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INVITATION TO

REVELATION

The Roman Empire, like most kingdoms in the ancient world, portrayed itself as the
KP]PULS`PU[LUKLKY\SLYV]LY[OLLHY[O0[Q\Z[PÄLKP[ZLJVUVTPJHUKWVSP[PJHSJVU[YVSVU
spiritual grounds. The religion of the empire included the worship of the traditional
Roman gods and the veneration of the Caesars as divine beings. This tendency toward
emperor worship began in earnest with Caesar Augustus, the one who oversaw the
transition of Rome from a republic to an empire. The following inscription, from Asia
Minor in 9 BC, shows how Caesar’s rule was proclaimed in both political and religious
terms:
The providence which has ordered the whole of our life, showing concern and
zeal, has ordained the most perfect consummation for human life by giving
[VP[(\N\Z[\ZI`ÄSSPUNOPT^P[O]PY[\LMVYKVPUN[OL^VYRVMHILULMHJ[VY
among men, and by sending in him, as it were, a savior for us and those who
come after us, to make war to cease, to create order everywhere; the birthday
of the god Augustus was the beginning for the world of the gospel that has
come to men through him.
By the time of the emperor Domitian (AD 81–96), this gospel of the pax Romana,
or Roman Peace, was well established. The wealthy cities of western Asia Minor were
competing with one another for the emperor’s favor and patronage, proclaiming his
divinity and promoting a cult of emperor worship. Any resistance to this cult would
put a city’s hopes of imperial favor in jeopardy. But believers in Jesus who lived in
these cities acknowledged a different Savior, and they worshiped only the true God.
God sent a message to these believers through a Jewish Christian prophet
named John. He circulated among seven cities in the Roman province of Asia Minor,
challenging and encouraging Jesus’ followers in each place. On the island of Patmos,
John received a vision in which he saw that the cult of emperor worship would soon
become deadly to followers of Jesus. Believers needed to be warned to be on their
guard against any compromise, and to be faithful, even to the point of death in order
to receive life as their victor’s crown.
John wrote down his vision and sent it as a circular letter to be read aloud in
the churches under his care. He wanted it to be understood as a word directly from
God, so he described it as a prophecy. John communicated the vision he received
through a particular literary form, called apocalypse, which was well known in his
day, even though it’s unfamiliar to us now. This form was perfectly suited to his task. In
an apocalypse, a visitor from heaven uses vivid symbols to disclose the secrets of the
unseen world and the future. This visitor typically takes the recipient of the vision on
a journey through heaven and offers a review of history leading up to a present crisis
between good and evil. The vision enables the recipients to understand the spiritual
dimensions of their situation and to respond to the crisis by remaining loyal to God.
(The book itself is named Revelation, or Apocalypse, meaning unveiling.)
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The vision report that John sent to the churches of Asia has four main parts. Each
one is marked by the phrase in the Spirit.
: In thLÄYZ[WHY[1VOUPZin the Spirit on Patmos and receives a vision on the Lord’s
Day. In this vision, Jesus speaks words of warning and encouragement to each of
the seven churches (pp. 428–431).
: In the second part, John relates how he was taken in the Spirit into heaven and
ZH^1LZ\ZILPUNL_HS[LKILJH\ZLOLOHKYLKLLTLKO\THUP[`[OYV\NOOPZZHJYPÄJL
John also saw Jesus begin to execute God’s judgment against his enemies, while
WYV[LJ[PUN[OVZL^OVILSVUNLK[VOPT5L_[[OLÄYZ[JVTPUNVM[OL4LZZPHOHUK
the threat against the early Christian community are depicted symbolically. John
sees that Jesus will be victorious in the end, but in the meantime there is a call for
endurance (pp. 431–444).
: This extended vision is interrupted by the third part of the book. John is taken
in the Spirit to a wilderness, where he is shown the true spiritual state of the
Roman Empire. Despite Rome’s pretensions to glory, it is really drunken, greedy,
blasphemous and immoral—and doomed to destruction (pp. 444–449).
: The long vision that begins in the second part of the book then continues
to its conclusion. It depicts the triumph of the Messiah over all his
enemies (pp. 449–451).
: Afterwards John is taken in the Spirit onto a mountain, great and high, where,
in the fourth part of the book, he sees the new Jerusalem coming down out of
heaven. The city is portrayed as the home of the true ruler over all things; it’s the
reality of which Rome is the parody. The vision closes with the promise that God’s
faithful servants will reign over the new creation (pp. 451–452).
While the symboSZPU[OLIVVRTH`HWWLHYZ[YHUNLH[ÄYZ[[OLTLHUPUNVMTHU`VM
them becomes clear when viewed in light of John’s circumstances and of the imagery
found in other parts of the Bible. The number twelve, for example, which occurs
repeatedly in the description of the new Jerusalem, describes the people of God, since
there were twelve tribes of Israel and twelve apostles of Jesus. When John writes that
the woman in the third part of the book is seated on seven mountains, he’s identifying
[OPZJOHYHJ[LY^P[O9VTL[OLJP[`VMZL]LUOPSSZ>P[OZVTLJHYLHUKYLÅLJ[PVUVU[OL
IVVR»ZÄYZ[JLU[\Y`ZL[[PUNTVKLYUYLHKLYZJHUPU[LYWYL[THU`VMP[ZZ`TIVSZ

