in the same way.  In the 

fall of the worldly kingdom Babylon, all those who have lived for the world will also fall.  They 

will have no hope that can replace the things they lived for in this world.  But we who believe in 

Jesus the Son of God have an eternal hope, and when this world ends, we shall rejoice, because it 

will mean that our deepest hopes have finally been fulfilled. 

 

We are able to experience many of God's blessings in this world, and we can enjoy them in a 

way that the worldly cannot, for we do not put our hope in them.  Nor do we demand extra 

earthly blessings as a condition of following God.  And no matter how much God does for us or 

gives us in this world, we also know that what is yet to come will be far greater. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Four: A Celeb ration of  Cleansing (Revelation 19 :1-10 ) 

 

The ultimate fall of this world, of its mighty and powerful, and of all their sources of earthly 

power and wealth, is a horrifying thought to the vast numbers of human beings who are living 

only for the things of this world.  But to those who are seeking God, and who patiently endure 

the hardships that the world inflicts on those who love God, the certainty that one day this world 

shall end is a most encouraging and motivating thought.  For it will bring us final cleansing, and 

it will remove all the barriers to our relationship with God forever. 

 

Thus John now sees a great multitude of believers, together with the elders and living creatures 

that he has seen in God's presence, offering praise and thanksgiving for the end of Babylon the 

worldly (19:1-5).  In this world, we are called to forgive our enemies, to love those who hate us, 

and to repay evil with good.  It can be extremely difficult to maintain our patience and 

compassion while we try to live this way, and God understands this.  God also knows that the 

relief and release that we shall feel at the final fall of the worldly will far surpass any 

disappointment and frustration that we feel in this world. 

 

The joy that the believers express in these verses is all the greater for how patiently and how long 

they have had to wait.  U ntil this time, then, we should try always to remember the final fate of 

those who oppose God and who harm his people.  There is little point in trying to repay them 

now in trivial worldly ways, for their ultimate punishment will be far more permanent and far 

more severe than anything we could do.  And how much more worthwhile would it be, anyway, 

if even a small number of those who have harmed us would themselves repent, turn to God, and 

leave the ways of this world. 

 

The end of this world also means the final union of God with those who have believed in his 

promises and in his Word (19:6 -10).  The end of this earth will not merely remove negative 

things, but will bring enormous blessings.  We shall know and share in God's eternal reign, when 

he no longer will be opposed by his own creations.  We shall be made bright and clean, purified 

once for all from the stain of sin, to make us fit to be joined with Jesus forever. 

 

In imagery that P aul also used occasionally in his epistles, the angel speaks of a wedding to unite 

the Lamb and those who have believed in him, thus emphasizing the closeness and permanence 

of the relationship that God wants to have with us when this universe is gone.  The angel also 

teaches John a lesson about worship, when he stops John from bowing down to worship the 

angel.  For even angels are not worthy to be worshiped, and if they are not, how much less 

worthy are the things of this world.  But God is fully worthy of our worship, and we shall see this 

much more clearly when we are at last in his presence. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Five: Th e K ing of  K ings (Revelation 19 :11-21) 

 

After the praise and rejoicing of the redeemed over the fall of Babylon (the representation of 

worldly power, worldly wealth, and those who trust in them), a rider on a white horse appears 

from heaven.  The rider is an image of Jesus, and he proceeds to establish his sovereignty.  Jesus 

is already Lord of all, though the world has not yet acknowledged it.  H e has already defeated the 

forces of spiritual evil, through his death on the cross.  At present, he waits for the day when, in 

accordance with the Father's will, his victory will be revealed and made plain to all, not only on 

the earth but also in the spiritual realms. 

 

In previous chapters of Revelation, we have seen God discipline and then defeat the forces of 

this world.  The vision here, as well as the next vision in chapter 20, shows God and Jesus 

victorious over spiritual or metaphysical enemies, symbolized in this passage by the beast and 

the false prophet.  This sequence is not necessarily a chronological description, but rather is a 

symbolic statement that God and Jesus rule over all enemies, whether they are of this world or 

whether they are from beyond this world. 

 

Jesus, the rider of the white horse (19:11-16 ), is first identified to us with the appropriate name 

'Faithful and True'.  There are numerous symbolic details in these verses, each of which 

illuminate some aspect of Jesus' nature.  The many crowns on his head symbolize his authority, 

while the sharp sword in his mouth expresses the power of his Word of truth. 

 

There are also several references to his name or names.  Taken literally, they might seem 

contradictory, since it is said that no one knows his name (verse 12), but then in fact his name is 

revealed more than once, and differently each time.  In fact, here on earth we cannot yet know 

Jesus for who he truly is, since we can only see those aspects of him that our earthly minds can 

grasp.  We can have only a dim awareness of his true significance and of his relationship with 

the Father.  But, as these names assure us, he is K ing of K ings and Lord of Lords, with a glory 

that we shall someday see in its completeness. 

