
 Joy
 of LivingEnriching lives through the study of God’s Word

B  i  b  l  e    S  t  u  d  i  e  s

Joy of Living

Revelation
Part 1: Chapters 1-8

A 13-Lesson Study Containing 
Weekly Commentary and Daily Study Questions

Commentary by

Ray C. Stedman
Daily Study Questions by

Nancy J. Collins

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

distributed



Revelation
Part 1: Chapters 1-8

A 13-Lesson Study Containing

Weekly Commentary

and

Daily Study Questions

Commentary by

Ray C. Stedman

Daily Study Questions by

Nancy J. Collins

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



Published by Joy of Living Bible Studies

For a free catalog please contact us at:

Joy of Living Bible Studies 800-999-2703 or 805-650-0838
    website: www.joyofliving.org
    e-mail: info@joyofliving.org

This material was previously published as Revelation (contained both Parts 1 and 2) © 2003.

The commentary portion of these lessons was selected from God’s Final Word: Understanding Revelation by Ray C. Stedman, with James D. 
Denney, and is published by special arrangement with and permission of Discovery House Publishers, 3000 Kraft Ave., SE, Grand Rapids, MI 
49512. Copyright © 1991 by Ray C. Stedman. All rights reserved.

Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture quotations in these lessons are from the Holy Bible, New International Version (North American Edition). 
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House.

Also quoted are:
Revised Standard Version of the Bible (RSV), copyrighted 1946 and 1952 by the Division of Christian Education of the NCCC, U.S.A., and used 
by permission.
King James Version (KJV)

© Copyright 2018, Joy of Living Bible Studies, Ventura, CA.

Any omission of credits or permissions granted is unintentional. The publisher requests documentation for future printings.

ISBN 1-932017-82-8
 978-1-932017-82-3

About Joy of Living
For over 50 years Joy of Living has been effectively establishing individuals around the world in the sound, basic study of God’s Word.

Evangelical and interdenominational, Joy of Living reaches across denominational and cultural barriers, enriching lives through the simple pure 
truths of God’s inspired Word, the Bible.

Studies are flexible, suited for both formal and informal meetings, as well as for personal study. Each lesson contains historical background, 
commentary, and a week’s worth of personal application questions, leading readers to discover fresh insights into God’s Word. Courses covering 
many books in both the Old and New Testaments are available. Selected courses are also available in several foreign languages. Contact the 
Joy of Living office for details.

Joy of Living Bible Studies was founded by Doris W. Greig in 1971 and has grown to include classes in nearly every state in the Union and many 
foreign countries.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



Table of Contents

About Joy of Living 2
How to Use Joy of Living Materials 4
Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life? 4

Lesson 1
Commentary: Introduction 5
Map 8
Questions: Revelation 1:1-18 9

Lesson 2
Commentary: Revelation 1:1-18 13
Questions: Revelation 1:19—2:7 17

Lesson 3
Commentary: Revelation 1:19—2:7 21
Questions: Revelation 2:8-17 25

Lesson 4
Commentary: Revelation 2:8-17 29
Questions: Revelation 2:18-29 33

Lesson 5
Commentary: Revelation 2:18-29 37
Questions: Revelation 3:1-6 41

Lesson 6
Commentary: Revelation 3:1-6 45
Questions: Revelation 3:7-13 49

Lesson 7
Commentary: Revelation 3:7-13 53
Questions: Revelation 3:14-22 57

Lesson 8
Commentary: Revelation 3:14-22 61
Questions: Revelation 4 65

Lesson 9
Commentary: Revelation 4 69
Questions: Revelation 5 73

Lesson 10
Commentary: Revelation 5 77
Questions: Revelation 6 81

Lesson 11
Commentary: Revelation 6 85
Questions: Revelation 7 89

Lesson 12
Commentary: Revelation 7 93
Questions: Revelation 8 97

Lesson 13
Commentary: Revelation 8 101

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



4 Joy of Living Bible Studies

How to Use Joy of Living Materials 

This unique Bible study series may be used by people who know nothing about the Bible, as well as by more knowledgeable Christians. Each 
person is nurtured and discipled in God’s Word, and many develop a personal relationship with Jesus Christ as they study.

Joy of Living is based on the idea that each person needs to open the Bible and let God speak to them by His Holy Spirit, applying the Scrip-
ture’s message to their needs and opportunities, their family, church, job, community, and the world at large.

Only a Bible is needed for this study series. While commentaries may be helpful, it is not recommended that people consult them as they work 
through the daily study questions. It is most important to allow the Holy Spirit to lead them through the Bible passage and apply it to their hearts 
and lives. If desired, additional commentaries may be consulted after answering the questions on a particular passage.

The first lesson of a series includes an introduction to the study, plus the first week’s daily study questions. Some questions are simple, 
and some are deeper for those who are more advanced.1 The individual works through the Bible passages each day, praying and asking God’s 
guidance in applying the truth to their own life. (The next lesson will contain the commentary on the Bible passage being covered in the study 
questions.)

To Use in a Group Setting: 
After the daily personal study of the passage has been completed, the class gathers in a small group, where they pray together and discuss 

what they have written in response to the questions about the passage, clarifying problem areas and getting more insight into the passage. The 
small group/discussion leader helps the group focus on biblical truth, and not just on personal problems. The student is the only person who sees 
their own answers and shares only what they feel comfortable sharing.

After small groups meet for discussion and prayer, they often gather in a large group meeting where a teacher gives a brief lecture covering 
the essential teaching of the Bible passage that was studied during the prior week and discussed in the small groups. The teacher may clarify the 
passage and challenge class members to live a more committed daily life.

At home, the student begins the next lesson, which contains commentary notes on the prior week’s passage and questions on a new Scrip-
ture passage.

1. Challenge questions are optional for those who want to dig deeper or write their personal opinion. The Personal questions are between the individual doing the 
study and God. Those answers may be shared in class only if the individual would like to.

Do You KNOW You Have Eternal Life?

Your condition…
For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God. (Romans 3:23)
But your iniquities (sins) have separated you from your God. (Isaiah 59:2)
For the wages of sin is death. (Romans 6:23)

There is help…
For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. (1 Peter 3:18)
The gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

What do I do?…
Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out. (Acts 3:19)
Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved. (Acts 16:31)

You CAN know…
He who has the Son has life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have life. I write these things to you who believe in the name 
of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:12-13)

If you would like to make the decision today to repent and trust Christ as your Savior, either for the first time or as a re-commitment of 
your life, you may want to pray a prayer similar to this one:

Lord Jesus, I admit that I am a sinner. Please forgive my sins. Thank You for dying on the cross for me, and for coming alive again. I ac-
cept Your gifts of forgiveness and eternal life. I place my life in Your hands. I want to be Yours forever. Thank you for loving me so much. 
In Your Name I pray. Amen.
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Revelation
Lesson 1

Behind the Scenes of History

The book of Revelation is the scariest book in the Bible. Yet it is 
also one of the most comforting, reassuring, and exhilarating books in 
the Bible.

Why is it scary? Well, just imagine having your home shaken and 
broken to splinters by a devastating 8.0 earthquake. Then imagine hud-
dling in a shelter as bombs rain down upon your city with deafening 
explosions, lung-searing smoke, and blistering fire. Imagine the horror 
of being surrounded by plague, of watching friends and family falling 
sick, moaning, dying. Imagine the eerie sight of strange creatures de-
scending from the sky, settling over the whole earth, killing people by 
the hundreds and thousands.

Now imagine experiencing not just one but all of these horrors at 
the same time. That is just part of the terrifying, electrifying, awe-inspir-
ing swirl of events that make up the book of Revelation.

And yet, as I said, the book of Revelation is also one of the most 
comforting and exhilarating books in the Bible. It pictures a time when 
there will be a glorious new heaven and a new earth, a time when God 
will dwell with human beings, when there will be universal peace and 
an end to all sorrow. Jesus will wipe every tear from our eyes, and there 
will be no more death, nor mourning, nor crying, nor pain.

As we attempt to place ourselves amid this dizzying vortex of ter-
rors, miracles, and wonders that are prophesied for the end of this age 
in the book of Revelation, we have to agree with Dr. Earl Palmer, who 
observed, “This remarkable book is both hard to understand fully and 
impossible to forget.”1

Perhaps the most striking and profound aspect of this book is its 
relevance and importance to our lives today. The book of Revelation is 
not just a musty piece of parchment from a bygone age, nor is it merely 
a collection of mysterious, symbolic images for some future age. The 
book of Revelation is vibrant, alive, and profoundly applicable to the 
times in which you and I live.

The “Bookends” of the Bible

It is no accident that the book of Revelation appears as the last 
book of the Bible. Revelation gathers all the threads of theme and his-

1. Earl Palmer, author, Lloyd J. Ogilvie, general editor, The Communicator’s 
Commentary: 1,2,3 John, Revelation (Waco, TX: Word, 1982), p. 97.

toric events contained in the rest of the Bible, weaving them into a 
seamless whole. The entire scope of human history—and of eternity 
itself—comes into brilliant focus in the book of Revelation.

Someone has rightly observed that the book of Genesis and the 
book of Revelation are like two bookends that hold the entire Bible 
together. In Genesis we have the story of the origin of human sin; in 
Revelation we have the complete and final victory over sin. Genesis 
presents the beginning of human history and civilization; Revelation 
presents the end of both. In Genesis we learn the beginnings of God’s 
judgment and His grace toward mankind; in Revelation we see the 
awesome result of His judgment and the triumph of His grace. The 
great themes of these two books are intricately intertwined.

Have you ever been to a major airport and watched the people 
get off the planes? You may see a crowd of people wearing shorts 
and flowered shirts, with leis around their necks. Aha, you think, these 
people just arrived from Hawaii. You may see another crowd of people 
lugging raincoats and umbrellas, with faces wreathed in gloom like an 
overcast day. They are just off the plane from Seattle.

In much the same way, as you work your way through the book of 
Revelation, you recognize the identifying features of the great themes 
of the Bible, and it is easy to tell in which Old Testament books those 
themes originated. Here we catch an echo of Daniel, there an aroma of 
Joel, and elsewhere we find nuggets from Isaiah and Ezekiel. In Rev-
elation, we see very clearly the organic unity of the Word of God.

A Book from the Mind of God

Who is the author of the book of Revelation?

At first glance, the answer might seem to be John. But look again. 
John writes that this book is “the revelation of Jesus Christ, which God 
gave him” (Revelation 1:1, italics added), and which Jesus in turn made 
known to John. The author of Revelation is God Himself! John was 
certainly involved in the process of producing this book, but it truly had 
its origin not in the mind of John, but within the Godhead, in the mind of 
God the Father. The Father revealed it to the Son, who in turn made it 
known to a human being named John.

Why did God the Father have to give this revelation to Jesus the 
Son? Remember that in Matthew 24:36 Jesus said that though He un-
derstood many of the events of the last days of the age, He did not 
know the time when these events would happen. This knowledge, He 
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6 Joy of Living Bible Studies

said, belonged only to the Father. Now, of course, since Jesus is risen 
and glorified, He knows all that the Father knows, but while on earth 
the timing of these events was unknown even to Jesus Himself.

So God the Father gave this revelation to Jesus, who in turn en-
trusted it to John by means of an angel. Thus, while all Scripture is 
inspired by God, the book of Revelation occupies a unique place in 
the Bible, because no other book of the Bible has been given to us 
in this way. John’s role in the writing of this book is virtually that of a 
secretary taking dictation. John is the writer, but God is the Author of 
the book of Revelation.

But who is this man John, whose pen has preserved for us this 
awesome and powerful vision of the future? In verse 4 he simply iden-
tifies himself as “John.” By comparing Revelation with other Scriptures 
and by examining the traditions of the early church, we can be reason-
ably sure that the author is John the apostle, the brother of James, the 
son of Zebedee, the beloved friend of Jesus, author of the gospel and 
three letters that bear his name. Certainly, there are Bible scholars 
who disagree, but when we compare the style, content, and structure 
of Revelation with that of the other writings of the apostle John, it is 
difficult to come to any other conclusion.

John probably wrote this book near the end of his life, at around 
a.d. 94 to 96. He was an old man, likely in his eighties, when this vision 
was given to him. The book is addressed to seven selected churches 
located in the Roman province of Asia, which today is part of the na-
tion of Turkey.

As we begin our journey through the vision God gave to John, 
notice the inspiring promise we find at the outset: “Blessed is the one 
who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who 
hear it and take to heart what is written in it” (Revelation 1:3). God 
has promised all the readers of this book—including you and me—a 
special blessing if we read, hear, and take to heart the words of this 
prophecy.

What kind of blessing? I believe the Lord is promising that we 
will find comfort, guidance, and assurance, even through such times 
of upheaval and fear as described in Revelation. We live in troubled, 
confused times, filled with temptations, pressures, and anti-Christian 
philosophies—and the days will grow darker as we near the conclu-
sion of history. But the person who understands the book of Revela-
tion will have a faithful guide through the tumult and confusion of this 
dying age.

Ray C. Stedman

Why Study Revelation?

Too often, as people turn to the book of Revelation, they are look-
ing for a detailed blueprint of what will happen in the future, a chrono-
logical outline that will tell them exactly who, what, when, where, 
how and why things will happen. Then as they open this book they 
are confronted with strange images and symbols that often make no 
sense. Many people are left confused, bewildered and possibly even 
frightened.

So, why study Revelation? The opening words tell us. It is the 
Revelation of Jesus Christ. In Revelation we truly see Him revealed, 
uncovered not only as the “Lamb that was slain” (Revelation 13:8) but 
as the Lord of Glory.

Many of the prophecies of God’s Word have already come to 
pass. We look back on the fulfillment and they make complete sense, 
but it is often because we are looking back on the fulfillment. As they 
say, “Hindsight is 20-20.” As we look at those prophecies yet unfulfilled 
they are not always quite so clear. Many of the symbols in Revelation 
are interpreted for us elsewhere in Scripture. However, many of the 
events of Revelation, although detailed in other parts of God’s Word, 
are often seen from the perspective of eternity and not laid out in neat 
chronological order. We can make educated suppositions on what 
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7Revelation Lesson 1

things mean and how they play out in time, but remember they are 
only educated suppositions and only time will reveal the exact fulfill-
ment. We are finite, limited beings looking at the infinite. We who live 
in time are given a glimpse into eternity.

So, then, what is the purpose of these yet unfulfilled prophecies? 
Revelation 19:10 tells us, “For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of 
prophecy.” These prophecies are to testify to us, to reveal to us Jesus 
Christ, just as the first sentence of Revelation states.

The Commentary portion of this study was taken from the book 
God’s Final Word, by Ray C. Stedman (Discovery House Publishers, 
1991). In the book, Pastor Stedman quoted sections of Revelation prior 
to explaining them. Due to space constraints, we were unable to print 
these long Scripture passages in the Commentary section of each les-
son. As you read the Commentary, you should already be familiar with 
the Revelation passages discussed, because they were covered in the 
previous lesson’s Study Questions. However, you may wish to keep 
your open Bible beside you, so that you can re-read these portions of 
Revelation as you study Pastor Stedman’s Commentary.

As you work through the Study Questions, remember that your 
study of each section on Revelation will be followed in the next lesson 
by Pastor Stedman’s Commentary. It is important to read the Com-
mentary as well as complete the Study Questions! Many ideas are 
addressed in the Commentary that could not be brought out in the 
Questions. The Commentary gives us the benefit of Pastor Stedman’s 
years of study and his outstanding teaching.

A special blessing awaits you as you study Revelation. Revela-
tion 1:3 says, “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this proph-
ecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is writ-
ten in it.” We pray that as you study these Scriptures, God will make 
them real to you, help you apply them to your life, and truly take them 
to heart.

Nancy Collins
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9Revelation Lesson 1

Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the Introduction to Revelation.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the Introduction to Revelation, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application did 
you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 1:1-18, concentrating on verses 1-3.

1. a. From Revelation 1:1, what is this book about?

b. The word revelation is taken from the Latin word revelatio which means (as does the Greek word apokalupsis from which we get the 
English word apocalypse) “an unveiling,” or a disclosure of that which was previously hidden or unknown. Apocalypses have to do with 
mysteries and their meaning. In the Gospels we see Jesus Christ as our suffering Savior. In Revelation we will see Jesus Christ revealed 
in His glory. From Daniel 2:28, who reveals mysteries?

2. From Revelation 1:1, who gave this revelation (this unveiling of what was not previously known) to Jesus Christ? To whom was Jesus Christ 
to show this revelation?

3. a. What was He to show His servants?

b. Read 2 Peter 3:8. How does God’s view of time compare to our view of time?

4. How did Jesus Christ make the Revelation known? What does John then do? (Revelation 1:1b-2)

5. Who does God say is blessed in Revelation 1:3?

6. a. Challenge: What promises and warnings does God give us in the following verses that compare to what He tells us in Revelation 1:3?

 Mark 4:23-25
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10 Joy of Living Bible Studies

 James 1:22-25

b. Personal: From these passages we see that God wants us to act upon the truths that He gives us. As you begin this study, will you make 
a commitment to carefully listen to what God is saying, and with His help, be obedient to what He teaches you? If so, write a prayer of 
commitment.

Third Day: Read Revelation 1:1-18 again, concentrating on verses 4-5.

1. Who was John writing to and what does he desire for them? Who does he say this blessing is from? (Revelation 1:4-5a)

2. Challenge: Compare the description of the Lord in Revelation 1:4 to who He says He is in Exodus 3:14 and John 8:58.

3. Revelation 1:4 speaks of the “seven spirits before his throne.” Seven is a symbol of completeness— of perfection. From Isaiah 11:2 describe 
the Holy Spirit in all His fullness.

4. Describe Jesus Christ from Revelation 1:5a.

5. To be a faithful witness you must tell the truth about what you have personally seen. In John 3:11 Jesus is speaking. What does He bear wit-
ness and testify to? What is the people’s response?

6. a. Jesus is speaking in John 7:17. From this verse, if a person truly wants to do God’s will what will he/she find out?

b. Personal: All too often people want to know what God’s will is so that they may decide whether they want to obey it or not. God wants us 
to love Him so much that we want to know His will so that we can do His will. What about you, which category do you fall into? If you want 
to do His will, no matter what, write a prayer expressing this to Him. If you are still not certain that you want His will for your life, write a 
prayer asking him to make you willing to do His will.

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 1:1-18 again, concentrating on verses 5-6.

1. a. In Revelation 1:5 we learned that Jesus Christ is “the faithful witness.” What is the second name He is called in verse 5a?

b. Jesus Christ is the first to rise in glory from having once been dead. All others who were raised from the dead in the Bible returned to the 
same earthly life they had before. What does Colossians 1:18 say about Him being the firstborn from the dead?

2. a. What titles are given to Jesus in Revelation 17:14 and 19:16 that compare to the third thing that is said of Him in Revelation 1:5?
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11Revelation Lesson 1

b. How does Philippians 2:9-11 express this same truth about Jesus Christ?

3. a. From Revelation 1:5b, what is Jesus Christ’s present feeling toward us?

b. Read Hebrews 13:8. Will His love for you ever change?

4. What has Jesus Christ done for us? (Revelation 1:5b)

5. Personal: Jesus Christ paid for our sins by dying on the cross (see 1 Peter 2:24). Have you been set free from the penalty for your sin? Read 
Romans 6:23. Why not accept the gift of eternal life that God is offering to you now through faith in what Jesus Christ has done? Write a prayer 
thanking Him for loving you and setting you free from your sins.

6. a. Jesus Christ has not only freed us from the penalty of our sins but also from the bondage to our sins. What does Romans 6:18 and John 
8:36 say regarding bondage to sin?

b. Personal: Is there some habitual sin that you struggle with? Confess it to the Lord now, and ask Him to forgive you and to help you walk 
in freedom from that sin.

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 1:1-18 again, concentrating on verses 7-11.

1. a. Describe the Lord’s return from Revelation 1:7.

b. Compare the description of the Lord’s return in Revelation 1:7 to the following verses:

 Zechariah 12:10

 Matthew 24:30

 Acts 1:10-11

c. Challenge: From the above verses is there any possibility that the Lord will come again as He did the first time, born as a human baby?

2. Revelation 1:8 restates who is the Author of the Book of Revelation. How is He described in verse 8?

3. Alpha and Omega are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. How do Isaiah 43:10 and 44:6 help you understand what John is saying 
in Revelation 1:8?
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12 Joy of Living Bible Studies

4. How does John describe himself in Revelation 1:9a?

5. Where was John when God revealed these truths to him? (Revelation 1:9b) Locate this on Map B on page 8. Why was he there?

6. a. What was John instructed to do? (Revelation 1:11) Locate these places on Map B on page 8.

b. Personal: John was imprisoned on the island of Patmos “because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus,” in other words, for 
sharing God’s truth with others. The message of the book of Revelation was not for John alone but for him to share with other believers 
(see Revelation 1:1,11). Will you commit yourself to sharing with others the truths you learn as you study God’s Word? Write a prayer of 
commitment right now and then look for opportunities to share what you have learned already.

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 1:1-18 again, concentrating on verses 12-18.

1. What did John see when he turned to see who was speaking to him? (Revelation 1:12-13)

2. Challenge: From Revelation 1:13-16 describe the person who was “like a son of man.”

3. a. From Revelation 1:17b-18, who does the one ‘like a son of man’ say He is?

b. Read Romans 6:9 and 14:9. Who is the One described in Revelation 1:17-18?