9L]LSH[PVU^HZ^YP[[LU[V^HYUMVSSV^LYZVM1LZ\ZSP]PUNPUHZWLJPÄJWSHJLOV^
they needed to respond to the challenge of a particular time. But the book also
functions as the appropriate conclusion to the entire drama of the Bible. John’s closing
]PZPVUPUJVYWVYH[LZPTHNLZMYVT[OL.HYKLUVM,KLU[OLÄYZ[Z[VY`PU[OL)PISL;OL
world will experience a fresh beginning: He who was seated on the throne said, “I
am making everything new!” But until then, all who would reign with Jesus need to
know that they can triumph only by following the path of Jesus. This calls for patient
endurance and faithfulness on the part of the people of God.
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T

he revelation from Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. He made it known by send ing his
angel to his ser vant John, who testifies to every thing he saw — that is, the
word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. Blessed is the one who reads
aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and
take to heart what is writ ten in it, because the time is near.
2
2
John,
To the seven churches in the prov ince of Asia:

Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to
come, and from the seven spirits before his throne, and from Jesus Christ,
who is the faithful wit ness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the
kings of the earth.
NIV1
To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, and
has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father — to
him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.
“Look, he is coming with the clouds,”
and “every eye will see him,
even those who pierced him”;
and all peoples on earth “will mourn because of him.”
So shall it be! Amen.
“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who
was, and who is to come, the Almighty.”

1:1–1:8
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3
3
3

I

, John, your brother and compan ion in the suf fer ing and kingdom and
patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Pat mos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. On the Lord’s Day I was
in the Spirit, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet, which said:
“Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.”
I turned around to see the voice that was speak ing to me. And when
I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstands was
someone like a son of man, dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and
with a golden sash around his chest. The hair on his head was white like
wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like
bronze glow ing in a fur nace, and his voice was like the sound of rush ing
waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and coming out of his mouth
was a sharp, double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all
its brilliance.
When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his
right hand on me and said: “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I
am the Liv ing One; I was dead, and now look, I am alive for ever and ever!
And I hold the keys of death and Hades.
“Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take
place later. The mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand and
of the seven golden lampstands is this: The seven stars are the angels of the
seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.
“To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:
These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right
hand and walks among the seven golden lampstands. I know your
deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked people, that you have tested those who claim to
be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown
wea ry.
Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken the love you had at
first. Consider how far you have fallen! Repent and do the things you
did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your
lampstand from its place. But you have this in your favor: You hate the
practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.
Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
To the one who is victorious, I will give the right to eat from the tree of
life, which is in the paradise of God.