 

John then sees the rider on the horse win the victory over his spiritual foes (19:17-21), who 

attack Jesus with the help of their earthly allies.  The beast and his associates are, of course, 

utterly defeated and destroyed, and end up being thrown into a lake of fire and burning sulfur, a 

symbol of the utter defeat they have suffered.  These forces of evil will of course be destroyed 

once for all at the final judgment of the world.  But this passage reminds us that even now their 

reign has been ended, and their destruction assured, by Jesus' ministry of grace.  We now have 

the power to resist them, because this power comes not from ourselves, but from God. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Six : Satan' s Dow nf all (Revelation 20 :1-10 ) 

 

Although these verses have been used to support a wide assortment of strange theories, they 

actually teach some important spiritual truths.  They explain the limitations that Satan faces in 

his attacks on us.  While he is much more powerful than we are, his power is nothing compared 

to Jesus' power.  H e has the capacity to do great harm to human lives and human souls, but 

fortunately we do not have to fight him on equal terms, for Jesus has bound him and prevented 

him from using his full power.  H e still has many weapons, but his opportunities are limited. 

 

This complicated details in this passage become clearer if we keep in mind that Revelation does 

not follow a strictly chronological pattern, but a thematic one.  The visions in chapter 20 

generally parallel some of the visions earlier in the book, rather than depicting events that come 

chronologically later.  To be sure, many commentators have hoped to establish from Revelation a 

prophetic time-line that interprets the book literally and chronologically, but such attempts are 

inconsistent with the intent of the book.  Moreover, they invariably become full of contradictions 

and inconsistencies, since the symbolic details in Revelation were never meant to be interpreted 

as distinct literal events in a strict time-line. 

 

John sees Satan the dragon captured and bound securely for 1000 years (20:1-3 ).  This is not a 

literal time period, but rather an indication that Jesus' ministry has prevented Satan from exerting 

unlimited power to deceive.  If it is at all historical, it simply refers to the era since the coming 

and ministry of Jesus.  Earlier verses in Revelation described this period, from a different 

perspective, as lasting three and one-half years.  Neither 'length' is literal.  As ten times ten times 

ten, 1000 simply expresses the completeness of the limitations Jesus' ministry placed on Satan. 

 

John then sees the godly resurrected and reigning in glory during this 'thousand years' (20:4 -6 ).  

This also is not a literal future event, and indeed no earthly kingdom could ever bring the 

spiritual fulfillment and assurance that Jesus brings to our souls.  The prospect of a glorious 

earthly kingdom is much less exciting to those who fully appreciate the real blessings that Jesus 

brings.  As Christians, we have already been raised from the dead, since our old lives have 

ended.  We already reign spiritually in this world, not in any earthly sense, but as the children of 

the K ing of the world.  And those in Christ can better appreciate the things of this world, since 

we can enjoy them for the time being without putting any lasting hope in them. 

 

John then watches as Satan is briefly unleashed, then once and for all defeated and punished 

(20:7-10).  This unleashing is not a separate chronological period, but rather tells us that Satan's 

attacks against us are sharply limited by Jesus' authority.  God will not allow Satan to provoke or 

tempt us beyond what we can bear (see, for example, 1 Corinthians 10:13 ), and further, Satan's 

time is short (recall Revelation 12:12).  O nce more, Satan enlists his allies among the worldly, 

here represented by 'Gog and Magog', a symbol borrowed from Ezekiel.  In fact, Revelation 20-

21 is, in much abridged form, a parallel of the visions in Ezekiel 3 5-4 8.  Finally, Satan joins the 

beast and the false prophet in the lake of fire, where they are tormented for their evil. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Seven: Th e B ook of  Lif e (Revelation 20 :11-15 ) 

 

In these verses, the main series of John's visions comes to a climax and a close.  Most of 

Revelation has shown us in symbolic language the spiritual conflicts that are constantly taking 

place in this world.  The book helps us to realize that the tumults we see in our physical world 

give us a mere glimpse of spiritual reality.  There is a greater, spiritual realm that we cannot see, 

but which nevertheless far outweighs our physical universe in importance.  This passage's 

imagery of judgment provides a transition to the last two chapters of the book, in which the 

visions describe the spiritual home of the saved. 

 

The images in these verses are vivid and memorable.  In the presence of a great throne, the earth 

and sky pass away once for all, and all the dead come before the throne to be judged.  Books are 

opened - presumably revealing all the secrets that have been hidden from human sight - and the 

book of life itself is opened.  The lake of fire, the 'second death', swallows up those whose names 

are not found in the book of life, and it even swallows up death itself. 