4. In Revelation 1:17, what did John do when he saw the Lord? What was the Lord’s response to John’s reaction?

5. What promises does the Lord Jesus give us in the following verses?

John 14:27

Hebrews 13:5b-6

6. Personal: Are you fearful about something, perhaps even of God Himself? He loves you so much that He sent His Son to pay the price for 
your sins, so that you might enter into a relationship with Him and have eternal life (see John 3:16; 17:3). If you’ve never accepted this love 
why not do it now? Write a prayer thanking Him for His love.
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Revelation
Lesson 2

A “Sign-ificant” Book
Revelation 1:1-18

The first three verses of Revelation form a prologue or preface 
which tells us the purpose of the book, the importance of the book, 
and the spirit or attitude in which it is to be read. There are two words 
in these verses that reveal to us the special nature of this book: it is 
called a revelation and a prophecy. The Greek word which is trans-
lated “revelation” is apokalupsis, which literally means “an unveiling.” 
A revelation removes the veil which obscures our understanding, it 
unravels the mystery, it makes the meaning plain.

Accordingly, as we move through the book of Revelation, we will 
find many mysteries made clear. We will learn why evil persists on 
the earth, and what the ultimate fate of evil will be. The mystery of 
godliness will also be explained, so that we can discover how to live 
a godly, righteous life in the midst of a broken, evil world. Many other 
mysteries will be unveiled in this book of revelation.

And then there is the other word: prophecy. This is a book that 
deals in predictions. It deals with people and events which lie in the 
future. Powerful personalities are waiting to make their entrance on 
the stage of human events. Extraordinary circumstances are waiting to 
unfold as the juggernaut of history rumbles toward its fateful consum-
mation. We will meet these personalities and witness these events in 
the book of Revelation.

The book is called the “revelation of Jesus Christ,” and John 
says that Jesus Himself “made it known by sending his angel to his 
servant John.” The English phrase “made it known” actually has a 
deeper meaning in the original Greek, where instead of three words 
there is just one Greek word, semaino. This word should be translated 
“signified”—or, if you want to really get the true sense of this word, 
pronounce it: “sign-i-fied.” In other words, Jesus made His revelation 
known to John by signs or symbols.

Revelation is a book of symbols, and these symbols are impor-
tant. Symbols help to simplify difficult concepts and to clarify things 
which are baffling or murky. I once heard of a boy who tried to explain 
to his little brother what radio was like. He said, “You know that a tele-
graph is a long wire that runs between two cities. It’s like having a big 
dog with his tail in Los Angeles and his head in San Francisco. If you 
step on his tail in Los Angeles, he barks in San Francisco. Now a radio 
is the same thing—only you don’t have no dog!” This boy tried his best 

to clarify an idea with the use of symbols—though I doubt his brother 
was any more enlightened as a result.

The book of Revelation, however, uses symbols with great preci-
sion and clarity. The weird beasts and strange persons of Revelation 
are all symbols of things which are real and literal. As we journey to-
gether through the pages of this book, I think you will be surprised to 
see how many seemingly difficult images and events in the book of 
Revelation become clear.

The key to understanding the symbols of Revelation is recogniz-
ing that almost all of these symbols have been given to us elsewhere 
in the Bible. If you try to read Revelation without any understanding of 
the rest of the Bible, you are doomed to confusion. But if you use the 
rest of the Bible as a guide and interpreter of the symbols of Revela-
tion, most of these symbols immediately become understandable.

The Key Number of Revelation

Once, during a trip to England, the renowned Indian mathemati-
cian Srinivasa Ramanujan was visited at his hotel by the English math-
ematician J. E. Littlewood. As the two men settled into their chairs 
to share tea together, Littlewood remarked, “You know, on the way 
over here, I happened to notice the number of the taxicab was 1729. 
I thought to myself, ‘That is certainly a dull number.’ I hope it’s not an 
unfavorable omen for our visit.”

“Oh, but you’re quite mistaken, my friend,” said Ramanujan. “In 
fact, 1729 is quite an interesting number! It is the smallest number 
expressible as the sum of two cubes in two different ways!”

Numbers which would escape the notice of you and me hold a 
strange fascination for mathematicians. Similarly, we find there are 
certain numbers which hold a fascinating significance in the book of 
Revelation.

Note, first of all, the greeting in verse 4, “Grace and peace to you 
from him who is, and who was, and who is to come.” These words 
describe God the Father as the Lord of all time and all eternity. His 
name in Hebrew, Yahweh, means “I Am.” In English, “I Am” sounds 
like a statement in the present tense, but in Hebrew it contains all the 
tenses used in Revelation 1:4—in effect, “I am he who is, and he who 
was, and he who is to come.”

Next we come to the key number of Revelation, the first of a se-
ries of sevens: “and from the seven spirits before his throne.” Why is 
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the number seven significant in Revelation? Because, whenever you 
encounter seven of anything in this book, it is a symbol of complete-
ness and perfection.

Who is signified by the “seven spirits before his throne”? Here 
we find the first of many echoes from Old Testament prophecy. In 
Isaiah 11:2, the prophet speaks of the Spirit of God coming upon the 
Messiah. The Spirit of God is described in a sevenfold way. He is (1) 
the Spirit of the Lord, (2) the Spirit of wisdom, (3) the Spirit of under-
standing, (4) the Spirit of counsel, (5) the Spirit of power, (6) the Spirit 
of knowledge, and (7) the Spirit of the fear of the Lord. So the “seven 
spirits” of Revelation 1:4 are a symbol of the Holy Spirit in His seven-
fold completion, perfection, and fullness.

This greeting of grace and peace comes from God the Father, the 
eternal “I Am”; from the Holy Spirit; and from Jesus Christ, the central 
figure of Revelation, who is introduced as (1) the faithful witness, (2) 
the firstborn from the dead, and (3) the ruler of the kings of the earth.

He is called “the faithful witness” because what He says is true 
and reliable. When He speaks, He utters absolute, trustworthy reality. 
In a confusing, chaotic, dying world, Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and 
the Life. He is the truth-teller.

He is called “the firstborn from the dead” because of the resurrec-
tion. Though there were others (such as Lazarus, whom Jesus called 
forth from the tomb at Bethany) who died and were raised again, they 
were merely raised to the same earthly life they had before. Eventual-
ly, they died again and were buried. Only Jesus was raised to eternal, 
incorruptible glory. It is this same eternal, incorruptible life that Jesus 
gives to those who believe in Him. He is the life-giver.

He is called “the ruler of the kings of the earth” because He has 
ultimate sovereignty over the whole world. There are many rulers and 
leaders who claim to be sovereign in their own countries, but Jesus 
exercises ultimate authority over them all. He is the great law-maker, 
the king of kings.

So, in this passage, Jesus is introduced in threefold fashion as 
the truth-teller, the life-giver, and the law-maker.

The First Doxology

This introduction is followed in verses 5 and 6 by a threefold dox-
ology to (1) “him who loves us,” (2) who “has freed us from our sins by 
his blood,” and (3) who “has made us to be a kingdom and priests to 
serve his God and Father.” This paean of praise to God concludes, “to 
him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.” This is a powerful 
declaration, and its three essential themes deserve closer examina-
tion.

First theme: He loves us. This is a statement in the present tense. 
It’s an amazing fact. Despite all our foolishness, waywardness, selfish-
ness, and sin, the Lord Jesus loves us. He is always on our side. That 
is how John wants us to see ourselves in relationship to Jesus Christ: 
He loves us, in the present tense, despite our rebellion and sin. When 

the truth of this statement begins to seep into our hearts, then our lives 
can be transformed.

Second theme: He has freed us from our sins by His blood. Je-
sus breaks the shackles of sin and destructive habits in our lives. He 
sets us free from the addictions and dependencies which harass us, 
enslave us, and chain us down. It is true that many Christians continue 
to struggle with evil habits even after coming into a relationship with 
Christ. Some struggle with drug or alcohol dependency, some with 
selfish attitudes or sexual temptations, some with an angry temper 
or a malicious tongue. But the blood of Christ gives us the power to 
break the chains of sin—if we will but turn the control of our lives over 
to Him.

Third theme: He has made us to be a kingdom and priests to 
serve His God and Father. We are all sinners, estranged from a holy 
and just God because of our sin. The role of a priest is to bridge the 
alienation between the people and God, to bring the people near to 
God again. In the Old Testament, priests explained the meaning of 
sacrifices, called the people to repentance, and thus brought the peo-
ple near to God.

Today, all believers are called to perform the function of a priest. 
Do you ever think of yourself as a priest? It’s a high and holy calling, 
given to us by Jesus Himself. We are to reach out to others in their 
pain and lostness. We are to explain to them the sacrifice that Jesus 
has made on their behalf. We are to share with them the fact that God 
loves them and longs to draw them to Himself, to heal their loneliness 
and alienation.

The Splendor of His Coming

Some years ago, I was visiting with a number of rabbis in Southern 
California. The subject of our discussion was the differences between 
Judaism and Christianity. “You know,” one rabbi said to me, “when the 
Messiah comes, we Jews will say, ‘Welcome!’ But you Christians will 
say, ‘Welcome back!’”

“And what will the Messiah say?” I asked.

“I think,” the rabbi replied without missing a beat, “He will say, 
‘No comment.’”

In Revelation 1:7, the Lord is introduced to us not only in terms 
of who He is, His attributes and His glory, but also in terms of what 
He will do in the future: “Look, he is coming with the clouds.” This 
is the focal point of human history, the single event toward which all 
human events—and heavenly events as well—are moving. One day 
Jesus Himself will break through the skies, and He will appear again in 
glory, just as when He left the earth. His coming will have planet-wide 
impact, for, as Revelation 1:7 says, “every eye will see him.”

This account of Jesus’ return accords with that of Matthew 24:30. 
There, Jesus said, “At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear 
in the sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see 
the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great 
glory.” No one will miss this spectacular event, not even those without 
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televisions. He will appear everywhere, and He will be visible to every-
one in the world at once. In 2 Thessalonians 2:8, Paul calls this event 
“the splendor of his coming.”

Jesus’ appearance will be so unmistakable that even the Jews 
will recognize Him. John tells us, “even those who pierced him; and 
all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him.” This is a ref-
erence to the prophecy in Zechariah 12:10–13:6, where we are told 
that when the Messiah appears, those who pierced Him shall look 
upon Him and mourn greatly. The Jews shall ask Him, “What are these 
wounds on your body?” and He will say, “The wounds I was given at 
the house of my friends.”

From these passages, I have to conclude that my rabbi friend 
was mistaken when he said the Jews would say, “Welcome!” when 
Messiah comes. I am convinced that even they will say, “Welcome 
back!” because they will see Him, they will know Him, and they—along 
with all the peoples of the earth—will mourn, knowing that the Messiah 
has visited this planet once before, that He was despised, rejected, 
and crucified.

One of the great puzzles of history is the fact that the Jewish 
people have so resolutely turned their backs on the evidence that Je-
sus is their promised Messiah. At the beginning, of course, the early 
church was almost entirely Jewish, but over time, increasingly more 
non-Jewish converts came into the church, while the number of Jew-
ish converts dwindled to a trickle. Why? Because the Jewish people 
are “hardened” (as Paul so convincingly argues in Romans 9 through 
11) by long-standing unbelief.

But Jewish unbelief will not last forever. The day will come when 
the Jewish people will recognize—and mourn—their Messiah. They 
will mourn, just as all the peoples of the earth will mourn, because of 
the tragic and terrible way they have treated Jesus and His work for all 
mankind upon the cross.

The Alpha and the Omega

In these opening verses God takes the pen in His own hand and 
signs the book with His own signature: “I am the Alpha and the Ome-
ga, says the Lord God,” using the first and last letters of the Greek al-
phabet to symbolize the beginning and end of all things. He continues, 
describing Himself in this inscription as the One “who is, and who was, 
and who is to come, the Almighty.”

In no other book of the Bible do we find this wonderful imprima-
tur of God. When we read these words, we are reading a copy auto-
graphed by the Author Himself!

The Prisoner of Patmos

The first chapter of Revelation concludes in verses 9-20 with 
John’s explanation of how and where he received this prophecy from 
God. Here, even in the first chapter of Revelation, we discover truth 
imparted in the form of symbols. Jesus is described in a way that is 

not intended to convey His actual physical appearance but various 
aspects of His character, His attributes, and His role.

The setting for the vision John received is a tiny island in the 
Aegean Sea. This island, called Patmos, is located just off the coast 
of Turkey. It was a dreary little place in John’s day, containing a stone 
quarry, some mining excavations, and very little else. John had ap-
parently been banished to Patmos by the Romans in order to silence 
his preaching—hence his statement that he was there “because of 
the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” John was a prisoner on 
Patmos.

On one Sunday morning (or “the Lord’s Day,” as John calls it), 
John was “in the Spirit.” This does not mean that John was in some 
state of religious ecstasy, but rather that he was worshiping God and 
meditating on God’s greatness and majesty. It is the state of mind and 
spirit that Jesus described in John 4:24 when He said, “God is spirit, 
and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”

While John was in this worshipful attitude, a voice like a trum-
pet said, “Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven 
churches.” Upon hearing this voice, John did what you or I would have 
done: he turned to find the source of this powerful, trumpet-like voice. 
What he saw was the Lord Himself, standing among seven golden 
lampstands, holding seven stars in His hands. Note the significance of 
the number seven again, the number of completeness.

John’s Encounter with the Lord

Now let’s look at each of the symbols which characterize John’s 
vision of the Lord Jesus:

1. Jesus is dressed in a long robe, bound across the chest by a 
golden sash, a priestly garment symbolizing His role as the Great 
High Priest. In Scripture, gold symbolizes deity. This robe with its 
golden sash speaks of the fact that Jesus is a priest who is Him-
self God. He is the Lord, sovereign over all of history, healing the 
breach between God and man.

2. His head and His hair are white. These are symbols used in the 
book of Daniel to denote wisdom and purity.

3. His eyes are like blazing fire, from which nothing can be hid. Fire 
speaks of judgment.

4. His feet are like bronze, glowing in a furnace. Again, the image of 
furnace-hot fires of judgment.

5. His voice is like the sound of rushing waters, like the roar of surf as 
it dashes against the rocks. The sound of His voice is the sound of 
power, inspiring our awe.

6. The sword which comes out of the mouth of Jesus is the Word of 
God, by which Jesus reveals truth to us.

7. His face is like the sun shining in its strength. This symbolizes the 
burning intensity of truth.

Perhaps this vision of Jesus in Revelation 1 explains an interest-
ing episode at the end of the gospel of John. In John 21, Jesus com-
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missioned Peter with the words, “Feed my sheep,” then prophesied 
that Peter would one day die a martyr’s death. At this point, Peter 
indicted John, and said, “Lord, what about him?” Peter wanted to know 
what sort of death was prophesied for John. And Jesus replied, “If I 
want him to remain alive until I return, what is that to you? You must 
follow me.” Because of a misunderstanding of this conversation be-
tween Peter and the Lord, word went out among the disciples that 
John would never die until the Lord returned.

Here, in Revelation 1, is the explanation: John did remain alive 
to see the coming of the Lord. He foresaw the Lord’s coming as an 
event in history, but he saw it in the form of a vision from God. Though 
historical tradition holds that John died at the age of ninety and was 
buried in Ephesus, he did live to see the coming of the Lord. He saw 
the Lord’s coming in symbols of priestly garments, of brilliant light, of 
blazing fire, of thunderous sound, of supreme power, purity, wisdom, 
and holiness.

Throughout the remainder of Revelation, we will see other sym-
bolism employed to describe various aspects of Jesus’ character, 
power, and position. In chapter 5, He will appear as a lamb—and also 
as a lion. In chapter 19, He will appear as a rider on a great white 
horse. He is a bridegroom coming for His bride in chapter 21. But it is 
the image of Jesus, which John describes in chapter 1, that is the most 
startling and graphic of all.

Before such an awesome sight, what could John do but fall at the 
feet of Jesus as though dead? This, indeed, is the reaction of every 
human who experiences this kind of profound encounter with the living 
God. John’s reaction is identical to that of Isaiah when he sees the 
Lord seated on a throne, high and exalted, with the long train of His 
robe filling the temple (see Isaiah 6:1). John’s reaction is the same as 
that of Job when he is awed and humbled in the presence of God (see 
Job 1:20-22).

And as John lay prostrate before the feet of Jesus, the Lord did 
something that was completely typical and characteristic of Him: He 
reached down and touched John! He placed His right hand on the 
trembling shoulder of the beloved disciple.

As you read through the gospels, you see that Jesus was always 
touching people. When He healed a leper, He touched him. When He 
restored sight to the blind, He put His hands upon their eyes. Now, in 
Revelation 1, Jesus touches His friend John and reassures him with 
the words, “Do not be afraid.” He is saying to John, in effect, “I am your 
friend, not your enemy. I am the First and the Last. I set the boundar-
ies of time and history. All people and all events are enclosed within 
the limits that I have determined in my sovereignty. I hold the keys of 
death and hell, the keys of both physical death and spiritual death. I 
am sovereign over all that is, so you have nothing to fear, my friend.”

“Write!”

Having reassured John, Jesus then commissions him. “Write, 
therefore,” says the Lord, “what you have seen, what is now, and what 

will take place later.” First, John is to write what he has seen, which is 
that vision we have just examined, recorded in Revelation 1.

Second, John is to write “what is now.” That is, he is to write 
seven letters to seven churches about existing conditions in those 
churches. These letters comprise Revelation chapters 2 and 3.

Third, John is to write “what will take place later.” This is the pro-
phetic vision of the future contained in Revelation chapters 4 through 
22. These are the three divisions of the book of Revelation, as given 
to us by the Lord Himself. If we will follow these divisions carefully, we 
will be able to understand God’s message to us in this challenging, 
rewarding, symbol-laden book. That, of course, is our goal as we keep 
before us God’s promise from verse 3, “Blessed is the one who reads 
the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take 
to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.”

The point of the first chapter of Revelation is to focus our attention 
on Jesus. He is the central figure of Revelation, just as He is the cen-
tral figure of all history. Our lives can never be lived realistically, trium-
phantly, and joyously without reference to Him. We, as Christians, are 
called to live as though we see Him who is invisible. He is the One we 
must take to work with us each day. He is the One who will be beside 
us as we drive our cars, as we go to sleep, as we face our trials, as we 
experience our joys. He is the source of our courage, our peace, our 
wisdom, and our forgiveness when we sin, our help in time of need.

In this first chapter of Revelation, John takes up the commission 
given him by Jesus and performs it with dramatic force: he elevates 
our hearts and focuses our attention upon Jesus, upon who He is and 
what He is doing in human history. The Lord, through His servant 
John, has lifted the veil from the obscured face of the future. He invites 
us to look behind the scenes of history and see the great and awe-
some things He is doing—and is about to do!—upon the earth, and 
within each individual life.

So come with me. Let’s venture a step closer and look upon the 
face of Tomorrow.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 1:1-18.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 1:1-18, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal applica-
tion did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 1:19—2:7, concentrating on 1:19-20.

1. What is John to write? (Revelation 1:19)

2. a. From our last lesson we learned that the book of Revelation has to do with “an unveiling,” or a disclosure of that which was previously 
hidden or unknown— with mysteries and their meaning. In Revelation 1:20 two mysteries are revealed. What were the seven stars in His 
right hand?

b. What were the seven lampstands? (Revelation 1:20b, and see Revelation 1:11 for specific names.)

3. Challenge: Read Ephesians 1:22-23 and 1 Corinthians 12:27. Who is the church?

4. Read Exodus 35:14. What is the purpose of a lampstand?

5. a. Read Matthew 5:14-16. What are believers in Christ to be to the world? (verse 14a)

b. How do we let our light shine (Matthew 5:14b-16a)?

c. How will people respond when we let our light shine? (Matthew 5:16b)

6. Personal: Have you been letting your light shine by the way that you live? What areas of your life might be hiding God’s light? Write a prayer 
asking Him to help you let His light shine through you.
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Third Day: Read Revelation 1:19—2:7 again, concentrating on 2:1.

1. Who is being written to? (Revelation 2:1a)

2. a. Read Ephesians 6:12. Who is our struggle against?

b. Daniel 10:7-13 is an example of the angels that have authority over various regions (both for good and evil). What evil angelic-being 
resisted and delayed the angel sent to Daniel in Daniel 10:12-13? What angelic-being helped the angel sent to Daniel?

3. Find Ephesus on map B on page 8. Read Acts 18:19 and 19:1-10. Who did God use to establish the church at Ephesus?

4. From the previous lesson we learned that the One holding the seven stars in His right hand is the Lord Jesus Christ. From Revelation 2:1, 
where is the Lord?

5. Personal: We see that the Lord is closely watching over His church, not distant but near, actually walking among His churches. You never 
need to feel fearful and alone. What promise does He give us in Hebrews 13:5b? Personalize this promise by inserting your name into it.

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 1:19—2:7 again, concentrating on 2:2.

1. a. How does our Lord commend the Ephesian church? (Revelation 2:2)

b. Write Revelation 2:2 again in your own words.