1:9–2:7
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“To the angel of the church in Smyrna write:
These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died
and came to life again. I know your af flictions and your pover ty — yet
you are rich! I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews
and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not be afraid of what you
are about to suf fer. I tell you, the dev il will put some of you in prison to
test you, and you will suf fer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even
to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown.
Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.
“To the angel of the church in Pergamum write:
These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword.
I know where you live — where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain
true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, not even in
the days of Antipas, my faithful wit ness, who was put to death in your
city — where Satan lives.
Never theless, I have a few things against you: There are some among
you who hold to the teaching of Ba laam, who taught Ba lak to entice the
Israel ites to sin so that they ate food sacri ficed to idols and com mitted sex ual immorality. Likewise, you also have those who hold to the
teach ing of the Nicola itans. Repent therefore! Other wise, I will soon
come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth.
Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
To the one who is victorious, I will give some of the hidden man na. I
will also give that person a white stone with a new name writ ten on it,
known only to the one who receives it.
“To the angel of the church in Thyatira write:
These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing
fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze. I know your deeds, your
love and faith, your ser vice and perseverance, and that you are now
doing more than you did at first.
Never theless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sex ual immorality and the eat ing of food sacrificed to idols. I
have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. So
I will cast her on a bed of suf fering, and I will make those who commit
adultery with her suf fer intensely, un less they repent of her ways. I will
strike her children dead. Then all the churches will know that I am he
who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according
to your deeds.
2:8–2:23
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Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her
teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets, ‘I will not
impose any other burden on you, except to hold on to what you have
until I come.’
To the one who is victorious and does my will to the end, I will give
authority over the nations — that one ‘will rule them with an iron scepter and will dash them to pieces like pot tery’ — just as I have received
author ity from my Father. I will also give that one the morn ing star.
Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
“To the angel of the church in Sardis write:
These are the words of him who holds the seven spir its of God and
the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive,
but you are dead. Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to
die, for I have found your deeds unfinished in the sight of my God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; hold it fast, and
repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will
not know at what time I will come to you.
Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes.
They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are wor thy. The one
who is victorious will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot
out the name of that person from the book of life, but will acknowledge
that name before my Father and his angels. Whoever has ears, let them
hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
“To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:
These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key
of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can
open. I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door
that no one can shut. I know that you have lit tle strength, yet you have
kept my word and have not denied my name. I will make those who are
of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not,
but are liars — I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. Since you have kept my command to
endure patient ly, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going
to come on the whole world to test the inhabitants of the earth.
I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take
your crown. The one who is victorious I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will they leave it. I will write on them the
name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also
write on them my new name. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the
Spirit says to the churches.
2:24–3:13
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“To the angel of the church in Laodicea write:
These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true wit ness, the
ruler of God’s creation. I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor
hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm — neither hot nor cold — I am about to spit you out of my mouth.
You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’
But you do not real ize that you are wretched, piti ful, poor, blind and
na ked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can
become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful na kedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see.
Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent.
Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice
and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that person, and they
with me.
To the one who is victorious, I will give the right to sit with me on
my throne, just as I was victorious and sat down with my Father on
his throne. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the
churches.”
3
3
3

A

f ter this I looked, and there before me was a door stand ing open in
heaven. And the voice I had first heard speak ing to me like a trumpet said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place af ter
this.” At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sit ting on it. And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and ruby. A rainbow that shone like an emerald encircled
the throne. Sur round ing the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and
seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and
had crowns of gold on their heads. From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. In front of the throne, seven lamps
were blazing. These are the seven spirits of God. Also in front of the throne
there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.
In the center, around the throne, were four liv ing creatures, and they
were covered with eyes, in front and in back. The first liv ing creature was
like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the
fourth was like a fly ing eagle. Each of the four liv ing creatures had six wings
and was covered with eyes all around, even under its wings. Day and night
they never stop say ing:

3:14–4:8
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