 

O n one level, this gives us a stylized portrayal of some aspects of the final judgment.  The time 

will come when everyone who has ever lived must go before God to receive either a final reward 

or a final punishment.  God will of course know every detail about every human life, and nothing 

can be hidden from him.  That day will bring an end to everything in the present physical 

universe, and will bring an end to death itself.  The lake of fire is an apt symbol for the terrifying 

fate of being separated from God forever.  As with other biblical descriptions of judgment, we 

may find that all these symbols may not be literally present at the last day, but we can also learn 

some important lessons from the truths that they reveal. 

 

O n another level, this passage reminds us of present realities.  While we know that God will 

know every detail about our lives when he judges us, the same is already true now.  We ought 

thus to live in the knowledge that we cannot hide things from him as we can from the world.  We 

know that the day of judgment may be far off, and may not feel any need to be well-prepared 

now, but we have no guarantee that we will have time to prepare.  We know that this world will 

pass away some day, and thus ought to keep ourselves from putting too much hope in it. 

 

While we live in this world, we experience many joys and in many disappointments.  Yet none 

of the joys can compare with having our names written in the book of life, and none of the 

disappointments can compare with being thrown into the lake of fire.  Accordingly, nothing is 

more important than to be in the book of life.  The more that we are able to appreciate this, the 

more we find that God's Word and God's will make sense to us.  The book of life offers us an 

assurance and a hope that the worldly can never have. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Eigh t: Th e New  Jerusalem (Revelation 21) 

 

The last two chapters of Revelation bring the book to a close by introducing us to the New 

Jerusalem, the holy, heavenly city of God.  The descriptions in this chapter tell us of a city unlike 

any other that has ever been, a city of unending beauty and unimaginable variety.  Yet even these 

radiant descriptions are not literal depictions of heaven, but mere figurative approximations, 

using our limited human languages in a partial description of something that our minds could not 

comprehend, even if there were words in our language to express it. 

 

A simple but vital characteristic of this heavenly city is that it is new in every respect (21:1-8).  It 

is a new creation and a new home, in which God can now live with his people without 

separation.  Because of this, there is no more death or sorrow or pain.  The newness of the 

heavenly city is matched by its completeness and finality.  It will not be a fragile creation of 

mortal humans, built only to crumble or to be destroyed.  It will be an eternal home for all those 

who have trusted in God and in their Savior Jesus. 

 

It will also be a pure city, and this is both a blessing and a warning.  Faithful believers can look 

forward to the day when we shall no longer be tormented by the filth, the deceit, the selfishness, 

and the arrogance that discourage us so much in this world.  At the same time, let no one be 

deceived, for God calls us to prepare ourselves now, in this world, for the life that is to come.  

Those who will not give up their sinful practices, those who will not submit to God's truths or 

accept his teachings, are at the same time rejecting the heavenly Jerusalem. 

 

There follows a lengthy description of the heavenly city (21:9-21).  As the apostle describes the 

great gates, the precious jewels, and the city's dimensions, he is conveying the dazzling nature of 

what the city will be like, rather than giving a literal description.  Much of the symbolism in this 

passage is drawn from the last nine chapters of the prophetic book of Ezekiel, in which Ezekiel 

also looked ahead to the spiritual fulfillment of God's promises to his people Israel. 

 

Most significant in the description of the city is its source of light (21:22-27).  There is no more 

sun or moon, nor are they needed, for God himself is the true source of light.  D espite surface 

appearances, God is, always will be, and always has been the source of light and life to every 

living being.  In the New Jerusalem, this will no longer be in any doubt, for this present universe 

and its constraints will have passed away.  Note too that there is also no temple in the New 

Jerusalem, as there is no longer a need for intercession between God and the eternally redeemed. 

 

Notice that many of the characteristics of the New Jerusalem area already true in a more limited 

sense now, for those who are in Jesus.  Those who live by faith can have a foretaste now of the 

eternal qualities of God that will one day be known to all once for all. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Th irty-Nine: Th e River of  Lif e (Revelation 22:1-6 ) 

 

As John is shown around the New Jerusalem, the great city of God, he is led to the shore of the 

river of the water of life, which flows through the city.  It is a dazzling sight, but even more 

importantly, it is a bringer of life.  This passage re-emphasizes the point that John had made at 

the end of the previous chapter, namely, that it is God who brings both light and life to all things. 

 

In a city full of beautiful sights, the river of the water of life is the climax of John's tour, and an 

especially inspiring sight (verses 1-2).  John's brief description of the river is full of encouraging 

imagery.  The river flows directly from God's throne, and it flows through the heart of the city. 