2. a. In Acts 20:29-32 Paul is speaking to the church in Ephesus. This was nearly 40 years before the book of Revelation was written. In Acts 
20:29-30 what did Paul warn them would happen?

b. What were the Ephesian believers to do? (Acts 20:31)

c. How were they to guard against false doctrine? (Acts 20:32)
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3. What does 1 John 4:1 encourage us to do and why?

4. From the following verses how are we to know what is truth and what is error?

Matthew 22:29

Isaiah 8:20

2 Timothy 2:15

5. From Revelation 2:2, had the Ephesian church been obedient to what Paul asked them to do nearly 40 years before?

6. a. Read Acts 17:11. What were the Bereans like and why?

b. Personal: Do you accept that whatever is taught to you is truth, or do you personally search the Scriptures to see if it is true? Ask God to 
help you to be like the Bereans.

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 1:19—2:7 again, concentrating on 2:3-5.

1. a. The Lord continues to commend the Ephesian church. In Revelation 2:3 what does He praise them for? Put this into your own words.

b. The Ephesian church seems to be an excellent church, doing all the right things, yet the Lord has something against them. What does the 
Lord say is wrong? (Revelation 2:4)

2. From the following verses, who is to be our first love?

Mark 12:30

Exodus 20:3

3. a. Read 1 John 2:15-16. What does 1 John 2:15 say regarding loving God?

b. From 1 John 2:16 explain what it means to love the world.

4. a. What does the Lord command those who have lost their first love to do? (Revelation 2:5a)

b. What will be the consequence if they don’t obey?
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5. Their lampstand is a church’s ability to shed the light of truth. Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3 and describe the result of a person’s deeds, no matter 
how good, when they are not springing forth from a heart filled with love for God and the love from God.

6. Personal: When our deeds do not spring from a heart filled with God’s love, they don’t profit us and they are like a loud irritating noise to others. 
No one likes a self-righteous person. Take a moment to look at yourself. Who is really first in your life: God, others, or yourself? What really 
is the motivation behind your actions? God wants to be our “first love.” When He is first, everything else falls into place. Write a prayer asking 
God to help you make Him your “first love.”

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 1:19—2:7 again, concentrating on 2:6-7.

1. a. What positive statement does the Lord make about the Ephesians in Revelation 2:6?

b. How does David express this same sentiment in Psalm 139:21-22?

2. a. What does the Lord exhort them to do in Revelation 2:7a?

b. Challenge: The Lord repeats this phrase a number of times within the first few chapters of Revelation. What do you think this phrase 
means and why do you think He repeats it?

3. The Nicolatians had brought false, worldly doctrines into the church. Read 1 John 5:4-5. Who overcomes the world and its false doctrines?

4. a. Read 1 John 5:10. A person must choose to believe God. If a person does choose to believe Him, what proof is given them?

b. In contrast, what is God being called by the person who does not believe what He has said about Jesus Christ? (1 John 5:10b)

5. What blessing will be given to the one that overcomes the false doctrines by choosing to believe God? (Revelation 2:7b)

6. Personal: Read John 14:6. Do you have eternal life and have you entered into a relationship with God by faith in Jesus Christ? If not, why don’t 
you do it now? Write a prayer thanking Him for this wonderful privilege.
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Lesson 3

Seven Letters to Seven Churches
Revelation 1:19-20

In Revelation chapters 2 and 3 we find a stack of letters, seven 
in all, which have largely lain ignored and unopened by the Christian 
church over the years. I find that many people tend to skip over these 
seven letters to the churches, so eager are they to hurry on to those 
juicy, action-packed, blood-and-thunder sections of Revelation.

These seven letters to seven churches are powerful letters, burn-
ing with urgency. Their message is still as vital and timely today as 
when first written. So many ills of our churches could be cured if we 
would only listen with attentive ears to the message Jesus gave us 
through the pen of John nearly 2,000 years ago.

In these letters, our Lord outlines His plan for the church. He 
shows us that He has set His church in the midst of the world. It is His 
instrument to impact and direct the course of human history. Jesus 
calls the church “the light of the world” and “the salt of the earth” (Mat-
thew 5:13-14). That is the mystery and the mission of the church. God 
intends the church to exert tremendous influence over the affairs of 
the world.

It’s a grievous mistake to slight the crucial importance of these let-
ters. They are filled with both warning and encouragement to churches 
that are struggling with sin and complacency within, and persecution 
without. In these letters, our Lord teaches the church how to live as 
light in a darkening world while also confronting the sin and error that 
threatens the health and life of the church.

A Sevenfold Pattern

As we approach these letters, two questions occur to us: (1) Why 
are only seven churches addressed? (2) Why these particular seven? 
The only satisfactory answer is that these are seven representative 
churches. They were carefully selected to represent not only the spec-
trum of churches that existed in the first century a.d., but the spectrum 
of churches that exist today.

There were many churches in the province of Asia at the time 
John wrote this letter. Other churches could have been chosen. In 
fact, many other churches were better known. But the Lord chose 
these seven churches because they represent conditions that have 
prevailed throughout church history, from the beginning to the end.

In other words, there are seven basic types of churches that exist 
in any period of church history. Every church that truly knows Jesus as 
Lord can be recognized as fitting one of these seven models at some 
particular moment in its history. By either repentance or disobedience, 
a church may change from one classification to another of these seven 
basic types—but it can always be found somewhere within this sev-
enfold pattern.

The Light of Truth

Light has a special significance throughout the Bible. The first 
words of God recorded in Scripture are the words He spoke at Cre-
ation: “Let there be light” (Genesis 1:3).

In Scripture, light appears as a symbol of God’s Word (Psalm 
119:105; Proverbs 6:23), of God’s truth (Psalm 43:3), of God’s righ-
teousness and justice (Psalm 37:6), of God Himself (Psalm 27:1) and 
His Son Jesus Christ (John 1:4-9; 12:46). In Matthew 5:14,16, Jesus 
used the symbol of light to describe us, His followers, and the impact 
we are to have upon the world. “You are the light of the world,” He 
said. “Let your light shine before men, that they may see your good 
deeds and praise your Father in heaven.”

In Revelation 1:19-20, light again is used as a powerful symbol. 
Jesus is described in this passage as holding seven bright stars in His 
right hand, and He is surrounded by seven golden lampstands. Note 
that a lampstand is not the light. It is the bearer of the light. A light-
bearer holds the light so that the light itself can shine forth, illuminating 
its environment. The light, of course, is the truth God reveals to the 
world in Jesus Christ.

The world is full of learned men, of prestigious universities, of li-
braries that are great repositories of knowledge. Yet, despite the great 
accumulation of knowledge we have amassed over the centuries, 
there are many truths which are unknown to man in his natural state. 
One place where these truths may be found is in the church, the light-
bearer, the lampstand. In the church mankind can find the moral and 
redemptive light which alone can illuminate this darkening world.

The church is not just a holy huddle where we gather to escape 
the pressures of a hostile world until the Lord returns. The church is 
called to move out, to penetrate the world with the white-hot rays of 
God’s truth. We have a powerful influence to exert and exercise in the 
world, and that’s what these seven dynamic letters are all about.
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Angels in the Church

The seven letters of Revelation clearly suggest that churches 
have angels guarding and ministering to them. Each of these letters 
is addressed to the angel of that particular church. Many Bible schol-
ars struggle over this statement. What does “the angel of the church” 
mean?

It is true, as some Bible commentators note, that the word in the 
original text for “angel” could also be translated “messenger,” which 
some would suggest means the pastor of the church. In other parts 
of the New Testament this word in the original language does mean 
“messenger” rather than “angel”—but it does not have that meaning 
anywhere else in Revelation. Everywhere this word appears outside 
of chapters 2 and 3, it definitely refers to an angel—a heavenly being.

Moreover, as you carefully examine the structure of the church 
in the New Testament you never find a church governed by just one 
human leader. Leadership in the first-century church appears to have 
been plural—elders and pastors—and it is only in later centuries that 
men placed churches under the authority of a single leader. So it 
seems highly unlikely that these letters in Revelation are directed to a 
single human “messenger” or pastor.

In Hebrews 1:14 angels are called “ministering spirits sent to 
serve those who will inherit salvation”—that is, Christians like you and 
me. It seems likely, therefore, that in those invisible but utterly real 
dimensions of spirit, there are angels assigned to each church to help 
the leaders and the congregation know what is on God’s heart.

I am convinced that the “angel” or “messenger” addressed in Rev-
elation 2 and 3 is not a human leader or pastor. I believe these seven 
letters are addressed to the angels of the seven churches—heavenly 
beings responsible for guiding the human leaders of each church.

The Church That Lost Its Love
Revelation 2:1-7 — The Church at Ephesus

Do you remember the first time you fell in love? Do you recall 
that feeling of always wanting to be near the object of your love? In 
Revelation 2:1-7, we meet a church that once loved Jesus that way. 
But tragically, the fondness, the remembrance, the yearning of that 
first glow of love had faded. Instead of a church that is ardently in love 
with its Lord, we find a church that has lost its love.

The first thing the Lord impresses upon the Ephesian church is 
that He is the Lord of all the churches. He holds the seven stars in 
His right hand, and He walks among the seven lampstands. He is 
in control of the angels of the churches, and He is directly observing 
the lampstands, the churches themselves, as He walks through their 
midst.

The city of Ephesus was one of the most important cities in 
the Roman province of Asia, a center of wealth and commerce and 
a crossroads of travel and trade. Ephesus was a center of worship 
for the pagan goddess Artemis (also called Diana), and the world-re-
nowned Temple of Artemis was located there.

The church at Ephesus was planted by the apostle Paul (see Acts 
19). When Paul came to Ephesus on his third missionary journey he 
discovered a number of disciples living there who had been given a 
smattering of truth by Apollos, the great orator of the early church. At 
the time Apollos had been at Ephesus he had known only the ministry 
of John the Baptist, so when Paul found these disciples at Ephesus, 
the good news of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ was 
unknown to them.

Paul asked the Ephesian disciples if they had received the Holy 
Spirit, and they replied that they did not know the Holy Spirit had been 
given. So Paul explained to them about Jesus, and they believed and 
were baptized by the Spirit and in water. Later Paul spent two years 
in Ephesus, teaching and building up this body of believers. He also 
sent Timothy to the Ephesian church to ground them even more firmly 
in God’s Word.

So the church at Ephesus was rich in church history, having en-
joyed the ministering presence of some of the most prominent charter 
members of the Christian faith.

An Appraisal and an Appeal

This letter to the Ephesians—like the other six letters to follow—
consists of both an appraisal and an appeal. There is an affirmation of 
what is good, plus an admonition against what is wrong. There is also 
an appeal for those who have fallen away to repent and return to true 
faith, and a spiritual promise to those who hold fast.

The Lord finds three things to affirm in the Ephesian church. First, 
they are committed and hardworking. “I know your deeds, your hard 
work and your perseverance,” He says. The Ephesian Christians are 
activists, not couch potatoes. They take their faith seriously and put 
it to work. They tell others about their faith. They minister to human 
needs. They reach out to the homeless and the outcasts. They are 
busy people, and the Lord says that is good.

Second, the Ephesian Christians have sound, orthodox doctrine. 
The Lord commends them highly for this: “I know that you cannot toler-
ate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles 
but are not, and have found them false.” Their faith was well defined 
and well defended. They exposed and opposed false teachers.

Such “wolves” (see Acts 20:29) are still around today, prowling 
among the flocks with doctrines that are subtly yet fundamentally 
skewed from the truth. Certainly there are many godly, Christ-cen-
tered, biblical teachers and preachers who lead congregations, preach 
on radio or television, or write books. But there are also “wolves” who 
do these same things. Every Christian must be on guard against de-
ceptive doctrine. The words of every preacher, teacher, and author—
including the words in the book you are holding in your hands—must 
be subjected to the pure light of God’s Word. When you do this some 
people will say you are being judgmental. Yet the Scriptures command 
us to judge what is right—and what is not right. “Test everything,” says 
1 Thessalonians 5:21-22. “Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of 
evil.”
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Third, the Lord commends the Ephesian Christians because they 
have “persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have 
not grown weary.” The Ephesians were not quitters, even when the 
going got tough. Up to this point in the letter, the Ephesian church is 
getting an A+ grade. But the other shoe is about to drop.

And Now the Bad News…

In verse 4, our Lord uses that fateful word yet. Now we learn there 
is serious trouble in the Ephesian church. Yes, there is much to ap-
plaud about this church—yet there is also something tragically wrong. 
“You have forsaken your first love,” says the Lord.

So serious is this situation that the Lord says, in effect, “If you 
don’t fix this problem, I’ll have to remove your lampstand.” This doesn’t 
mean that individual members of the church will lose their salvation or 
lose the grace of God. Rather, it means that this church will lose its 
ability to shed the light of truth. No matter how hardworking, persever-
ing, and orthodox this church may be, if it loses its first love it will cease 
to have an illuminating impact on the world.

This first-century warning of our Lord has been fulfilled again and 
again in thousands of churches down to and including our own age. 
All across the world you find church after church where congregations 
continue to meet, sermons continue to be preached, hymns continue to 
be sung, good works continue to be done—and yet there is no impact, 
no fire, no light. The lampstand has been removed. The community 
which surrounds such a church goes on about its business, blithely 
ignoring whatever is said and done within that quaint little building with 
the cross on the roof. That church has become irrelevant. So has its 
message. Its light has failed.

Our First Love

What does the Lord mean, “You have forsaken your first love”? 
What is our first love? It is the love we felt for Jesus when we first came 
to know Him. It is that wonderful sense of discovery that He loves us, 
that He has delivered us, that He has freed us from our sins.

Watch a young couple in love. See how they talk to each other, 
how they touch each other’s hands, how their eyes meet! Talk to them 
and they probably won’t even hear you. They are “spaced out.” They 
are lost in each other. They are thinking only of the wonder of each 
other.

That is what it’s like when a person first comes to Christ. His heart 
is filled with gratitude, with wonder, with amazement. “I have been 
forgiven!” he thinks. “Jesus died for me! God loves me! I can hardly 
believe it!”

Think of the times you’ve heard the testimony of a new Christian. 
Remember those tears of joy? Remember the trembling voice, the 
look of wonder on his or her face?

I have seen strong men—athletes, successful businessmen, po-
litical leaders—break down completely, unable to finish telling their 
own story, so overcome were they by the wonder of the fact that Jesus 

had come to live His life through them. Their lives had turned around 
180 degrees. Their families had been rescued. Their sins had been 
forgiven. The love of Jesus is something new, fresh, heart-stopping, 
incredible.

How do we lose our first love? It happens very gradually, as our 
focus slowly, imperceptibly shifts from our love-relationship with Jesus 
to simply being busy for Him. Whereas we once delighted in serving 
others, singing God’s praise, and studying His Word out of a wonder-
ing love for Him, we now begin to do these same things out of a subtly 
different motive. Now, instead of pleasing Jesus, we seek the approval 
of others. Our position, our status, our reputation in the church begins 
to matter more than our love-relationship with Jesus.

Without even noticing the change, we have lost something of our 
first love. The religious activity, the pious jargon is all there—but the 
wonder and the intense love are gone. The light has failed. When this 
occurs to an entire church, then that church’s lampstand is removed.

The Ephesian church trembled at the brink of this very precipice. 
Its light flickered, yet still shone—but for how much longer? And could 
it be that you and I stand at this same brink, wavering alongside the 
Ephesian Christians, tottering, about to tumble off? If so, how do we 
know? And how can we be rescued from such a fate?

Three Symptoms

The first symptom of a fading first love is when you lose that dis-
tinctive, glowing joy of the Christian life. This symptom rarely shows 
on the outside. It’s just something you know deep within you. Life be-
comes humdrum and routine. You listen to the Word of God or to a 
powerful sermon or to the testimony of a fellow Christian, and you feel 
you’ve heard it all already. Worship begins to be mechanical, routine, 
dull. This is a danger sign; heed it! It means you are beginning to lose 
your first love.

Second symptom: you lose your ability to love others. One of 
the great revelations of Scripture is that the reason we love others is 
because we have first been loved ourselves (1 John 4:19). When we 
lose that awareness of the amazing wonder of Jesus’ love, it is almost 
inevitable that our love for others begins to fade. We become critical. 
We become complainers. We become more selective in our friend-
ships, singling out only those who match up to our beliefs, standards, 
professional level, economic status. We lose our Christlike, uncondi-
tional love for others—that kind of love we expressed in the days when 
our love affair with Jesus was warm and new and alive.

Third symptom: we lose a healthy perspective on ourselves. Our 
wants, our needs become more and more important in our thinking. 
Instead of concerning ourselves with what pleases God, we think only 
about pleasing ourselves. When enough people in a church develop 
this symptom (and just a few is enough), the result is division and 
schism in the church. Instead of being focused on their love for Christ, 
and wanting to spread that love to others, they become focused on 
themselves, their own agendas, programs, and interests. Self-cen-
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teredness sets in—and the light of the church flickers, falters, and 
fails.

These are the marks of a church that is gradually losing its first 
love—and this is what was happening to the church at Ephesus. The 
frightening thing is that there is nothing particularly unique about the 
Ephesian crisis. We have all been “Ephesian” in our faith at one time 
or another. I have. I’m sure you have, too. We know these symptoms 
all too well. So what can we do? Is our disease treatable? Can we 
recover from the loss of our first love?

Three Steps to Recovery

In His letter to the Ephesian church, our Lord gives three specific, 
practical steps to recovery: Remember, repent, and return.

First, remember. “Remember the height from which you have fall-
en!” He says. Look back. Recall how you felt and how you responded 
when you first came to Jesus. Re-experience in your mind that sense 
of joy and wonder and closeness you felt when you first gave yourself 
to the living Christ. Re-experience that sense of inner support and 
strength that came to you in times of pressure and trouble. Recall 
the eagerness with which you went to the Lord in prayer. Warm your 
soul with the memory of the delight you took in fellowship with other 
believers, in hungrily devouring God’s Word, in soaking up the preach-
ing and exposition of that Word in church. Think back. Look back. 
Remember.

Second, repent. Change your mind—and change your life. That 
is what repentance means. Change your mind about what has taken 
the place of Jesus in your life. Renounce that ambition, that pride of 
position and reputation, that longing for approval that has replaced 
your original wondering love for Jesus. Many of the things you now 
do—your service in the church, your Sunday morning worship, your 
weekly Bible study, your outreach to others—will take on new meaning 
and fresh power from God as you replace your old prideful, self-cen-
tered motivation with a new, joyful, Christ-centered motivation.

Give up that critical spirit, that complaining attitude, that reliance 
on knowledge. Put Jesus back into the center of all you are and do. 
Allow the joy of your salvation and your amazement over God’s love 
to permeate every endeavor you undertake. Change your mind. Re-
pent.

Third, return. “Do the things you did at first,” says our Lord Jesus. 
As we return to our Bibles, absorbing its truths with eager eyes; as we 
pray to God continually, trusting Him with all the issues of our lives, 
great and small; as we respond to others selflessly and compassion-
ately out of a heart full of love for the Lord Jesus; as we praise God 
from the depths of our hearts, full of gratitude for all He has done in our 
lives; as we sing praises to His name and meditate on His grace—then 
we are truly returning to our first love.

Are We Listening?

At the end of this confrontational and convicting passage, the 
Lord adds a comment which at first may seem puzzling and strange. 
“But you have this in your favor,” He says. “You hate the practices of 
the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.” What did Jesus mean?

Today there is some controversy as to who these “Nicolaitans” 
were. They are mentioned again in the letter to the church at Per-
gamum. I believe the Lord deliberately mentions the Ephesians’ ab-
horrence of the practices of the Nicolaitans because this is the starting 
point for the recovery of the Ephesian church. Their spiritual fire has 
not entirely gone out yet, and Jesus points out to them that a coal still 
glows and may yet be fanned into flame. Here, in this one important 
respect, some of the fire of their first love remains: they hate the prac-
tices of the Nicolaitans.

As best we can tell from Scripture and the traditions of the early 
church fathers, the Nicolaitans were probably a sect that combined 
some aspects of the Christian faith with dictatorial leadership and 
loose sexual practices. They believed you could be Christian while 
your sex life reflected the unrestrained practices of the world.

In Revelation 2:6, our Lord says, in effect, “Return to your first 
love but retain your abhorrence of such practices, which I also hate. 
That is how to fan this remaining vestige of your first love into a bril-
liant flame once again. Start here—and return to the place you once 
were.”

“He who has an ear, let him hear…” (Revelation 2:7). Do we have 
an ear to hear what God is saying to us? Are you and I really listening 
to this urgent message from the Spirit of God? If we do, if we take the 
steps to remember, repent, and return to our first love,  then God will 
give us the right to eat from the Tree of Life. Imagine it! The Tree of 
Life which was removed from us by sin in the book of Genesis, when 
Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden of Eden, is now being of-
fered to us again in the book of Revelation.

As we shall later explore in detail, the Tree of Life appears in 
Revelation 22, when the new heaven and the new earth appear, with 
the Tree of Life in the midst of the New Jerusalem. The Tree of Life is 
a symbol of our Lord Jesus. He feeds us and sustains us, and we draw 
our strength from Him. That is what He says to us in these verses: 
Feed on the Tree of Life. Listen to His words and obey them, and soon 
you will find that your spiritual life is flourishing. You will find yourself 
growing strong and resilient, even amid the pressures and struggles 
that come your way.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 1:19—2:7.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 1:19—2:7, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal ap-
plication did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 2:8-17, concentrating on verses 8-9.

1. a. What church is being written to in Revelation 2:8? Find this city on map B on page 8. Whose words are being written?

b. Read Romans 6:9-10. Who is the person who “died and came to life again”?

2. What is happening to the church at Smyrna that the Lord says He is aware of? (Revelation 2:9)

3. a. According to Webster’s Dictionary, affliction means “the cause of continued pain or distress; great suffering.” Read Romans 12:12. What 
attitude are we to have when we are afflicted?

b. Read 2 Corinthians 4:17. What benefit is there from our troubles or afflictions?

4. From the following verses describe how a person could be poor in this world’s goods, yet be rich.

1 Timothy 6:18-19

Matthew 6:19-20

James 2:5
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5. a. According to Webster’s dictionary, slander means “the utterance of false charges or misrepresentations which defame and damage 
another’s reputation.” Where was the slander coming from in Revelation 2:9?

b. Challenge: Read John 8:44. Here Jesus was speaking to a group of Jews who were coming against Him. How does this help in your 
understanding of Revelation 2:9?

6. Personal: Read Matthew 5:11-12. Have you ever been lied about or treated badly because of your love for the Lord? How should we feel about 
this and why?

Third Day: Read Revelation 2:8-17 again, concentrating on verses 10-11.

1. The slander the church at Smyrna had suffered was leading to something even worse. What did the Lord warn them was about to happen? For 
what purpose was it going to happen? Was the trial to go on indefinitely or would the Lord limit the length of the testing? (Revelation 2:10)

2. a. What is the reward to those who are faithful? (Revelation 2:10b)

b. How does James 1:12 compare to what was said in Revelation 2:10?

3. Challenge: The Greek word for crown in Revelation 2:10 is stephanos, which refers to a garland or chaplet worn by a victorious athlete. We 
have been given the gift of eternal life, but the “crown of life” referred to in Revelation 2:10 is a reward. What do the following verses say 
regarding rewards?

Read 1 Corinthians 3:6-15, and write down verse 8

Ephesians 6:8

Colossians 3:24

Hebrews 11:26

Revelation 22:12

4. The Lord repeats the exhortation to truly hear what the Spirit is saying. What is said about the one who overcomes? (Revelation 2:11)
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5. a. Read Revelation 20:14-15. What is the second death?

b. Who experiences the second death?

6. a. Reread Revelation 2:10. What were the believers not to be afraid of? What encouragement do believers receive from the following 
verses?

 Romans 8:28

 Romans 8:35-39

 Hebrews 13:5

b. Personal: Are you fearing something that might happen? Which of the above verses gave you the most comfort?

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 2:8-17 again, concentrating on verse 12.

1. What church is being written to now? Find this on map B on page 8.

2. Whose words are given to this church?

3. Read Ephesians 6:17. What is the sword of the Spirit?

4. a. Read Hebrews 4:12. How is the Word of God described?

b. What does God’s Word judge?

5. Personal: As you have been studying God’s Word, what attitudes or thoughts has God been showing you that you need to work on? What 
action do you plan to take?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 2:8-17 again, concentrating on verse 13.

1. Where do the people of Pergamum live?

2. How does the Lord commend them?

3. How severe was their persecution for their faith?
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4. What do the following verses say regarding those who are persecuted for the Lord?

Matthew 5:10

Luke 6:22-23

1 Peter 4:14

5. Personal: Today more Christians are being persecuted for their faith around the world than at any time in history. Have you ever suffered 
persecution because of your faith in Jesus Christ? If so, what happened? Perhaps you’ve never been persecuted because of your faith. What 
promises does the Lord give us in Isaiah 41:10? Personalize this verse by putting your name in it.

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 2:8-17 again, concentrating on verses 14-17.

1. What two things does the Lord have against this church? (Revelation 2:14-15)

2. Not much is said in Scripture about the Nicolatians. From Revelation 2:14-15 what is the teaching of Balaam? (If you would like to know more 
about Balaam read Numbers 22-24).

3. a. What are the believers of Pergamum told to do in Revelation 2:16a?

b. What will happen if they don’t?

c. Challenge: What do you think Revelation 2:16b means? Look back to the Fourth Day of this lesson, and re-read the verses from questions 
3 and 4 to help you with your answer.

4. What will be given to the overcomer? (Revelation 2:17)

5. a. Read John 6:31-35. What was manna? (John 6:31)

b. From John 6:33, describe the true bread from heaven.

c. What does Jesus say about the bread of life? (John 6:35)

6. Personal: Do you feel spiritually hungry or thirsty? Jesus will satisfy your need. Read Psalm 42:1-2a. Write a prayer expressing to Him your 
longing for Him. Spend a few minutes in prayer before going on with the rest of your day.
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A Church under Pressure
Revelation 2:8-11 — The Church at Smyrna

It was a thriving seaport city more than 3,000 years before Christ 
was born, located about 40 miles north of Ephesus. Today it is the 
third largest city in Turkey and a major international trade center. The 
city is now known as Izmir, but during the first century, when the book 
of Revelation was written, its name was Smyrna.

Smyrna. The name means “myrrh,” a fragrant spice or perfume 
obtained when the tender bark of the flowering myrrh tree is pierced 
or crushed. It is a fitting name for the first-century church of Smyrna, 
which gave off a fragrance of Christ throughout the region because it 
was a church that was often pierced, often crushed, often afflicted.

The city of Smyrna was a center of idolatrous emperor worship. 
All the citizens of Smyrna—including Christians—were expected to 
worship the Roman emperor. Those who refused to confess Caesar 
as their Lord were either imprisoned or put to the sword.

So Smyrna was a place of enormous oppression and persecution 
for the early church. This persecution was inflicted upon the church by 
the Roman government. And it was also inflicted upon the church by 
the Jewish community in Smyrna—a community that was fanatically 
hostile to the early Christian church.

Our Lord’s appraisal of the church of Smyrna shows this was 
a church under oppression, affliction, and severe pressure. To be a 
Christian in Smyrna was to exist in a twilight between two completely 
opposite extremes: (1) the rich, nurturing, loving fellowship of the 
Christian church family, and (2) the cruel and hostile surrounding so-
ciety.

The Lord’s message to them is a message that encompasses 
the extremes. He begins by identifying Himself to the Smyrna church 
as “the First and the Last,” the One “who died and came to life again.” 
Jesus was present at the beginning of Creation; He will be present 
at the end of history. He encompasses all the forces and events of 
the cosmos, including both death and life. Jesus is the Lord of all ex-
tremes, and of everything in between. It must have been a great en-
couragement for the believers in Smyrna to receive this reassurance 
from their Lord.

Jesus says, “I know your afflictions.” The original Greek for afflic-
tions in this verse conveys a sense of crushing, relentless pressure. 
From this word we get an image of a church caught in a vise and 

being slowly, cruelly squeezed. Perhaps the closest analogy to what 
the believers in Smyrna were forced to endure would be the experi-
ence of the Jews in Nazi Germany during the 1930s. Their travel was 
restricted. Their shops were subject to frequent vandalism and loot-
ing. Their livelihood was destroyed. Their synagogues were defiled or 
destroyed. Their property was seized. They were humiliated, stigma-
tized, slandered, harassed, and physically assaulted. Eventually, even 
their lives and their children’s lives were taken. So also the Christians 
in Smyrna were subject to the same kind of unrelenting pressure and 
affliction.

Poor—Yet Rich

Jesus then says to them, “I know…your poverty—yet you are 
rich!” This is probably a reference to the economic deprivation the 
Christians in Smyrna faced as part of the overall pattern of persecu-
tion. The homes and shops of the Christians of Smyrna had prob-
ably been pillaged and their possessions taken—a common feature 
of early persecution. Perhaps these people—even those who were 
educated as teachers or doctors or lawyers—were forced to do menial 
labor for low wages just so they and their families could survive. Yet, 
despite this picture of poverty and persecution, the Lord says to them, 
“You are rich!”

Poverty is a terrible thing which perhaps few of us have experi-
enced firsthand. I was a high school student during the Great Depres-
sion of the 1930s. We did not have much to eat, and we had no luxuries 
at all. We bought nothing but the basics, and almost never had new 
clothes to wear. We had nothing in the way of entertainment except 
a battery-operated radio (sparingly used) and whatever entertainment 
we could create on our own—street and sandlot sports, imaginative 
indoor games, and songs sung and stories told among ourselves.

We were, I suppose, poor. Yet I look back on those days as a 
wonderfully rich time of my life. We enjoyed each other. We laughed 
together. We experienced the simple joys of relationships and fellow-
ship. We were rich in everything except material possessions.

There has been a program on U.S. television called Lifestyles of 
the Rich and Famous. On this series, the luxury seemingly enjoyed by 
the rich is paraded before the viewers to ogle and desire. But as you 
look closely at the lives of the rich and famous you rarely discover a 
happy person among them. Riches do not make people happy. Many 
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of the richest people in the world are extremely poor in the things that 
are truly important.

True riches, says the Lord, are those riches that are found within, 
where the heart is filled with grace and the love of God. “I know your 
poverty,” He encourages the church in Smyrna, and all Christians who 
are poor, persecuted, and oppressed, “yet you are rich!” When our 
lives are full of rich relationships with other Christians and with God 
Himself, then we have riches indeed!

A Smear Campaign

Jesus goes on to say, “I know the slander of those who say they 
are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.” There was a 
smear campaign being waged against the Christians in Smyrna! Lies 
were being spread about them. Their reputation was being ruined.

Historical records show that all manner of fraudulent and de-
spicable stories were broadcast about Christians in the first century. 
Because Christians celebrated Holy Communion and talked about 
partaking of the body and blood of Christ, they were accused of being 
cannibals, of actually eating one another. You can imagine the horror 
and loathing that must have attached to the name “Christian” among 
those who heard such stories.

Because they refused to worship the gods who were enshrined in 
the pagan temples, they were called atheists and infidels. Christians 
talked about being members of one another, of loving one another, 
so they were accused of engaging in sexual orgies. When they met 
together in homes for worship and fellowship, others accused them of 
indulging in obscene practices.

This slander was the cause of much of the suffering and perse-
cution faced by the early Christians. It came, as Jesus tells us in this 
letter, from false Jews. That is, it came from people who were the 
physical, genetic descendants of Abraham, people who attended a 
synagogue in Smyrna, but who proved by the quality of their lives that 
they lacked the spiritual insight of their father Abraham. They scorned 
and slandered the truth. They hated and persecuted people whose 
only crime was loving God and loving one another. Being far removed 
from the true faith of Abraham, they were, in effect, “a synagogue of 
Satan.”

Jesus could understand what the church at Smyrna was going 
through, for He had not only been lied about and verbally abused, but 
His enemies physically assaulted Him and hung Him on a cross to die. 
If anyone understands what it means to be slandered, attacked, and 
abused without cause, it is Jesus.

And Jesus wanted the church at Smyrna to be encouraged and 
strengthened, for the pressure and persecution was going to grow 
more intense, not less. “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suf-
fer,” He told them. “I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to 
test you.” The Lord acknowledges that He who is the First and the Last 
is going to allow this to happen.

Encouragement for the Testing

But the Lord has three words of encouragement for those who will 
endure this severe form of persecution:

First, He says, “The devil will put some of you in prison to test 
you.” Many people interpret these words to mean that God seeks to 
learn how committed they are by this test. But this can hardly be the 
case since God already knows their hearts. He knows what we are 
able to endure even before we are subjected to it. The fact is, it is not 
God but we who learn from the testing we go through! We discover 
how much we have matured in Christ, and how trustworthy God is in 
times of trouble. Trials strip away our artificial and superficial supports 
and force us to lean on the only support that is truly reliable: the grace 
and strength of God Himself!

Second, He says that the persecution will last only a limited time, 
“for ten days.” The Lord sets the limits to our suffering. The test will not 
last longer than we can endure. If the Lord says the test will last “ten 
days,” then there is no force on earth that could make it last eleven 
days!

Third, He says, “Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will 
give you the crown of life”— the enjoyment of eternal life in glory! 
These words of reassurance to the church in Smyrna remind us of 
Paul’s statement in Romans 8:18 that “I consider that our present suf-
ferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in 
us.” And elsewhere Paul writes, “For our light and momentary troubles 
are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 
Corinthians 4:17).

We are continually encouraged by the fact that these trials, test-
ings, and pressures are producing something of eternal value in our 
lives.

The Second Death

In verse 11, the Lord appeals directly to each individual believer 
in the church of Smyrna: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the 
Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all 
by the second death.”

To understand the term “second death” we need only to look at 
Revelation 20 and 21, where we are shown in vivid, graphic terms 
what is meant by “the second death.” It is the terrible lake of fire, the 
symbol of the final judgment of all those who refuse the gospel of 
the grace of God. The second death was not originally prepared for 
humanity, but for the devil and the rebellious angels—yet it will be 
shared by those human beings who align themselves with the devil by 
refusing God’s grace.

The “second death” involves complete, eternal separation from 
God, a torment of soul and spirit that is so devastating that it is depict-
ed by the effect that fire has on the nerve endings of the human body. 
It is the fate demanded by those who say, “I don’t want anything to do 
with God. I don’t want God in my life.” The God of love, of grace, of 
mercy, the God who gave us all free will, will at the final judgment give 
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people what they have demanded all their lives—a total and complete 
separation from His love.

“If you listen to the message of this letter,” says Jesus, in effect, 
“if you trust me in times of pressure and persecution, I will give you the 
gift of eternal life and you will have nothing to fear from the judgment 
of God. You will be kept safe from the second death.”

This is the hope Paul rejoices in when he writes in Romans 8:38-
39, “Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the 
present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of 
God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Whatever happens, however death may come to us, we have the 
promise of Jesus that, as His faithful followers, we can never be hurt 
by the second death. So let us determine, as the believers of Smyrna 
determined, that we shall be faithful until death, no matter how or when 
that death shall come, secure in the fact that nothing in heaven or on 
earth will ever separate us from the love of God.

The Church That Compromised
Revelation 2:12-17 — The Church at Pergamum

In recent years news reports have been focused on many of the 
same problems which are addressed in the Lord’s third letter to the 
churches in Revelation—problems of scandal, immorality, and cor-
ruption in high places in the Christian church. These well-publicized 
religious debacles have brought shame, scorn, and disgrace upon the 
Christian church and the Christian gospel. So it also was in the church 
at Pergamum.

Notice how sharply these words in verses 12-17 contrast with 
the Lord’s previous message to the church in Smyrna. The church 
in Smyrna was enduring enormous pressure and persecution. The 
church in Pergamum was flirting with corruption and immorality.

It seems that the devil has two very effective weapons which he 
delights in using against the church: intimidation and/or enticement. 
He either seeks to make the church knuckle under—or he tries to 
tempt and lure the church into destroying itself. The church is hemmed 
in on one side by the violence and terror of a roaring lion, and on the 
other side by the cloying corruption of a fallen angel of light. The fel-
lowship at Pergamum was fast being undermined by corrupt practices 
and corrupt teaching.

The Double-Edged Sword

In His letter, Jesus identifies Himself as the One having “the 
sharp, double-edged sword.” This is a symbol of the Word of God, 
proceeding with power from the lips of Jesus. Because it is double-
edged it cuts two ways: the Word can cleave the skull so as to reach 
the mind, and it can also pierce the heart so that it can touch the 
emotions.

The Word of God awakens us to objective reality. It appeals to the 
thinking, reasoning dimension of our humanity, to the mind. By its light, 

we can see truth that would otherwise be hidden from our sight. The 
Word of God is a reasonable book, through which God appeals to us, 
saying, “Come now, let us reason together” (Isaiah 1:18).

The Word of God also awakens feelings within us. It inspires our 
awe and our reverence. It touches us with the message of God’s un-
conditional love and forgiveness toward us. It thus activates the will. 
It appeals to the soul and spirit. By its fire, our hearts are warmed and 
energized.

The emotional power of the Word of God was demonstrated on 
the day of Pentecost. Peter stood before a crowd in the Jerusalem 
marketplace and preached a message about Jesus Christ from two 
Old Testament books, the Psalms and the prophet Joel. After Peter 
had finished preaching the people who listened to him “were cut to 
the heart” and asked Peter and the other apostles standing with him, 
“Brothers, what shall we do?” In other words, “Tell us what we can do 
to be saved!” As a result, three thousand people found faith in Jesus 
Christ that day (see Acts 2:14–41; cf. Psalm 16:8–11; Joel 2:28–32).

Clearly, the Word of God has power to touch both the intellect 
and the conscience.

Where Satan Has His Throne

Pergamum was the Roman capital of the province of Asia. Located 
about fifty miles north of Smyrna, it was a center of pagan idol worship 
and emperor worship. Jesus calls Pergamum the place “where Satan 
has his throne”— the place where Satan rules. He also calls it the city 
“where Satan lives”—that is, where Satan has his headquarters.

Many Bible scholars think this is a reference to the great altar 
of Zeus which stood on a hillside overlooking the city. This altar was 
in the form of a great throne or chair, forty feet high. From almost 
any place in the city, you could look up and see what the Lord called 
“Satan’s throne.” Because Pergamum was such an influential center 
of pagan worship, the Lord portrayed it in His third letter as the very 
focus of satanic evil.

The Lord’s Affirmation

The first half of the Lord’s assessment of the Pergamum church 
is an affirmation of its strengths. He affirms the Pergamum believers 
because they have remained true to His name. They have refused to 
budge on the issue of who Jesus Christ is. They hold sound doctrine 
concerning the fact that Jesus is the God-man—not godlike, not half-
man, half-God, but fully God and fully man in one completely whole 
person. Almost all the heresies from that day until our own day flow out 
of a corruption of this basic truth, out of a denial of the deity of Jesus.

Jesus also affirms the fact that the Pergamum believers risked 
their own lives for the faith. He says, “You did not renounce your faith 
in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put 
to death in your city—where Satan lives.” The name Antipas means 
“against all.” We do not know much about this man, although he is said 
to be the first martyr under the Roman persecution in Asia.
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The Lord’s Rebuke

The second half of the Lord’s assessment of the Pergamum 
church is a rebuke for the serious errors that undermine the sound-
ness of this church. One such error is what Jesus calls “the teaching 
of Balaam.” This is a reference to Numbers 22 to 25, where Balaam, a 
false prophet, is hired by King Balak of Moab to place a curse on the 
nation of Israel. Balaam attempts to impose the curse, but every time 
he opens his mouth, out comes not a curse but a blessing! God would 
not let Balaam and King Balak curse His people.

Yet Balaam was so determined to achieve his evil purpose that 
he paid women from Moab and Midian to entice and seduce the men 
of Israel into sexual immorality. Because these women were worship-
ers of idols, they also seduced the Israelites into following their false 
gods. Thousands of Israelites suffered and died because of Balaam’s 
error and Israel’s sin.

The error of Balaam continues to threaten the church in our own 
day: it is the practice of pornography, adultery, fornication, and co-
habitation (living together as husband and wife without the sanction of 
marriage). Many individual Christians, individual churches, and even 
some entire denominations openly tolerate or endorse such behavior, 
and the result is the same today as it was in Balaam’s day: emotional, 
psychological, spiritual, and even physical damage to many lives. 
Those who engage in such behavior are invariably led away from God 
and closer to their own destruction.

Another error Jesus warns against is “the teaching of the Nicolai-
tans.” The Nicolaitans, remember, were probably a sect that combined 
aspects of the Christian faith with loose sexual practices. There is also 
historical evidence that the Nicolaitans claimed to have a special re-
lationship with God and special revelations from God. In other words, 
they claimed to be spiritually superior to other people and presumed to 
take the place of the Hebrew priesthood. Their doctrines appealed to 
both physical lust and sinful spiritual pride.

The teachings of the Nicolaitans can still be found today in 
churches where an “imperial pastor” is put on a pedestal and given 
a kind of spiritual supremacy over the laypeople. Such pastors claim 
to have a more intimate relationship with God. Such churches seem 
to view themselves as a theater filled with spectators, all watching the 
performance of their pastor.

But the Christian life is not a spectator sport. Rather, we are all 
expected to be players on the field. A church can be likened to a foot-
ball team. When we gather together on Sunday for worship, we are “in 
the huddle.” We are there to learn the game strategy and to become 
motivated for the struggle of the game. Monday through Saturday, on 
the playing field of everyday life, we all do our part for the team, and 
for our ultimate Coach, the Lord Jesus. No one is on the sidelines or in 
the stands. We are all in the game.

How, then, should a church deal with such threats as the error of 
Balaam or the teaching of the Nicolaitans, whether in the present day 
or in the day of John the apostle? Jesus’ reply was, in effect, you deal 
with error with a sharp, two-edged sword! “Repent,” He said. “Other-

wise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword 
of my mouth.” The Word of God exposes both the error of immorality 
and the error of spiritual pride and priestly superiority.

Symbols of Intimacy

At the close of His letter to the church at Pergamum, the Lord 
gives a special promise to the believers of that far-off place and time—
but also to believers of our own time.

This promise in verse 17 is addressed to all those who heed the 
warnings of this letter. If you and I stand fast against the lure of corrup-
tion and the lust for power over others, Jesus promises that we will be 
given several things—secret things with a special significance.