God's love, light, and life will flow from him directly to all who live in the heavenly Jerusalem.  

These are the things we all want and need, and in this world humanity seeks them everywhere 

except in God.  Someday it will be clear to all that only God can truly meet these deepest needs. 

 

The river nourishes the tree of life, which bears fruits of many kinds.  H umans have been unable 

to see the tree of life ever since the sin of Adam and Eve led to them being driven from the 

Garden of Eden.  So the New Jerusalem will restore the relationship with God that humanity lost 

long ago, and that it has needed ever since.  The fruit of the tree brings nourishment, and the 

leaves of the tree bring healing.  These are not necessarily literal images, but rather an illustration 

of the complete care that God will give to his people in the heavenly city. 

 

There will now be a complete closeness and intimacy between God and his people (verses 3 -5).  

All the barriers of sin, mortality, and weakness will be removed, and our own nature will be 

changed, allowing us to live in God's presence once for all.  The apostle mentions that God's 

name will be written on the foreheads of his people, once again not literally but in the sense that 

we shall belong to God completely and entirely.  For we shall no longer live partially in a world 

that has rejected him.  And finally, John reiterates that the one, only, and true source of light in 

the heavenly city will be God himself.  We shall see him as he is, and shall live forever with him. 

 

We are also assured that these things will come soon (verse 6 ).  Indeed, those with faith in God 

in this world can experience a taste of this now.  But more than that, although it may seem far off 

by the human reckoning of time, our eternal home with God will come sooner than we think.  

Every day that we live in this world, we are one day closer.  And when it does come, no matter 

how long we have had to wait by human time, the wait will seem exceptionally short compared 

with what will lie ahead.  For once we are in the heavenly Jerusalem, we shall be there forever. 
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THE ALPHA & THE OMEGA: 

AN INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION 

 

Week Forty: Jesus is Coming Soon (Revelation 22:7-21) 

 

Revelation gives us many encouraging thoughts and images that assure us of God's final and 

complete victory.  It gives us a glimpse of the New Jerusalem, the glorious heavenly city that 

awaits us.  Yet for now we still must live in a world that rejects God and that looks down on 

those who follow and serve him.  The book of Revelation thus closes with an assurance that 

Jesus will come back soon, not necessarily soon as it is reckoned by human time, but soon 

enough to make it bearable for us to wait for him. 

 

The angel encourages John with this thought, and exhorts him to continue to live in truth and 

holiness (verses 7-11).  John is overcome, and once more (as in 19:10) wants to fall at the feet of 

the angel, but he is again exhorted to worship God alone.  Things are not yet completed, either 

for John or for the world.  But John is told not to seal up the prophecies he has been given, for 

their fulfillment will not be long delayed.  Even the nineteen centuries that have passed since 

John saw all this are nothing compared to eternity. 

 

In emphasizing that soon all will be fulfilled, the angel gives no special instructions, but simply 

calls John and others to live as they are doing.  Those who have in their hearts rejected God to 

follow wickedness can continue to do so right until the end; God will not stop them.  Those who 

are striving to live righteous and holy lives should continue to do what is right and true, knowing 

that the time will come if they are patient. 

 

But this assurance is accompanied by two closing warnings.  First, the angel emphasizes that the 

invitation is for all, but those who respond must cleanse themselves from worldly wickedness 

(verses 12-17).  Those who are unrepentant, who boldly practice idolatry, sensual indulgence, 

lying, and stealing, all of these will be strictly excluded from the heavenly city, and driven from 

the presence of God forever.   

 

This does not mean that committing these sins leaves no remedy.  For God's gifts are indeed free, 

and none of us can ever deserve them.  But it does mean that we must all be washed, cleansed, 

and purified in the blood of the Lamb if we wish to enter.  We must firmly reject the world's 

schemes as it tries to pull us back, and we must not embrace its attitudes and practices. 

 

Finally, the angel warns us not to tamper with God's words (verses 18-21).  The horrifying 

plagues and scourges described in Revelation await anyone who chooses to add to God's Word.  

All our learning, education, science, and technology are pitifully rudimentary in God's sight, so 

that we have no call ever to consider ourselves capable of critiquing or judging God.   

 

Likewise, the promise of life and the promise of the holy city will be taken away from those who 

take away from the words of God.  The teachings of God, in Revelation and throughout 

Scripture, are by human standards misguided, illogical, or unsophisticated.  But it is human 

standards that are wrong, and human wisdom that is misguided, and ignorant.  To those who see 

with the true eyes of faith, God's Word is a ray of light that pierces through the darkness and fog 

of this world, bringing us a message of truth, purity, and love that gives us hope, peace, and life. 
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