First, He says He will give us “hidden manna.” Manna was the 
food from heaven with which Moses fed the people of Israel in the 
wilderness. (See Exodus 16 and Numbers 11.) Jesus Himself is the 
food from heaven on which you and I may feed. He is the food for the 
inner spirit—a food that others do not know about. We find an inner 
nourishing and strength when we experience true intimacy with God 
as we resist the lure of moral impurity and spiritual conceit.

Jesus also promises a white stone with our new name—a secret 
name—written upon it. The symbol of the white stone is significant 
because the Romans of John’s time used it as a mark of special favor. 
The secret name written upon the white stone was, of course, another 
symbol of intimacy, of a special relationship with God. That name sig-
nifies not merely a change in what we are called, but a change in what 
we have become: We are new creatures, with a new nature, heirs to 
a new and exciting destination in eternity—a rich, warm, intimate rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ that goes on and on forever.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 2:8-17.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 2:8-17, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal applica-
tion did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 2:18-29, concentrating on verse 18.

1. What church is being written to? Find this on map B on page 8.

2. Challenge: Acts 16:14 tells of the first convert in Macedonia. Who was it and where was she originally from?

3. In Revelation 2:18 whose words are being given?

4. How is the Son of God described in Revelation 2:18?

5. What does Hebrews 4:13 say about God’s sight?

6. Personal: There is nothing hidden from God. Is there something in your life you need to confess to God and give up? What comfort do you 
receive from Proverbs 28:13?

Third Day: Read Revelation 2:18-29 again, concentrating on verse 19.

1. How did the Lord commend the church at Thyatira?

2. What does Titus 3:8 say regarding what we do (our deeds)?

3. Read Galatians 5:13. How are we to serve others?
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4. From Revelation 2:19, are the members of the church at Thyatira doing more than they did when they first believed?

5. a. According to Webster’s dictionary, persevere means “to persist in a state, enterprise or undertaking in spite of counter influences, opposi-
tion or discouragement.” After reading Revelation 2:19 do you think it might have been difficult to be a faithful Christian in Thyatira?

b. How do the following verses encourage us to be faithful and persevere?

 Psalm 97:10

 Romans 5:3-5

 Hebrews 12:1-3

 James 1:2-4

6. Personal: Are there any situations or circumstances in your life that make it difficult to stand for the Lord and be a faithful Christian? Which 
verse in question 5b gives you encouragement for your situation?

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 2:18-29 again, concentrating on verse 20.

1. What does the Lord have against this church?

2. What does Jezebel call herself?

3. Challenge: The Lord often renames people according to their character. The account of the life of the wicked woman Jezebel in the Old Testa-
ment is scattered throughout 1 Kings 16:31-21:25. Describe her character from 1 Kings 21:25.

4. a. From Revelation 2:20, what does this woman of Thyatira, Jezebel, lead the Lord’s servants to do?

b. How does she do this?

5. What does Ephesians 4:14 say can happen to spiritually immature believers?
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6 a. It is important to know the truth so that we aren’t led astray. In John 17:17 Jesus is praying to the Father. What does He say is truth?

b. Personal: Are you ever confused by the different doctrines you hear being taught? Write a prayer making a commitment to truly study 
God’s Word so that you will know the truth.

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 2:18-29 again, concentrating on verses 21-23.

1. a. What did the Lord give Jezebel time to do? (Revelation 2:21a)

b. What was her response?

2. What will be God’s judgment on her? (Revelation 2:22a,23a)

3. a. What will happen to those who commit adultery with her? (Revelation 2:22b)

b. What would stop their suffering?

4. What will happen among the churches because of God’s judgment on her? (Revelation 2:23b)

5. a. In Revelation 2:23 the Lord is speaking to His people, those who have already had their sins forgiven and received His free gift of eternal 
life. On what basis does He repay each person? (This is not talking about salvation.)

b. What do the following verses say regarding our deeds?

 Matthew 16:27

 2 Corinthians 5:10

 Galatians 6:7

 Isaiah 3:11

6. Personal: Do you sometimes get discouraged when it seems like those who do wrong get away with it and those who do what is right don’t 
seem to benefit from it? What encouragement does Galatians 6:9 give you? Personalize the verse by inserting your name into it.
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Sixth Day: Read Revelation 2:18-29 again, concentrating on verses 24-29.

1. Who is the Lord speaking to in these verses? (Revelation 2:24)

2. a. What does He ask them to do in verse 25?

b. From Revelation 2:19, what is it that they have?

3. a. Read 1 John 5:4. Who and what overcomes the world?

b. What will be given to the one who overcomes and does God’s will to the end? (Revelation 2:26-28)

c. Challenge: Read Psalm 2:1-9. How will the Lord deal with the nations that conspire against Him? How does this compare with Revelation 
2:26-27?

4. In Revelation 2:28 those who are faithful also receive the “morning star.” Read Revelation 22:16. Who is the Morning Star?

5. a. Read Philippians 3:7-9. What does the Apostle Paul say here about knowing the Lord Jesus Christ?

b. Personal: How about you? What is your attitude about knowing the Lord? Is He first in your life or do you hold something more dear?

c. Re-read Philippians 3:9. How does a person receive the righteousness of God?

d. Personal: Whose righteousness do you have?
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The Worldly Church
Revelation 2:18-29 — The Church at Thyatira

Located about 35 miles southeast of Pergamum, Thyatira was 
a small but bustling commercial center on the main road between 
Pergamum and Laodicea, known for: its cotton and wool cloth, fruits, 
and dyes. In fact, the word “dyes” may jog your memory if you are 
familiar with the New Testament, because in the book of Acts we are 
introduced to a woman named Lydia, who was led to the Lord by the 
apostle Paul in the city of Philippi. Lydia was a seller of purple dyes 
and dyed goods, and she originally came from the city of Thyatira. 
(See Acts 16:14-15, 40.) Today Thyatira is known as Akhisar in west-
ern Turkey.

It might surprise you to know that Thyatira was a city in which 
trade unions were very important. You might think that trade unionism 
had its beginnings in the “sweat shop” factories and coal mines of 
nineteenth-century England and America, but the truth is that carpen-
ters, dyers, merchants, clothmakers, and other trade workers had or-
ganized into fraternal guilds even before the time of Christ. In Thyatira 
the trades were so strongly unionized that it was difficult to make a 
living without being a guild member—a fact which will soon become 
very important in our study of the Lord’s fourth letter in Revelation.

In this letter, Jesus begins with a word of affirmation: “To the an-
gel 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 bur-
nished bronze. I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service 
and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at 
first (Revelation 2:18-19). I think it is significant that the title “the Son 
of God” appears in these verses for the first and only time in the entire 
book of Revelation. Some cults, sects, and nonbelievers claim that 
Jesus never said He was the Son of God, yet here is one of several 
New Testament passages where He clearly makes that claim.

In this passage Jesus stresses the fact of His deity and adds 
to the claim such potent, memorable imagery as “eyes…like blazing 
fire,” and “feet…like burnished bronze.” The picture of eyes like blaz-
ing fire suggests His ability to pierce the facades, disguises, and pre-
tensions of His people. Nothing can be hidden from the hot gaze of His 
truth. The picture of feet like burnished bronze suggests His ability to 
trample sin and injustice underfoot, His authority to punish evil. Both 
the eyes of blazing truth and the bronze feet of justice are needed at 

the church in Thyatira. Tragically, it is the most corrupt of the seven 
churches of Revelation.

An Attractive Church

The church at Thyatira was neither dead nor doomed to die. The 
Lord found many things to affirm in this church. “I know your deeds,” 
He said, “your love and faith, your service and perseverance.” These 
four qualities—love, faith, service, and perseverance—are inter-re-
lated.

Love leads to service. If you love God, you will serve His people. 
You cannot help it. Service is the visible sign, the outward expression 
of a heart full of love.

Faith leads to perseverance. If you have faith, you will persevere. 
You now understand that God is in control of all the circumstances of 
life and things will always work out for His good purpose. When you 
have faith you keep at your work. You do not quit.

Within the fellowship at Thyatira were many believers who loved 
God, who served His people, who had faith in His word, and who per-
severed. As they loved God and served others, the church grew. And, 
as the Lord observed, the church had grown in these qualities since its 
early days: “you are now doing more than you did at first.”

That is the way churches grow: People are always attracted by 
the reality of Christian love, the heartfelt compassion of Christian ser-
vice, the stirring hope of Christian faith, the challenging example of 
Christian perseverance. People who stand outside the church and see 
such qualities being lived out in the name of Jesus are like hungry 
children standing outside the window of an ice cream shop with their 
noses pressed against the glass. They earnestly desire what they see 
inside.

If you and I could stand among the believers in Thyatira, we 
would be marvelously impressed by all that we see: the busyness, 
the bustling activity, the personal warmth and caring of many wonder-
ful people, the deep faith, the concern and care for others. It was a 
very attractive church—on the outside. But something was dreadfully 
wrong deep within.
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Jezebel

Evidently, from Revelation 2:20-23, there was a woman in the 
church at Thyatira who was influential, domineering—and depraved. 
Jesus names her “Jezebel.” That, of course, was not this woman’s 
given name, but rather a name the Lord gave her to indicate her char-
acter. Without question, everyone in the church at Thyatira knew who 
Jesus meant when He said “Jezebel.” Equally without question, Jesus 
chose to give her the name of the most evil and loathsome woman in 
the Old Testament.

The original Jezebel in the Old Testament was the daughter of 
the king of Sidon, an ancient town in Lebanon. Jezebel was the wife 
of King Ahab of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, and she is particularly 
noted for having introduced and made popular the worship of the pa-
gan god Baal in Israel. Baal was a fertility god, and the worship of Baal 
involved obscene sexual practices and temple prostitutes, both male 
and female. The worship of this demonic god spread throughout Israel 
because of Jezebel’s influence, and she used her wealth to sponsor 
more than 800 false prophets of Baal.

It was Jezebel who attempted to murder the prophet Elijah af-
ter his famous encounter with 480 false prophets of Baal on Mount 
Carmel. There the false prophets failed in their attempt to call down 
fire from their god Baal to consume a sacrificial bull. But when it was 
Elijah’s turn, he called upon God, and God sent fire from heaven to 
consume not only the sacrifice upon the altar, but the wood fuel, the 
stones of the altar, the dust of the ground, and the water Elijah had 
poured upon it all. When Jezebel learned of the humiliation and defeat 
of Baal and the prophets of Baal, she threatened Elijah’s life. (See 1 
Kings 18:16—19:3.)

Jezebel also murdered her neighbor Naboth so that her husband, 
the king, could seize the dead man’s vineyard. Jezebel was a ruthless, 
godless, calculating, power-mad seducer of the people. As we gain an 
understanding of what kind of evil woman the original Jezebel was we 
begin to see exactly what Jesus means when He calls the tyrant who 
dominates the Thyatira church by the name Jezebel.

The Jezebel in Thyatira called herself a “prophetess,” and there 
is nothing innately wrong with that. No Scripture forbids a woman from 
exercising the gift of prophecy per se. There were other prophetesses 
in the Bible, both in the Old Testament and the New. The problem with 
Thyatira’s Jezebel was not that she was a prophet of the feminine 
gender, but that she was a false prophet. The Lord tells us what her 
corrupt teaching consisted of: seducing believers into tolerating, ac-
cepting, and engaging in immorality and idolatry.

“Business Is Business”

At this point we find the link between this evil woman Jezebel in 
the Thyatira church and the pervasive economic control of the Thyati-
ran trade unions. In order to make a living in Thyatira, a citizen of the 
city was required to join a union or guild. The membership of these 
guilds was comprised largely of pagans. The meetings of the guilds 

were mostly devoted to idol worship and the licentious debaucheries 
associated with the Greek culture’s erotic idols.

Here was the problem: These Thyatiran Christians had to be-
long to a union in order to make a living—yet belonging to the union 
meant they were pressured to participate in immoral sexual practices 
and idol worship. So these Christians had to make a decision—a raw 
choice between remaining faithful to God and simple physical survival 
for themselves and their families.

Worst of all, this Jezebel in the Thyatira church was teaching that 
it was all right for the Thyatiran believers to join the unions, to submit 
to the pressures of the surrounding evil culture, and that God would 
overlook their sin. Her philosophy was one we often hear these days 
whenever Christians want to excuse or justify an unethical or immoral 
business practice: “Business is business.” If your Christian principles 
get in the way of your success in business, then it is those Christian 
principles that have to go. “I have to make a living, don’t I?” is the plea 
of many.

Here again we see how powerfully applicable and relevant the 
book of Revelation is to our own time and problems. The Thyatira 
syndrome is closely paralleled by many churches in our era. There 
are churches which endorse homosexuality as an alternate lifestyle, 
churches which do not discipline their members who engage in sexual 
immorality, churches which allow pornography to go unchallenged in 
their midst.

But the Lord holds such churches accountable today, just as He 
did in the first century. His charge against them is, “You tolerate that 
woman Jezebel.” This is a problem that church leadership must face 
today just as church leaders of the apostle John’s era had to.

Notice that in the letters to the churches at both Pergamum and 
Thyatira the Lord links sexual immorality with idolatry. At first glance 
we may wonder what one has to do with the other. In fact, however, 
one inevitably leads to the other. Fornication and adultery are clear-
cut violations of what the Word of God clearly commands. So when a 
person engages in sexually impure behavior, he or she deliberately 
violates the authority of God. Even if that person verbally professes to 
be a Christian, he or she is living a lifestyle in which God is no longer 
their God.

Now the link between immorality and idolatry becomes clear: If 
people reject the Lord’s authority over their lives and if God is no lon-
ger God in their lives, then they must find another god! It is impossible 
for the human spirit to thrive without something to live for, something 
larger than itself—and that something is what a god is! Whatever 
makes your life worthwhile becomes your god. It may be the god of 
pleasure, of self-gratification, even of sexual self-indulgence. Or it may 
be the god of wealth, success, ambition, power, or fame.

The point is that we “enlightened,” “modern,” “sophisticated” peo-
ple still have our idols, just as the ancients had. Our idols may not be 
carved out of wood or stone. But they are just as real, just as seduc-
tive, just as dishonoring and offensive to the one true God.
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The Disease of Immorality and Idolatry

The punishment our Lord assesses against the corrupt teaching 
of Thyatira’s Jezebel reflects the seriousness of the disease of immo-
rality and idolatry. Notice that this punishment involves three parties.

First, there is Jezebel herself. Jesus says, “I will cast her on a bed 
of suffering.” There is a note of irony in this statement. A bed, in this 
instance, implies a place not of sleeping but of illicit sexual union. He is 
saying, in effect, “If it’s a bed she wants, so be it—but it will prove to be 
a bed of pain, not pleasure.” The “bed of suffering” is an inducement 
for Jezebel to recognize her sin—and to repent of it.

Second, there is a group of people around Jezebel who will also 
be subject to punishment. The Lord says, “I will make those who com-
mit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways.” 
This is a reference to those who practice immorality and idolatry after 
the corrupt example of Jezebel.

The suffering Jesus refers to may well be a reference to sexually 
transmitted diseases. Gonorrhea and syphilis were common in the an-
cient world and are still with us today. In our own century, such sexu-
ally transmitted diseases as chlamydia, type II herpes simplex, and 
AIDS have been identified as the causes behind untold human suf-
fering, from disfigurement, blindness, birth defects, and sterility to the 
most horrible, wasting form of death imaginable. I have known people 
dying of AIDS, and words are completely inadequate to express how 
horrifying and excruciating this disease is.

Third, the Lord says, “I will strike her children dead.” This is a 
reference not to physical children but to those who are spiritually the 
children of Jezebel—that is, those who have absorbed her teaching, 
who have lived their own lives by it, and who now teach others to do 
the same. The death Jesus refers to is, I believe, spiritual death, what 
He calls “the second death” in His letter to the church at Smyrna. The 
second death is the terrible destruction of the lake of fire. (See Rev-
elation 20 and 21.) This extreme form of punishment is merited by the 
“children” of Jezebel because their commitment to a lifestyle of evil, 
along with their corrupt teaching, makes repentance unlikely.

Judgment and Discipline

Does this mean that the Thyatira Jezebel and those around her 
are doomed? Is there still hope that they might repent and be spared 
from the judgment of God?

Yes. The Lord is gracious and always leaves the door of repen-
tance and forgiveness open. The key phrase He uses in this passage 
is “unless they repent of her ways.” As John recorded the Lord’s words 
to the believers in Thyatira, there was still time for them to change their 
ways. But would they?

When people go through times of affliction or have a close brush 
with death as a result of sickness, accident, natural catastrophe, or 
war, they often come through such times with a new recognition of 
their own powerlessness and mortality. At such times people have an 
opportunity to think hard about their way of life—and about whether 

they should change their way of life. Such events may seem harrow-
ing, frightening, or even punishing, yet God can use these events to 
shake us, rouse us, and shout “Wake up!” to us. He wants to use all 
the circumstances of our lives, both our pain and our joy, to draw us 
closer to Him.

God has attempted to reach the Jezebel in the church at Thyatira, 
giving her time to repent of her immorality. Jesus ultimately concludes, 
however, that she is unwilling to repent. She has hardened her heart. 
As a result, judgment must come. In verse 23, Jesus says, “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.”

The purpose of judgment and discipline within the church is puri-
fication. A pure church is a strong church. The more aware we are of 
our weaknesses and hidden areas of sin, the more alert we become 
to sin’s destructive power in our lives. We are better able to arm our-
selves against temptation and to guard ourselves against becoming 
conformed to the dying world around us. We can stand against the tide 
and swim against the current.

The church at Thyatira needed this kind of purification. So do 
many churches in our time. Tragically, there are all too few churches in 
our time that have the courage, conviction, and obedience to Scripture 
to undertake the purifying process of church discipline.

The process of church discipline derives from such passages as 
1 Corinthians 5 and Matthew 18:15-17. It is used on those rare occa-
sions when a church member is engaged in a pattern of behavior that 
is destructive to himself and to the purity of the church. At the top of 
the list of such behavior in 1 Corinthians 5 is sexual immorality, but the 
apostle Paul also includes unethical business practices, idolatry, slan-
der, substance abuse, and thievery as causes for church discipline. 
The motive for biblical church discipline is always two-fold: (1) love 
for the sinner himself, a desire to call him to repentance for his own 
spiritual welfare, and (2) love for the church, a desire to keep it pure, 
undefiled, and distinct from the sinful world around it.

Every church will someday know, says the Lord, that He is the 
one who searches hearts and minds and who repays each according 
to his or her deeds. A church that obediently practices self-purification 
will be repaid according to its good deeds and its purity. A church that 
must be forcibly purified by the Lord will be repaid according to the evil 
which it tolerated and condoned.

What the Lord means when He says that He searches “hearts 
and minds” is that our feelings are important, our deliberate choices 
are important, and each of us will be held responsible for his or her 
choices. We cannot shift the blame for our actions to anyone else. We 
are accountable to God.

Hold On!

Now comes a sensitive and encouraging word in verses 24-25, 
straight from the heart of the Lord to the hearts of those who remain 
faithful amid the corruption of the Thyatiran church.
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Here, for the first time in Revelation, our Lord lays special em-
phasis on His coming. Notice, too, the phrase “Satan’s so-called deep 
secrets.” This indicates that when a church drifts away from its moral 
purity, it invariably drifts toward the things of Satan, toward mystical 
rites and occultic rituals.

Notice how the Lord’s reference to the deep secrets of Satan 
parallels Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 2:10: “The Spirit searches all 
things, even the deep things of God.” It seems that whenever God has 
something good, Satan imitates it. The dark and hidden matters of 
Satan are his twisted imitation of the deep truths in the Word of God.

The Lord’s message of encouragement to the faithful in Thyatira 
is Hold on! “Only hold on to what you have until I come.” He says in 
effect, “Do not let go of the truth. Do not let go of your moral standards. 
It may be difficult to live for Christ in a worldly and corrupt church, but 
remain faithful until I come.”

To those who hold fast until His return, the Lord gives an inspiring 
word of promise in Revelation 2:26-27. The Old Testament quotation 
in these verses is from Psalm 2, and it is a reference to the rule of the 
Messiah in the earthly kingdom called the Millennium.

There is an important distinction here. The “rule” of the Messiah 
during the Millennium should not be confused with His ultimate rule 
over the new heaven and new earth which follows the Millennium. 
Notice that the passage Jesus quotes says, “He will rule them with an 
iron scepter.” Clearly, this is a description of a stern and authoritarian 
mastery. Then, “He will dash them to pieces like pottery,” speaks of 
judgment and the breaking up of evil strongholds. 

In the new heaven and new earth evil will be a thing of the past. 
There will be no rebellious subjects to rule with an iron scepter, no evil 
strongholds to be broken into pieces like pottery. As we shall see in 
later chapters, only righteousness dwells in the new heaven and new 
earth, and there will be nothing there except that which is pure and 
good.

Clearly, then, these verses refer to the earthly kingdom of the 
Millennium, in which the saints will share ruling authority with Christ. 
The Millennium will be a time when righteousness reigns, but it will 
also be a time when judgment must occur, for both sin and death will 
still exist.

The Morning Star

Finally, in Revelation 2:28-29, the Lord gives a beautiful symbol 
to the faithful believers in Thyatira. Have you ever stood outside and 
watched the rising of the morning star? Today we know the morning 
star as the planet Venus, second planet from the sun and the bright-
est object in the night sky. Depending on where it is in its orbital path, 
the morning star can be seen to rise as much as three hours before 
the sun. You must arise early, while it is still dark, while the sky is still 
jet-black. Then when the morning star appears over the horizon with 
its light second only to the moon in nocturnal brilliance, you will under-
stand what an awesome symbol the Lord gives us in this passage.

In the last book of the Old Testament there is a prophecy regard-
ing the return of Jesus Christ in power and glory: “But for you who 
revere my name, the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its 
wings” (Malachi 4:2). When He returns visibly to the earth Jesus will 
be like the noonday sun breaking through the gloom of the dark night 
of the world.

But before the sun rises, the morning star will appear. Later in the 
book of Revelation, Jesus says of Himself, “I am…the bright Morning 
Star” (Revelation 22:16). So what Jesus is saying to the faithful believ-
ers in the corrupt church at Thyatira is that there will be two stages of 
the appearance of the Lord Jesus Christ. First He will appear as the 
morning star, shining brightly before dawn, coming for His own. Then, 
at a later period, He will appear as the shining sun, coming in all His 
power and glory, visible to all the world.

The promise of the morning star is in fact the promise of the Rap-
ture or gathering of the church out of the world—the first such promise 
in the book of Revelation. Jesus will appear to collect all those who 
truly belong to Him, who have been guarded by the Spirit of God from 
the evils of the world around them.

This is not to say that those He takes are utterly sinless. Even 
the most faithful and devoted Christians sometimes fail and sin. The 
visible sign of their faithfulness and devotion, however, is the fact that 
they repent, they turn back to God, and they recover. These are the 
ones whose faith is real. True faith holds on until the end of life.

What an amazing reality awaits us! If you and I hold on until the 
end, we will receive the bright morning star, Jesus Himself. Whether 
we have died or still live when He returns for us, He will gather us 
together to be with Him.

But the story doesn’t end there. We know that soon after the 
morning star rises, the sun will also rise—brilliant, powerful, visible 
to the whole world. Think of it: a new heaven is coming, and a new 
earth—and we will be alive with Jesus to see it!
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 2:18-29.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 2:18-29, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal ap-
plication did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 3:1-6, concentrating on verse 1.

1. What church is being written to in Revelation 3:1?

2. Whose words are being given to the church?

3. Challenge: In lesson one we learned that “the seven spirits of God” refers to the Holy Spirit in all His fullness. Read Revelation 1:20. What 
were the seven stars?

4. a. From Revelation 3:1, what does the church in Sardis have a reputation for?

b. What is actually wrong with this church?

5. What do the following verses say about spiritual death?

Isaiah 59:2

Ephesians 4:18

Colossians 1:21

6. a. As you read in the above verses, sinful mankind is spiritually dead. Read Ephesians 2:4-9. How is a person saved and made spiritually 
alive?
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b. Personal: Have you received eternal life through Jesus Christ? Write Ephesians 2:8-9 inserting your own name.

Third Day: Read Revelation 3:1-6 again, concentrating on verses 1-2.

1. What did the Lord know about them? (Revelation 3:1b)

2. Read Ephesians 2:8-10. According to this we are God’s workmanship. What are we created in Christ Jesus to do? (verse 10)

3. What do the following verses say about a person’s actions or deeds?

1 Samuel 24:13

Matthew 7:15-20

1 John 2:4

1 John 3:10

1 John 3:17

4. Challenge: Read James 2:14-22. We see from Scripture that we are saved by faith, however what we believe is made evident by what we do. 
What does James 2:22 say regarding faith and actions?

5. Personal: Does your life reflect what you believe? Are there any areas of your life that you need to work on? What action can you take this 
week? Ask God to help you.
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Fourth Day: Read Revelation 3:1-6 again, concentrating on verse 2.

1. What is wrong with their deeds?

2. a. Read 1 Corinthians 13:1-3. What are the good gifts a person might have or the good actions a person might do? (This is not a compre-
hensive list.)

b. What is the key ingredient that makes each action or gift worthwhile?

c. Challenge: List what is the negative result of each action or gift that is done without love.

3. Read Romans 5:5. How do we get this type of love?

4. Read 1 John 2:5. How is God’s love made complete in us?

5. Personal: Do you want more and more of God’s love in your life? Write 1 John 2:5a inserting your own name.

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 3:1-6 again, concentrating on verse 3.

1. a. In Revelation 3:2 the believers in Sardis are exhorted to “Wake up!” In verse 3 what are they to remember?

b. What are they to do with what they remember?

2. If they don’t wake up, repent and obey, what will happen?

3. a. Read 1 Thessalonians 5:1-9. How will the day of the Lord come? (verse 2)

b. What will come upon the people who are saying “Peace and safety”? (1 Thessalonians 5:3)

c. Should that day surprise the believer? (1 Thessalonians 5:4)

d. What should be the deeds and attitudes of those who are sons of light? (1 Thessalonians 5:6-8)

e. What did God appoint for the believer in Christ? (1 Thessalonians 5:9)

4. Personal: Are you living as a child of God should? Write 1 Thessalonians 5:8, inserting your own name.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



44 Joy of Living Bible Studies

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 3:1-6 again, concentrating on verses 4-6.

1. a. Although the Lord rebuked the church at Sardis in the previous verses, what does He say about a few of the people in Sardis? (Revelation 
3:4a)

b. What will these be permitted to do? (Revelation 3:4b)

2. a. Read Isaiah 61:10. How does the Lord clothe the believer?

b. Read Romans 3:22-24. How does a person receive this robe of righteousness from the Lord?

c. Personal: Have you put your faith in Jesus Christ and been clothed in His righteousness?

3. a. Why will those in Sardis who “have not soiled their clothes” be allowed to walk in fellowship with the Lord? (Revelation 3:4)

b. What do the following verses say regarding how we should live our lives in this way?

 Ephesians 4:1

 Colossians 1:10

 1 Thessalonians 2:12

4. a. What does 1 John 1:6 say regarding the person who walks in darkness?

b. We cannot continue to walk in sin and still walk with the Lord. Read 1 John 1:9. What must a believer do to have fellowship with the Lord 
restored?

5. a. What benefits will be given to the one who overcomes? (Revelation 3:5)

b. Read 1 John 5:4-5. Who and what overcomes the world?

6. We are made righteous by faith, we overcome by faith. We are then to live a life of righteousness that is worthy of the Lord. How can this be 
done? Read Romans 1:17.

7. Personal: Revelation 3:6 says, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” What has the Lord been speaking to 
your heart about as you studied this week? Share this with your class if you would like to.
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Revelation
Lesson 6

The Church of the Zombies
Revelation 3:1-6 — The Church at Sardis

It was one of the most depressing worship experiences I have 
ever had. I was scheduled to preach in a church in a major city in Aus-
tralia. I had never been to this church before, and I had no idea what 
to expect before I arrived.

The building was old and beautiful, fashioned out of stone and 
stained glass, topped with a sky-scraping spire, furnished with rich-
looking carved pews, altar, and railings. An organ with enormous 
brass pipes filled the sanctuary with rolling swells of music.

The spacious, ornately decorated sanctuary could seat 800 wor-
shipers, but only 35 mostly elderly worshipers were present. The choir 
consisted of seven elderly ladies, led by a woman who tried enthusias-
tically (if unsuccessfully) to coax a joyful noise from the ensemble. The 
organist mechanically played a few hymns, then picked up his sheet 
music and left.

As I awaited my time to preach I was aware that just outside this 
dying church a bustling city went about its business. People streamed 
by along the thoroughfare, totally unaware of—and untouched by—
this church. Those within the church might as well have been worship-
ing inside a tomb. Today, whenever I read the letter to the church at 
Sardis, I am reminded of that tragic, dying congregation in Australia.

Sardis was once one of the greatest cities of the world. It was at 
one time the capital of the ancient kingdom of Lydia, and today its ruins 
can be visited near the city of Izmir, Turkey. In the sixth century b.c., 
Sardis was ruled by a fabulously wealthy king whose name, Croesus, 
became a byword for unimaginable wealth. When I was young, mil-
lionaires were said to be “as rich as Croesus” (a phrase now replaced 
by “as rich as an Arab sheik”).

Sardis was built on a mountain spur about 1500 feet above the 
valley floor. It was regarded as virtually impregnable against military 
assault. Many armies laid siege to Sardis, but only two—the Persians 
and Greeks—ever succeeded. Both victories were achieved by stealth, 
not force, because the overconfident military of Sardis failed to post an 
adequate guard by its “impregnable” walls. Both times, small bands of 
spies climbed the sides of the ravine and entered an unwatched gate. 
So if there is one observation we could draw about the character of 
Sardis, it is that the city possessed a smug, complacent spirit.

Christians in Name Only

The church at Sardis is the least favored of all the seven churches 
addressed by the Lord in Revelation. In Revelation 3:1 He can literally 
find nothing to commend in this church.

Remember that the way the Lord presents Himself to each church 
is a clue to what that particular church needs. In this passage He re-
fers to Himself as the one “who holds the seven spirits of God and the 
seven stars.” These images signify the Holy Spirit in His fullness and 
completeness. What the church at Sardis desperately needed was the 
Spirit, from whom all believers receive life.

They also needed to remember that Jesus is Lord of His church. 
It is not left to mere human beings to set up, run, and govern a church. 
These are the prerogatives of the Lord Himself, and the church at 
Sardis had forgotten this fact.

“I know your deeds,” the Lord says to the church at Sardis. The 
life and character of a church is revealed in its deeds. And the deeds 
of the church in Sardis have been done not to please the Lord but to 
impress people. The church had built up a good reputation, but it was 
really dead and corrupt inside. The members of this church were, for 
the most part, not even believers.

Today we would call the Christians at Sardis “nominal Chris-
tians”—nominal from the root word for name. They were Christians in 
name only. Jesus told them, “You have a reputation [a name] of being 
alive, but you are dead.” This indicates that the church at Sardis was 
made up largely of people who outwardly professed Christ, but who 
possessed no real spiritual life.

Unfortunately, such churches have only grown more numerous 
in our own day. It is churches such as these which have largely cre-
ated a negative image of Christianity in the world today. People see 
the outward profession of Christianity and hear the pious-sounding 
words—but they see no life, no reality, to back it up. Someone once 
described such churches as full of “mild-mannered people, meeting in 
mild-mannered ways, striving to be more mild-mannered.”

The Church of the Walking Dead

As we stand under the hot glare of our Lord’s letter to Sardis we 
have to look honestly within and ask ourselves, “Can anyone tell if we 
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are alive or dead? Am I truly alive—or do I just have a reputation, a 
name, for being alive?”

The Lord’s words to the church at Sardis are blunt and strong: 
“You have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.” What sort of 
image does that conjure up in your mind? I picture a church peopled 
with the walking dead. I picture scenes out of some awful Hollywood 
B-movie with a title like Night of the Living Dead or I Married a Zombie. 
And yet, a church full of zombie-like walking-dead Christians is a thou-
sand times more terrifying to me than any old horror movie. Why? Be-
cause one of those walking corpses could be me. Or it could be you.

The letter to the “First Zombie Church of Sardis” is the most dire 
and somber of the seven. There are serious issues at stake in this 
letter—eternal issues. There was a time when the Sardis church was 
truly alive, quickened by the Spirit of God. The people in the Sardis 
church once served the needy out of a genuine love for Jesus. They 
worshiped out of a heart of devotion to their Lord. As a result, they won 
a reputation for being active and alive.

But as the book of Revelation was being written, the life had de-
parted. A church that had once made an impact on its society had be-
come a corpse—a walking, zombie-like corpse of a church that didn’t 
have sense enough to consent to be buried. It continued to carry out 
its ghastly, hollow pretense of life.

Steps to Recovery

Dr. William Barclay has said, “A church is in danger of death 
when it begins to worship its own past, when it is more concerned 
with forms than with life; when it is more concerned with material than 
it is with spiritual things.” I’ve seen many such churches; perhaps 
you have, too. Churches which exist only as shrines to past glories. 
Churches where “worship” consists of mechanically sung hymns and 
anemic rituals. Churches which celebrate appearances and reputation 
and distinctives rather than a jubilant, buoyant, living relationship with 
the God of the universe.

Notice the differences between Sardis and all the other churches 
addressed in Revelation 2 and 3. Ephesus lacked love, Sardis lacks 
life. In every other church, there is something happening, there is ten-
sion, there is even struggle and conflict. Tension and struggle may be 
unpleasant, but at least they are signs of life. The church in Sardis was 
so devoid of life that it actually had no struggles going on within it.

In this church we find no orthodox Jewish opponents of the 
church, even though there was a large Jewish population in Sardis. 
The Jews ignored the Christians because the Christians of Sardis 
were neutralized, impotent, dead.

There were no false apostles harrying the church at Sardis either. 
There were no Nicolaitans springing up like choking weeds, nor was 
there a seductive false prophetess as in the church at Thyatira. There 
was no struggle, no contending for truth in Sardis. There was only 
death.

What does a dead church need? Can a dead church like Sardis 
be resurrected? Yes—but there is no time to waste.

It’s encouraging to notice that the Lord Jesus is the Lord of all the 
churches—even of the First Zombie Church of Sardis. He doesn’t say, 
“I wash my hands of you.” He says, “You are dead—but I am still your 
Lord, and I will show the way to recovery.” So let’s examine the signs 
of death—and the steps to recovery and resurrection—that Jesus sets 
forth in His letter to the church at Sardis.

Wake Up!

The Lord has a message in verses 2-3 for the church at Sardis—
and for you and me. The message is, “Wake up!” It is an urgent alarm 
for a dead church to rouse itself back to life.

The first need of a church that is dead or near death is to wake up 
to its desperate condition.

The words of Jesus’ message to Sardis are sharp, staccato com-
mands in the original Greek. They are like a slap in the face, a splash 
of cold water, a sniff of spirits of ammonia, a shout, an urgent cry of 
alarm: “Wake up!”

In Ephesians 5:14 Paul says, “Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the 
dead, and Christ will shine on you.” This was the desperate need of 
the church in Sardis: Wake up! Honestly face your failure and spiritual 
dullness! Admit the futility of your self-serving religious activity! Catch 
a whiff of the reeking corruption of your way of life!

As Christians we must not shrink from the convicting words of the 
letter to Sardis. Rather, we must bravely face them and ask ourselves, 
“What has gone wrong with my spiritual life? Why does my worship 
and Christian service seem so dreary? Why does my church seem 
so lifeless and unattractive? Why don’t people want to come?” As in-
dividual Christians and as collective bodies of believers, these are the 
questions that confront us in the letter to the church at Sardis.

“Wake up!” our Lord cries to us in our worldly lethargy and stupor. 
“Wake up now—or you may never wake up!”

Strengthen What Remains

If the first need of the church at Sardis was to rouse itself and 
wake up to its dying condition, the second is to strengthen what re-
mains. Why does Jesus tell the Christians at Sardis to “strengthen 
what remains”? Certainly, the Lord found nothing to commend about 
this church. What, we wonder, was there left at Sardis worth strength-
ening?

But remember in verse 1, Jesus said, “I know your deeds.” 
Clearly the church at Sardis was doing some good deeds, or else it 
wouldn’t have had a reputation (however misplaced) for being “alive.” 
The Christians at Sardis were doing good works, but these works 
were incomplete, unfinished. Their actions were right, but their mo-
tives were wrong. By doing the right things for the wrong reasons they 
robbed their good deeds of power. That is why the Lord says in verse 
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2, “Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found 
your deeds complete in the sight of my God.”

The Christians at Sardis were like so many Christians today—
busy doing good things, but doing them primarily to impress people. 
They were trying to enhance their reputation for being alive. But as 
Jesus warned them, even these good works, as incomplete and false-
ly intentioned as they were, were about to die. Soon the church at 
Sardis would end up bereft of even its flimsy reputation and phony 
good deeds.

“Strengthen what remains,” says Jesus to the Sardis Christians. 
How? By setting their motives aright.

All through the Scriptures we see that God judges not merely 
our actions but the intentions of our hearts. Often, the same activity 
that is done out of love and gratitude toward God can also be done 
for reasons of our own pride and our desire to impress others. God is 
watching not only our behavior but our hearts, monitoring whether we 
are living to please ourselves or to please Him.

Mother Teresa, the Albanian nun who gave her life in service to 
the untouchables of India, once told an interviewer for Time magazine, 
“We try to pray through our work by doing it with Jesus, for Jesus, to 
Jesus. That helps us put our whole heart and soul into doing it. The dy-
ing, the crippled, the mentally ill, the unwanted, the unloved—they are 
Jesus in disguise.” What a powerful motivation for Christian ministry! 
This is the vision the church of Sardis needed to recapture.

Remember, Obey, Repent

So the church at Sardis needed to remember what they had 
heard. Then they needed to obey, and, third, to repent. At this point, 
I have to disagree with that fine Bible translation, the New Interna-
tional Version, and point out that verse 3 should not read, “Remember, 
therefore, what you have received” but rather, “Remember, therefore, 
how you have received and heard; obey it, and repent.”

What they had heard, of course, was the Christian gospel. They 
had heard the story of the life of Jesus, His death upon the cross on 
behalf of sinners, His resurrection, and the new life He offers to all 
who believe in Him. But what Jesus is talking about here is how they 
received it.

What Jesus is referring to is the ministry of the Holy Spirit. Re-
member that Jesus had said He is the one who holds the seven spirits. 
When these people first heard the gospel, they had heard it by the 
Spirit. The Word came to them in the power of the Spirit.

Many years ago I visited a large, well-known Methodist church 
in the Midwest. As I was waiting for the service to start I turned to 
the doctrinal statement in the back of the hymnal, a statement that 
originated with John Wesley, the founder of the Methodist movement. 
This statement came out of the Great Awakening when John Wesley, 
his brother Charles, and their colleague George Whitefield preached 
to thousands in the fields and streets of England.

As I examined that statement of faith, I pondered the fact that 
the gospel preached by the Wesleys and Whitefield was the same 
gospel the church has had for 2,000 years. Yet in the days of the Great 
Awakening the gospel went forth with extraordinary power—the power 
of the Holy Spirit.

As I sat in that sanctuary the service began, hymns were sung, 
creeds were recited, Scripture was read, a sermon was preached. But 
the spirit of that service was cold, formal, and lifeless. I remember 
looking at the doctrinal statement and feeling grateful that the Meth-
odist denomination continued to hold to the creed John Wesley had 
formulated during the world-shaking days of the Great Awakening. 
Yet I was also saddened as I left the sanctuary. For in this particular 
Methodist congregation, the fire was flickering, if it had not gone out 
altogether.

That was many years ago, and perhaps that church has recov-
ered. I hope so. For that church once had a national reputation for 
being alive. Yet the church I visited that morning was spiritually dead.

How do you lay hold of the Spirit and revive a church—or an 
individual—who has become spiritually dead? Many Christians have 
the gospel, but do not seem to have the life-giving presence of the 
Spirit. How do we bring the Spirit’s life back into our lives and our 
churches?

According to this letter from Jesus, there is only one way: Re-
member, obey, and repent! Look at yourself, your wrong outlook, your 
tainted motives. Recognize that all your prideful religious busyness is 
little more than a covering of filthy rags for your poverty and sin. Cast 
yourself upon the grace of the Lord Jesus, believe, and receive His 
grace. Let it take root in your heart, and then He will give you the life 
of the Spirit of God. That is what the Christians in Sardis needed. And 
that is what you and I need today as well.

Recover Your Hope

The fourth thing they needed at Sardis was to recover the hope 
of the Lord’s return. “If you do not wake up,” says the Lord, “I will come 
like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you.” The 
hope of the Lord’s return is alluded to many times throughout the New 
Testament and particularly in the book of Revelation. But Sardis had 
lost its expectation of that coming.

Some friends of mine live in a two-story house, with bedrooms 
upstairs. One morning they came downstairs to find that while they 
had slept peacefully in their beds upstairs a thief had been very busy 
downstairs. Their silverware and many other costly items and furnish-
ings had been stolen. They had heard nothing, because a thief never 
knocks, never rings the doorbell, never announces his presence. He 
enters silently, takes what he wants, then disappears again.

The Lord says that is what His coming again will be like—not 
His visible coming when He appears to establish His kingdom, when 
every eye will see Him, as described in Revelation 1:7. Rather, what 
Jesus describes here is the coming He mentioned in His great Olivet 
discourse in Matthew 24:43. There He says He will come suddenly, 
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without warning, like a thief who comes to steal treasure in the night. 
That is how the parousia, the coming of the Lord for His church, will 
begin. He will take His true church suddenly out of the world. It will 
disappear from the world’s sight.

Paul describes this event in 1 Corinthians 15:51-52, the great 
resurrection chapter, when he says, “Listen, I tell you a mystery: We 
will not all sleep [i.e., die], but we will all be changed—in a flash, in 
the twinkling of an eye.” That is the dynamic hope of the church. The 
church is the great unrecognized treasure of the world, but the Lord 
will one day come as a thief and take it to Himself. That is what theo-
logians have called the Rapture of the church (though departure of the 
church might be a better term).

The church at Sardis desperately needed to focus upon this ele-
vating, emboldening, encouraging hope. Without this hope, the church 
was dead.

Those Who Overcome

In Sardis-like “dead” churches, there are usually a few faithful 
believers. It is to these faithful few that the Lord delivers a special 
promise in Revelation 3:4-6.

White garments are always a symbol of redemption in Scripture. 
In Revelation 7:14, we will read of a great multitude who emerge from 
the great Tribulation, and who have “washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb.” Clearly, white garments are a 
sign of being redeemed and saved by the grace of God. Remember 
the words of the Lord in Isaiah 1:18—“Though your sins are like scar-
let, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as crimson, 
they shall be like wool.”

In Sardis, and in other dead churches, there are usually a few 
believers who walk with Jesus, dressed in white. God calls them “wor-
thy”—not for any works of righteousness they have done, but because 
they are covered by the righteousness of Jesus.

These, then, are the models for those in the church who wish to 
be “overcomers,” as mentioned in verse 5. And to these believers, the 
Lord promises three things:

1. They will be dressed in white, the righteousness of Jesus.

2. Their names will not be blotted out of the Book of Life.

3. Jesus will acknowledge them before His Father and the angels.

Here, the Lord calms the fears of the redeemed. To anyone who 
worries that he might lose his salvation and the grace of God, Jesus 
says, in effect, “Those who place their trust in me rather than in their 
own efforts, those who are covered by my righteousness, can never 
be blotted out of the Book of Life. Their names are written in indelible 
ink and sealed with the seal of my own promise.”

I recall, as a young pastor, visiting a much beloved and respected 
Presbyterian pastor in the San Francisco Bay area of California. He 
was a godly man in his 90s. When I sat down to visit with him, I found 
he was deeply troubled by the fact that he was nearing the end of his 

life. He wondered if he was really a Christian after all. Older people are 
often troubled by such doubts. Our Lord knows that, so He gives us 
these reassuring words in Revelation, “I will never blot out his [your] 
name from the book of life.”

That word never in the original text is the strongest negative pos-
sible in the Greek language. To convey the true force of this word the 
passage should actually be rendered, “I will never, ever, under any 
circumstances, blot out your name from the Book of Life!” Added to 
that, these words should be underlined, italicized and set in headline-
size type! That’s how total and all-encompassing this wonderful reas-
surance truly is.

And when, in eternity, the book of our lives is opened, and every-
thing we have done in our earthly lives comes spilling out—the good, 
the bad, and the ugly—Jesus will be there to acknowledge us before 
the Father and the angels. “None of that matters,” He will say. “This 
one is covered by my blood, my righteousness. This one wears white 
garments. This one is mine.” That is what Jesus promised in Mat-
thew 10, and that is what He promises to those who remain faithful in 
Sardis—and to those who remain faithful today.

Church attendance is good, but church attendance won’t save 
you. Church membership is good, but church membership won’t save 
you. Giving money to the church is good, but giving won’t save you. 
Activity in the church—teaching, serving, leading, witnessing—all of 
this is good, but being active in the church won’t save you.

You can only be saved when you repent of your self-reliance and 
self-will and self-centered pride. You can only be saved when you 
place your trust in the One who settled it all for you on the cross.

We who have ears to hear, let us hear what the Spirit says to the 
First Zombie Church of Sardis—and to us.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 3:1-6.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 3:1-6, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal applica-
tion did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 3:7-13, concentrating on verse 7.

1. What church is being written to in Revelation 3:7? Find this on map B on page 8.

2. Whose words are being given to this church?

3. What does Revelation 3:7 say regarding His ability to open and shut?

4. Webster defines sovereign as “possessed of supreme power.” What do each of the following verses say regarding God’s sovereignty?

Psalm 33:10-11

Proverbs 19:21

Daniel 4:35

5. Personal: God is sovereign, possessing supreme power. What He opens no one can shut and what He shuts no one can open, yet He allows 
each person to choose whether to open the door of their heart to serve Him. Read Joshua 24:15. Have you opened your heart to Him and 
made the choice to serve the Lord? If so, write the last sentence of the verse inserting your own name.
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Third Day: Read Revelation 3:7-13 again, concentrating on verse 8.

1. Again the Lord states that He is aware of their deeds. Does this church have any strength?

2. How does the Lord commend this church in Revelation 3:8?

3. What has the Lord set before them?

4. The Apostle Paul is speaking in the following verses. What doors were opened for him?

1 Corinthians 16:8-9

2 Corinthians 2:12

Colossians 4:3

5. a. Keeping God’s Word and not denying His name were the keys to having the door of ministry opened for the church in Philadelphia. What 
does James 1:25 say we must do so that our deeds will be blessed of the Lord?

b. Personal: If you are keeping God’s Word and acknowledging Him as Lord, He will open doors of ministry for you, too. What are some of 
the opportunities God has given you to share His love with others?

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 3:7-13 again, concentrating on verse 9.

1. What synagogue was in the city of Philadelphia?

2. a. Read John 8:37-44 where Jesus is speaking to the Pharisees. The Pharisees were an influential group of Jewish leaders. They tried to 
live in strict accordance with Jewish law and tradition, and to make all other Jews conform to their standards. Whose physical descendants 
were the Pharisees? (John 8:37)

b. Who does Jesus say is their real father in John 8:44?

c. Challenge: Describe the devil from John 8:44.
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3. a. Do these members of the synagogue of Satan tell the truth? (Revelation 3:9)

b. Challenge: How does the statement in Revelation 3:9 correspond to John 8:37-44?

4. So many people, including believers, see no harm in lying. They use the term “little white lie.” What type of people does God group liars with 
in Revelation 21:8?

5. What do the following verses say to the believer about telling the truth?

Ephesians 4:25

Colossians 3:9

6. Personal: Perhaps you’ve lied to someone. Is there a way you can make it right? Will you write a prayer of commitment asking God to help 
you always speak the truth in love?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 3:7-13 again, concentrating on verses 9-10.

1. What does the Lord say He will do for this church in Revelation 3:9?

2. All too often the world looks upon Christians as if we are nothing, and as though we don’t know the truth, yet God Himself will vindicate us— it 
will be known how very much He loves us. Read Ephesians 5:2,25 and John 15:13 and describe how great God’s love is for us.

3. In Revelation 3:10, what will be this church be kept from?

4. a. Read Matthew 24:3-22. From verses 21-22, what will that time be like?

b. Challenge: What comparison do you see between Revelation 3:10 and Matthew 24:13?

5. Personal: Sometimes God keeps us from difficult times, but at other times He allows us to go through them. He promises to give us the grace 
and ability to go through whatever comes our way. Read 1 Corinthians 10:13 and 2 Corinthians 12:9. What encouragement do you receive 
from these verses?
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Sixth Day: Read Revelation 3:7-13 again, concentrating on verses 11-13.

1. a. What promise does Jesus give this church in Revelation 3:11a?

b. In lesson 1 we discussed how God’s view of time is different than ours. How do the following verses help you understand Jesus’ promise 
in Revelation 3:11a?

 Psalm 90:4

 2 Peter 3:8-10

2. a. What does He exhort them to do in Revelation 3:11b and why?

b. Go back and read Revelation 3:8 again. What is it that they have and how is it expressed in their life?

3. How does Hebrews 2:1 express a caution similar to the one in Revelation 3:11?

4. Our walk with the Lord is not something to be taken lightly— we must not become complacent. From the following verses, what action can we 
take to help make certain we keep His Word, don’t deny His name, or drift from the truth?

Psalm 37:31

Psalm 119:11

5. a. A name symbolizes the character of a person or what a person does. As a person’s character or position is changed, God often changes 
his/her name (see Genesis 17:5,15; 32:28 for examples). From Revelation 3:12, what are the new names that will be written on the one 
who overcomes?

b. Challenge: How does 1 John 3:2 help you understand the new names that will be written on the one who overcomes?

6. Personal: Revelation 3:13 again exhorts us to listen to what the Holy Spirit is saying to the churches. What has God been speaking to you 
about through the Scriptures this week? What will you do about it?
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The Little Church That Tried
Revelation 3:7-13 — The Church at Philadelphia

Most people know that the name Philadelphia means “brotherly 
love.” The biblical Philadelphia was located about 28 miles southeast 
of Sardis. It was founded about 150 b.c. by King Attallus Philadelphus 
of Pergamum. King Attallus was noted for the great affection and ad-
miration he had for his brother Eumenes, and the city of Philadelphia 
was named in his honor.

In a.d. 17, Philadelphia was devastated by a massive earthquake, 
and it continued to be jolted by serious aftershocks for years afterward. 
Many were killed and injured in this lengthy “season” of earth tremors. 
The Roman emperor Tiberius Caesar helped Philadelphia rebuild af-
ter the earthquake. In gratitude to him, the city changed its name to 
Neocaesarea (meaning “New Caesar”). The history of this city and 
the suffering the Philadelphian people endured during the years of 
earth tremors are important to understanding the Lord’s message to 
the church in Philadelphia.

No Complaints

The church in Philadelphia is unique among the seven churches 
in that it is the only church against which the Lord registers no com-
plaint—not one. Here is a church that delights the Lord! As we take 
a close look at the Lord’s message to the believers in Philadelphia, 
notice the unusual way He addresses this church in Revelation 3:7, as 
compared with the other six churches of Revelation.

In all the letters except this one, the Lord vividly describes Him-
self, using symbols from John’s first vision of Him in Revelation 1. In 
this letter, however, Jesus makes no reference to that vision. Instead, 
He uses other titles to describe Himself. First He tells the Philadelphian 
believers who He is. He says He is the one who is holy. That means 
He is morally perfect and His character is without flaw. He also says 
He is the one who is true. That means He is genuine, objective reality, 
the one who is behind all that truly exists. That is who Jesus is.

Jesus also tells the Philadelphian believers what He does. He 
“holds the key of David.” This is a reference to an incident in Isaiah 22. 
In the days of King Hezekiah there was a palace courtier named Sheb-
na. He dishonestly used the power of his position to enrich himself. So 
the Lord pronounced judgment on Shebna, declaring that he would be 
sent to die in disgrace in Babylon and that a godly man named Eliakim 

would take his place. The words of the Lord in Revelation 3:7 are an 
echo of the prophecy of the Lord upon Eliakim in Isaiah 22:22—“I will 
place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no 
one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.”

When the Lord, in His letter to the Philadelphian church, applies 
these same words to Himself, He is saying that His will cannot be op-
posed. He governs all events in the history of this planet. He will open 
some doors and close others. The doors He opens will remain open. 
The doors He closes are inalterably locked. No power on earth can 
contravene what He has determined.

A Church with a Little Power

The Lord then tells the Philadelphian church in Revelation 3:8 
how He will use His power to open and close doors. At this point I have 
to make a correction to the New International Version’s text: “I know 
that you have little strength.” This is not what the Greek text says. The 
NIV takes one continuous thought and breaks it in two, which I think 
is unfortunate. I believe a more faithful rendering of this entire thought 
would be: “I have placed before you an open door that no one can 
shut because you have a little power and have kept my word and not 
denied my name.”

There is a cause-and-effect principle at work here. The Lord 
opened a door for the Philadelphian church because this church had 
fulfilled certain conditions: because they had “a little power,” because 
they had kept the word of the Lord, and because they had not denied 
His name. When a church fulfills these conditions, a door for ministry 
is always opened.

The Philadelphian church had “a little power”—that is, it had dis-
covered to some degree the power of the Spirit. This is the kind of 
power that comes from faith, from expecting God to act. The Phila-
delphian church was comprised of people who sensed that God could 
act in human events, and they looked for an opportunity, a way to 
respond, a door for ministry and service and evangelism to the world 
around them. They sought to bring others through that open door and 
into a rich and fulfilling relationship with Jesus Christ.

In Ephesians 2:10 the apostle Paul says, “For we are God’s 
workmanship [also translated masterpiece], created in Christ Jesus to 
do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (italics 
added). That is why you have been made and saved by Jesus Christ: 
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to do good works, works of help, mercy, kindness, witness, love, com-
fort, counsel, and strength.

Then notice that Paul adds the phrase, “which God prepared in 
advance for us to do” (italics added). God in His foreknowledge and 
His love has made us and prepared for us the opportunity of doing 
works of love and service to others. When you are confronted with a 
need—from a child with a skinned knee to a neighbor who has just lost 
a spouse to a friend dying of cancer—you may feel that you have an 
insignificant role to play. But as you respond to that need it becomes 
an open door through which ministry—God’s ministry, through the 
power of His Spirit—may flow. As you continue responding to such 
opportunities, you will be challenged, encouraged, and blessed, and 
the lives of those all around you will be changed.

The Lord does not say to the believers in Philadelphia, “You are 
weak,” or, “You are powerless.” Rather, He says, “You have a little 
power.” He is stressing that the Philadelphian believers have untapped 
potential for doing good works. Each of us in the body of Christ has 
been given spiritual gifts, and the responsibility to use those gifts to 
bless others and meet human needs. Yet how few of us really exercise 
our spiritual gifts as God truly intended!

The presence of the Holy Spirit has been promised to every be-
liever without any conditions whatsoever. But the power of the Spirit 
is given only to those believers who actively choose to keep His Word 
and not deny His name.

God always plants His Word at the heart of His church. A church 
that is faithful and pleasing to God is a church that preaches, teaches, 
studies, knows, and lives out His Word. The Word of God is not just for 
pastors or elders or Sunday school teachers. Every individual believer 
in the church is to know and obey God’s Word.

Beyond the Word of the Lord stands the Lord Himself. The Word 
points us to the reality of a relationship with God Himself. That is why 
Jesus commended the Philadelphians not only for keeping His Word 
but for being faithful to His name. It is the Word of God that enables us 
to know the character of Jesus, to have fellowship with Him, to build 
His character into our own lives. His name is to be the identifying mark 
upon our lives. As non-Christians watch us live out our faith amid the 
stress and pressure of the real world, they are to see the imprint of 
the name of Jesus in all that we do. When Jesus is present with us 
throughout each day, and when our lives serve to reflect the life and 
character of Christ, then doors of ministry open before us.

The Synagogue of Satan

In Revelation 3:9 we find the Lord’s promise that He will use His 
power to subdue the enemies of the Philadelphian believers. Their en-
emies will respect the Philadelphian church and openly acknowledge 
God’s blessing upon them.

As in the letter to Smyrna, “synagogue of Satan” refers to those 
Jews who claim to be spiritual descendants of Abraham, yet who per-
secute Christians and reject the truth. Though they are physically de-
scended from Abraham, their attitude is far removed from Abraham’s 

faith. During His earthly ministry the Lord Jesus repeatedly opposed 
the “synagogue of Satan,” the spiritually arrogant scribes and Phari-
sees who claimed to be Abraham’s children. Jesus’ message to them 
was harsh but true: “You belong to your father, the devil” (John 8:44).

The church in Philadelphia, like most churches of that early era, 
was composed largely of Jews who had converted to Christianity. So 
the hostile Jews of the “synagogue of Satan” were actually persecut-
ing other Jews—converted Jews—because of their beliefs. In His let-
ter, Jesus reassures the mostly-Jewish Christians at Philadelphia, “I 
will make [those Jews who persecute you]… fall down at your feet and 
acknowledge that I have loved you.”

How? The anti-Christian Jews will see the church respond to their 
opposition with love, courage, and an intimate knowledge of God—a 
knowledge these nonbelieving Jews do not possess, even though they 
have the Scriptures. Their hearts will be changed as the Christians of 
Philadelphia exhibit the results of a special and supernatural relation-
ship with the living Christ.

Today, Jews are far more persecuted than persecutors. The 
plague of anti-Semitism continues to threaten the Jews worldwide, 
and the nation of Israel continues to survive while encircled by en-
emies. But though there is no Jewish oppression of the church today 
as there was in the first century, there are many Jews who harbor 
deep resentment against Christians. This resentment is rooted in the 
fact that many past persecutions of Jews were carried out by so-called 
“Christians.”

I have a friend named Tuvya Zaretsky. He is Jewish, and as a 
child was raised to distrust Christians and to hate the Christian gospel. 
The name of Jesus was anathema to him. The very subject of Christi-
anity filled him with an intense loathing and anger.

Today, however, Tuvya Zaretsky is a changed man, a devoted 
Christian who is always eager to share his faith in Jesus Christ. He 
now works with Jews for Jesus in San Francisco. What made the dif-
ference? His heart was changed by the loving, caring example of gen-
uine Christians, living out the Word of God and the lifestyle of Jesus. 
At a crucial point in his life he met some Christ-like people who were 
willing to minister to him, listen to him without judging or arguing, and 
accept him despite his anger and hostility. Gently and gradually they 
loved my friend Tuvya into the kingdom of God.

As we live out the lifestyle of Jesus under the authority of God’s 
Word the Lord opens doors of ministry even among those who are 
hostile and unreceptive to our message.

A Triumphant Promise

The Lord now gives the Philadelphian church a word of amazing 
encouragement and promise in Revelation 3:10. Here is a clear refer-
ence to what Jesus, in Matthew 24:21, called “the great distress.” It 
will be a time of worldwide upheaval the like of which has never been 
known in human history. There will be slaughter, atrocity, terror, and 
panic on a scale that beggars our ability to imagine.
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The Great Tribulation is coming, the Lord says, “to test those who 
live on the earth.” This phrase is widely misunderstood to refer to all 
those who are residents of the planet. But no, “those who live on the 
earth” are metaphorically those who live as though this life is all there 
is, who have their minds set upon the things of the earth, who are 
materialistically minded.

The amazing promise of verse 10 is that the church will be deliv-
ered from that hour of trial. “I will also keep you from the hour of trial 
that is going to come upon the whole world,” says the Lord. So the 
church will be kept from the time of trial, caught up and removed even 
before the Great Tribulation begins. This is the promise of the depar-
ture of the church, which Paul describes so beautifully in 1 Thessalo-
nians 4:16-17: “For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with 
a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet 
call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are 
still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds 
to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.” 
And as we shall see, there are many signs which indicate that the ful-
fillment of this wonderful promise may be very close at hand today.

Coming Soon

Two thousand years ago, our Lord Jesus left this planet. He made 
a promise to return. His promise is a part of our history, and His return 
is our future hope. What a tremendous promise in Revelation 3:11, so 
simply stated! “I am coming soon.”

Hearing this promise, many people ask, “How can Jesus say 
that? This letter was written 2,000 years ago. The church has been 
expecting Him ever since. He still has not come. How can He say, ‘I 
am coming soon’?”

The answer is to see this promise in its proper context. The Lord 
has just referred to “the hour of trial,” the Great Tribulation. In His 
Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24, He vividly depicts that time as the 
most terrible upheaval in the history of the planet. He describes a dark-
ened sun, the moon not giving its light, stars seeming to fall from the 
heavens, and men’s hearts failing as they look in fear on the things 
coming to pass upon the earth. It is in relationship to that event that 
Jesus says He is coming soon. As that event draws near, His coming 
will be even sooner.

As world events grow more tense, violent, and climactic, we need 
to hear again the Lord’s promise that He is coming soon. As the atten-
tion of the entire world grows continually more focused on events in 
Israel and the Middle East we should focus our attention on the Lord’s 
reassuring promise. He Himself said, “When these things begin to take 
place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is 
drawing near” (Luke 21:28).

In view of the Lord’s promise to return soon, a question logically 
occurs to us: “How should we then live? What should our lives be like 
as we expectantly wait for the Lord’s return?” To this, Jesus replies: 
“Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown.” As 
times get harder, it becomes increasingly more difficult to be a Chris-

tian. As the world becomes more and more hostile to Jesus and the 
people who bear His name, as it casts off Christian values and plunges 
headlong toward moral and spiritual destruction, there will be increas-
ing pressures on us to compromise. We will find ourselves tempted to 
let go of what we have, to lose our grip on God’s Word, to deny the 
Lord’s name, to yield to worldly desires and ambitions.

Amid these temptations the Lord says, in effect, “Hold on to what 
you have. Don’t allow the desire for status, for prestige, for material 
possessions, for wealth, for self-gratification to become central in your 
thinking. Don’t let anyone take your crown.” Now, the Lord is not re-
ferring here to a loss of salvation. The “crown” is a symbol of God’s 
eternal reward—although not in the sense that we usually think of a 
reward. This reward from God is not like a paycheck, a bigger mansion 
in heaven, a plaque or a trophy, or a pat on the back. This reward is 
profoundly more than any of our paltry, earthbound conceptions of “re-
wards” could match. The reward, the crown, is the opportunity for even 
greater service for God! It is the privilege of knowing God and being 
given opportunity to serve Him both now and in the eternal ages!

This is the truth Paul teaches in 1 Corinthians 3:12-15 when he 
speaks of Jesus as the foundation which is laid in the hearts of believ-
ers, upon which we build by our service. As Paul explains it, though 
the person is saved, the crown of greater opportunity to serve Jesus 
might be lost. Perhaps the most painful tragedy of all, in the long view 
of eternity, would be the loss of the opportunity to demonstrate our 
love and gratitude to Jesus for all He has done for us. Do not let that 
opportunity slip away, says the Lord. Do not let anybody take that 
crown away from you.

Pillars in the Temple

The people of Philadelphia knew what it was like to be shaken by 
an earthquake. The city had been leveled by a massive quake in a.d. 
17, and the rubble continued to be shaken by severe aftershocks for 
years afterward. Every time one of these massive aftershocks struck, 
the people were forced to flee the city and run into the countryside.

But in verse 12, Jesus promises the Philadelphian believers a 
temple which will not be shaken and from which they will never have 
to flee. “Him who overcomes,” says the Lord, “I will make a pillar in the 
temple of my God. Never again will he leave it.”

A pillar is a symbol of strength and permanence.  Our Lord prom-
ises those who overcome, those who hold on to what they have, a 
position of strength and permanence in the life to come. They will be 
pillars of strength in the imperishable, unshakeable temple of God.

In Galatians, the apostle Paul refers to fellow apostles Peter, 
James, and John as “pillars” of the church (Galatians 2:9). The church 
rested on them, and they supported the church, imparting guidance 
and knowledge through the apostolic gift that was given them by the 
Holy Spirit. In His letter to the believers at Philadelphia, Jesus prom-
ises that ordinary believers like you and me can become pillars in the 
everlasting temple of God!
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This must have been a profoundly reassuring promise to the 
believers in Philadelphia, who remembered the terror of earthquake 
tremors. “When you labor for me,” Jesus said in effect, “you will be 
planted firmly in a stable place, the dwelling place of God, and you will 
never have to flee from that place.” What a picture of security, serenity, 
and strength!

Three New Names

Finally, Jesus promises, “I will write on him the name of my God 
and the name of the city of my God… and I will also write on him 
my new name.” The overcomer will receive the imprint of three new 
names!

The first is “the name of my God.” This is a promise that believers 
will be made godlike. The average person, hearing the word godlike, 
probably pictures a man with superhuman power, able to hurl thunder-
bolts, create planets, or reverse the flow of time. But that is not what 
godlikeness is about at all. That is a description of what it would be like 
to be Superman, not God.

The Bible instructs us to be godly, and godliness is merely a 
shortened form of the word godlikeness. The purpose of the Spirit in 
our lives is to make us godly or godlike—not in terms of God’s power, 
but in terms of His character. If you are growing and maturing as a 
Christian, each passing year ought to bring more evidence that you 
have become a little more like Jesus Christ—a little more patient, 
compassionate, understanding, and sound in judgment. You should 
become more godlike, more Christ-like.

That is the Lord’s promise to the Philadelphian Christians, and to 
you and me: the name of God, which symbolizes His character, will be 
written upon our lives. We will be godlike in our spirit and attributes.

Second, Jesus says, “I will write on him… the name of the city of 
my God.” This city is the New Jerusalem, which will come down from 
heaven “as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband” (Revelation 
21:2). Think back to every wedding you have ever been to and that 
one magical moment when everyone stands and turns to catch the 
first glimpse of the bride as she steps down the aisle. That kind of 
admiring, awestruck wonder is what the New Jerusalem will inspire at 
its appearance.

The image of the bride also captures the sense of loving sweet-
ness, affection, longing, and intimacy that surrounds a bride and 
groom. The earth is just a waystation on the road to our real home 
in this beautiful city of God, and we long to be there, in the presence 
of God, just as a husband longs to be home in the presence of his 
bride.

Finally, says Jesus, “I will also write on him my new name.” This 
verse refers to Revelation 19:12, where we are told that when Jesus 
appears He will have that new name written upon Him, but it is a name 
that no man knows. However, we do know that when the Lord gives a 
new name, it is a descriptive name, a name which befits the character 
of the object that is named.

Before Jesus was born, an angel appeared to Joseph and told 
him that Mary would bring forth a son, “and you are to give him the 
name Jesus.” Why? “Because he will save his people from their sins” 
(Matthew 1:21). Jesus is a name which speaks of the Lord’s redemp-
tive ministry. It means “Yahweh [the Lord] saves.”

At the end of time, when the work of redemption is finished, when 
we are all home in glory with Him and God’s work of saving and re-
deeming us has been accomplished, Jesus will be given a new work 
to do. No one knows what it is. No one knows what His new name will 
be. But whatever this new role, whatever this new name, the church 
is promised a share in those vast new labors! In the new heaven and 
the new earth, human redemption will be accomplished—but a new 
adventure awaits the Lord Jesus and all those who have placed their 
trust in Him.

The Lord concludes this letter as He concludes all seven letters to 
the seven churches of Asia. He impresses upon us the fact that these 
letters spell out our future destiny: “He who has an ear, let him hear 
what the Spirit says to the churches.”

The Philadelphia church was a little church with a little power, a 
little church that tried, a church against which the Lord had no com-
plaint. Do we hear what the Spirit says to this church? Are we heeding 
its example? Are we holding on to what we have, obeying the Word 
of God, remaining faithful to the name of Jesus, guarding our eternal 
crown?

May it be said of your life and mine that we, like the believers in 
Philadelphia, are Christians who truly delight our Lord!
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 3:7-13.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 3:7-13, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal applica-
tion did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 3:14-22 concentrating on verse 14.

1. Which church is being written to in Revelation 3:14-22? Find this city on map B on page 8.

2. Whose words are being spoken to the church according to Revelation 3:14?

3. We use the word “Amen” when we want to express agreement with a statement (such as a prayer). When Jesus used it, it indicated something 
extremely important and utterly true. “Amen” is the last word, the mark of trustworthiness, the imprimatur of truth. How does Hebrews 1:1-2a 
express that Jesus is the “Amen,” God’s final word to us?

4. a. What type of witness is the Lord? (see Revelation 3:14)

b. Challenge: Read John 12:49-50. Was Jesus faithful in speaking the Father’s words?

c. Read John 18:37. What did Jesus come to testify to or bear witness of?

5. What do the following verses say regarding our sharing of God’s truth with others?

Acts 1:8

1 Peter 3:15
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6. Personal: Are you sharing with others the good news of God’s love for us expressed through Jesus Christ? Is there someone you could share 
with this week? Think of a way you can share with gentleness and respect.

Third Day: Read Revelation 3:14-22 again, concentrating on verse 14.

1. The words that are being spoken to the Laodicean church are from the ruler of what?

2. What do the following verses say regarding who is the creator, ruler and head of all things?

John 1:1-3,14

Hebrews 1:1-2, focusing on 2b

Hebrews 1:8-10

Colossians 1:15-18

3. The Lord is not merely the origin of the old creation, the physical universe in which we live. More than that, Jesus Christ is the source of God’s 
new creation as well (see Revelation 21). What does 2 Corinthians 5:17 say about the person who is in Christ?

4. Have you been born again and become a new creation in Christ? (If not, why don’t you do it now?) How does it make you feel knowing that 
the old has gone and the new has come? What meaning or hope does this bring to your life?

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 3:14-22 again, concentrating on verses 15-17.

1. As with previous churches, the Lord says He knows their deeds. What is wrong with this church? (verse 15a)

2. How does the Lord feel about their spiritual state? (verses 15b-16)

3. a. What do the Laodiceans believe about themselves? (verse 17a)

b. What does the Lord say is their true condition? (verse 17b)
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4. Challenge: Read Luke 12:15-21. What does the Lord call the person who is wrapped up in the things of this life rather than being rich toward 
God?

5. In Mark 4 Jesus tells a parable. Describe the seed sown among thorns from the parable in verses 3-8 and Jesus’ interpretation in verses 14-
20. How might this be compared to the Laodicean church?

6. a. Read Matthew 6:19-21. Where will a person’s heart be?

b. Personal: Think about it a moment. Where is your heart? What is your treasure, the most important thing in your life?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 3:14-22 again, concentrating on verse 18.

1. What does the Lord counsel the Laodiceans to do in verse 18?

2. What do the following verses say regarding our faith?

1 Peter 1:7

James 2:5

3. Read Isaiah 61:10 and Philippians 3:9. What robes will the Lord clothe us in and how do we receive this clothing?

4. “See” in Revelation 3:18 refers to perceiving or understanding. What does 1 Corinthians 2:14 say regarding the truths from the Spirit of 
God?
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5. In light of the Scriptures you read in questions 2-4, what is the Lord Jesus telling the Laodicean church that they need from Him?

6. Personal: Are you rich in faith, clothed with the righteousness of Jesus Christ, and seeing and understanding the things of God because the 
Holy Spirit dwells in you? If you would like to, write a prayer or a psalm of praise thanking God for these great blessings.

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 3:14-22 again, concentrating on verses 19-22.

1. a. What does the Lord do for those He loves? (verse 19a)

b. Challenge: Read Hebrews 12:5-11. What are the benefits of God’s discipline?

c. From Revelation 3:19b, what response to His discipline is the Lord asking us to have?

2. a. What is the Lord doing in verse 20a?

b. If a person hears His voice and opens the door what will the Lord do? (verse 20b)

c. Eating together symbolizes fellowship. What else will happen when we open the door of our heart and receive the Lord? Read John 1:12-
13.

3. What does Revelation 3:21 say will be given to the one that overcomes?

4. a. Read 1 John 5:4. Who overcomes the world?

b. Personal: As you move on in your life, and as you continue this study, make certain that you are a child of God by faith in what Jesus Christ 
did on the cross for you (paid the price for your sins). If you are a child of God by faith, write Galatians 3:26 inserting your own name.
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Revelation
Lesson 8

The Rich/Poor Church
Revelation 3:14-22

In the seventh and final letter to the churches, the Lord compares 
the church in the city of Laodicea to a plate of lukewarm food—a dis-
agreeable and unsavory description to say the least. The Lord’s mes-
sage to the Laodicean Christians is tough and confrontational. This let-
ter, like the previous six letters, was written to Christians and churches 
of every century, including our own. The Laodicean letter is meant for 
all lukewarm Christians—and perhaps its target includes you and me.

The city of Laodicea was located about 100 miles directly east of 
Ephesus. It was part of a tri-city area, closely associated with Colosse 
(to which Paul’s letter to the Colossians was written) and Hierapolis. 
Laodicea was famous throughout the Roman province of Asia as a 
center of wealth, or bustling commercial activity, and of the medical 
profession. It was the most prosperous of the seven cities of Revela-
tion.

Many large, beautiful homes were built in Laodicea, the ruins of 
which can still be visited. Some of those expensive homes were prob-
ably owned by Christians. A textile and clothing industry flourished 
in Laodicea. A special breed of black sheep was raised in the area, 
producing a highly prized, glossy, black wool. The city was also known 
for its eye salve, produced by the medical school of Phrygia located 
there.

As a center of wealth, commerce, and medicine, Laodicea was a 
kind of first-century Bank of America, Macy’s, and Mayo Clinic rolled 
into one. An understanding of the social and economic setting of the 
church in Laodicea will help to explain some of the references we find 
in this letter.

The Amen

As in all the previous letters, our Lord introduces Himself in verse 
14 in words that have deep significance. The first noteworthy thing the 
Lord says is that He is the “Amen.” This is a familiar word to all Chris-
tians, though perhaps it is not so familiar in this particular usage. We 
are used to hearing or saying Amen at the close of a prayer or when 
we want to express our agreement with a meaningful statement. It is a 
word that means “so be it” or “truly.”

“Amen” is a word that Jesus used frequently, although we may 
not be aware of this fact from reading English translations of the four 
Gospels. If you read through the words of Jesus you will frequently 
encounter the phrase, “I tell you the truth…” In the original language 
of the New Testament, what Jesus says is, “Amen, amen, I tell you…” 
He used this phrase to underscore to His listeners that what He was 
about to say was extremely important and utterly true. So when you 
encounter this phrase in the conversations and discourses of Jesus 
pay close attention to the important truth He is sharing.

“Amen” is the last word, the mark of trustworthiness, the impri-
matur of truth. So it is only fitting that this word applies to Jesus, who 
is the final Word and who is the embodiment of truth. The book of He-
brews begins by declaring, “In the past God spoke to our forefathers 
through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these 
last days he has spoken to us by his Son.” The word of Jesus is the 
last word, the reliable truth, the Amen. Anyone who would claim to give 
revelation beyond the word Jesus has already given is not giving us a 
new truth but is departing from the final truth, the Amen, that has been 
spoken to us in the person of Jesus Christ.

God’s New Creation

Second, the Lord calls Himself “the faithful and true witness.” He 
has emphasized His truthfulness in previous letters, but here He adds 
the word “faithful” to stress the fact that He not only tells the truth, 
but He tells the hard truth. He faithfully, plainly, clearly reveals to the 
church everything that the church needs to understand. Because of 
the confrontational nature of this letter, the Lord wants the Laodicean 
church to be very much aware of the truthful and faithful side of His 
nature.

The next phrase, “the ruler of God’s creation,” is in my view a mis-
translation. It should actually read “the beginning of God’s creation.” It 
is the same Greek word we find in John 1:1, which reads, “In the be-
ginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God.” Two verses later, John amplifies this thought, saying, “Through 
him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has 
been made.” Jesus is not merely the ruler but the origin, the source, 
the beginning of God’s creation.

Note, too, that the Lord does not use the word “creation” merely 
to refer to the old creation, the physical universe in which we live, 
including the great galaxies of space, the planets, the sun, and the 
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earth itself. More than that, Jesus is the source of God’s new creation 
as well. In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul writes, “If anyone is in Christ, he is 
a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” We are part of 
a new world that the Lord is bringing into being. In fact, it has already 
begun: the old has gone, the new has already come!

The church at Laodicea needed to be told important truth, even 
painful truth. And the truth they needed to hear was the truth about 
how to relate to God’s new creation.

“I Know Your Deeds”

For the seventh and last time in Revelation, we encounter the 
phrase “I know your deeds” in verses 15-16 These are chilling words. 
Imagine receiving a phone call from an anonymous caller, and his first 
words to you were, “I know what you did.” Would you feel gratified or 
ashamed to know that someone else knew your deeds?

When the Lord said, “I know your deeds,” to the church in Phil-
adelphia, it was cause for rejoicing. But when He said these same 
words to the church in Laodicea, it was cause for mourning. The Lord 
had been watching the church in Laodicea, and what He saw was not 
pleasing. There were two problems in the Laodicean church.

First, there was something tragically lacking in their commitment. 
“You are neither cold nor hot,” says the Lord. These Christians were 
tepid and lackluster in their devotion to Christ. The Laodiceans were 
not like the church at Sardis, which was as cold as death. Nor were 
they like the church at Philadelphia, which was hot, alive, and vital. 
They were merely lukewarm.

Archaeologists have discovered an interesting fact about the city 
of Laodicea. The source of the city’s water supply was a hot spring at 
Hierapolis, about six miles away. The water was carried by aqueduct 
from this spring, and by the time it reached Laodicea the water was no 
longer hot, nor was it cold. It was lukewarm. Cold water is refreshing 
on a hot day, and hot water can be made into a warming, pleasant tea, 
but lukewarm water is nauseating.

So the Lord used the lukewarm water of Laodicea as an analogy 
for the lukewarm character of the Laodicean church. And His word to 
the church is, “I am about to spit you out of my mouth” because of the 
lukewarm commitment of the people. The word “spit” is a very weak 
translation. The word should be “vomit.” The Lord is not merely say-
ing He finds the works of the Laodicean Christians unappealing, but 
downright nauseating.

How did the Laodicean congregation get into such a state? There 
can be only one answer: compromise. How do you get lukewarm wa-
ter out of the tap? You turn on the cold water and you turn on the 
hot water. You combine a little of each, and the result is a lukewarm 
compromise.

The Laodiceans were compromising important doctrine. They 
were compromising truth. They were compromising spirituality for the 
sake of comfort. They had found that it is much more comfortable to 
attend a church where nobody takes doctrinal issues too seriously, 

where discussion of controversial issues is avoided. It is a lot easier to 
keep the peace if you just tone down the teaching a bit, so that no one 
gets ruffled or convicted. The Laodicean church had just enough truth 
to salve the conscience without anyone becoming a fanatic. They had 
a little truth mixed with enough restraint to keep the truth from affecting 
their will and launching them into service for Jesus.

The Laodicean church was a comfortable church. You could at-
tend there for years and probably find it very pleasurable. You would 
never be challenged, rebuked, or corrected. You would never even 
have your conscience pricked. You would only be encouraged and 
stroked and flattered, because this was a comfortable, compromising 
church. What does Jesus think of such a church? “I am about to vomit 
you out of my mouth. The people may love the lukewarm climate in 
Laodicea, but Jesus does not. It makes them comfortable, but it makes 
the Lord sick! And the tragedy of the Laodicean experience is that it 
is being repeated again and again, in thousands of churches around 
the world.

Wretched and Poor

So the Laodiceans were comfortable. Even worse, they had 
become complacent and smug, as we see in Revelation 3:17. How 
tragic! Notice the big difference between “you say” and “you are.” His 
message is, “You say you are rich, but you are poor.” The faithful and 
true witness, Jesus Himself, has set the truth before the Laodicean 
church—the whole truth, even though it hurts. The Laodicean church 
was smug, self-sufficient, and complacent. These poor believers had 
no idea how much trouble they were in!

The Laodicean economy was humming along splendidly. The 
people had plenty of money, nice homes, plenty to eat. The Laodicean 
believers thought they were doing extremely well. But the Lord, in 
whose name they were gathered together, looked at their sumptuous, 
comfortable, complacent church and said, “You are wretched, pitiful, 
poor, blind and naked.” Why are the Laodiceans’ self-appraisal and the 
Lord’s appraisal so far apart? Because they are measuring by different 
standards. The Laodiceans were using the standards of the world. But 
Jesus used the standard of what He intended His church to be like.

Jesus has already told us what His church is to be like: salt. And 
not just plain salt—it must be salty salt! He said, “You are the salt of 
the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty 
again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and 
trampled by men” (Matthew 5:13). A church that is salt should be salty. 
Like salt which is sprinkled over food, the church should be dispersed 
throughout its community and its world, flavoring whatever it touches.

The church is to function not only when it gathers together on 
Sunday, but during the week, as its members go out into the mar-
ketplace, the business offices, the shops, the neighborhoods. There, 
in the outside world, is where believers are to take the good news of 
Jesus Christ! There is where the church is to be salt, demonstrating 
before a watching world that Christians respond to opposition, trials, 
temptations, and joys in a different way than the world does. There is 
where we demonstrate a special attitude toward life.
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The church is also called to be light. “You are the light of the 
world,” said Jesus. “A city on a hill cannot be hidden” (Matthew 5:14). 
Light is a symbol of truth. The church is to be a source of truth, literally 
enlightening the world with the gospel, enabling the world to clearly 
see spiritual reality by the light that it sheds. The church is charged 
with the task of enabling people to understand the program of God 
throughout history. The church interprets the events of the day so that 
men may see not what man intends to do, but what God is already do-
ing and will do in human history. The church declares the truth about 
humanity’s lost condition and the good news that a Savior has come 
to save us from our sin.

By this standard, the Laodicean church was wretched, pitiful, 
poor, blind, and naked. It thought itself rich, but it actually had noth-
ing.

“Buy from Me”

The Lord concludes His letter to the Laodicean church with an 
urgent appeal in verse 18. The key to this verse is in those three little 
words: “buy from me.” This is a profound truth that the Lord wants us 
to grasp: He has everything we need to live, to thrive, and to function. 
He is completely sufficient to supply all our needs, both in the church 
and as individual believers.

There’s nothing wrong with a church having a large building, a 
great choir, and beautiful music. Nor is there anything intrinsically 
wrong with a Christian having a big home, a new car, a stereo, a TV, 
and a VCR. But these are not the things that churches and Christians 
need.

The Lord knows what our truest, deepest needs are: “gold,” 
“white clothes,” and “eye salve.” These things, of course, are symbols 
for spiritual realities—realities that we desperately need in our lives. 
The Lord alone is the source of these spiritual possessions, and He 
makes them available to us whether we are materially rich and socially 
respected, or whether we are poor, persecuted, hunted, oppressed, 
and being put to death.

The first of these spiritual possessions is “gold refined in the fire.” 
Peter tells us that our faith is “of greater worth than gold, which per-
ishes even though refined by fire” (1 Peter 1:7). Faith comes from the 
Lord Jesus. As we look to Him, our faith is awakened and stirred. We 
then see how true the Scriptures are and how clearly they fit with and 
explain our daily experience. The Laodiceans were secure in their own 
prosperity, and they had ceased to live by the “refined gold” of faith in 
Jesus Christ alone.

The second of these spiritual possessions is “white clothes to 
wear, so that you can cover your shameful nakedness.” Everyone is 
morally naked before God. We all have secrets deep within us that 
no one else knows, that would virtually destroy us if anyone else 
discovered them. But God knows! He sees us in our nakedness and 
shame—and makes us a gracious, compassionate offer: He offers to 
clothe us in the righteousness of His Son Jesus Christ!

Throughout these letters we have seen that white clothes stand 
for redemption, for righteousness imparted by Jesus Christ. As Isa-
iah tells us, our own righteousness is nothing but filthy rags in the 
sight of God (Isaiah 64:6), but the righteousness of Christ is perfect 
and acceptable to God. When we are clothed in the righteousness of 
Christ Himself, all our shame and sinfulness is removed. White clothes 
stand for the changed character and new position we have received 
in Christ. They symbolize how God sees the believer who has washed 
his robes in the blood of the Lamb, which we shall learn more about 
in Revelation 7.

The third spiritual possession is “eye salve.” The Lord said that 
the Laodiceans needed eye salve to enable them to see. We find this 
same image elsewhere in Scripture—the image of a salve or ointment 
which opens blind eyes. This symbol refers to the anointing of the 
Spirit which opens our eyes to understand God’s truth. (See 1 John 
2:27.) This does not do away with the need for teaching and preach-
ing, but it does mean that unless the Spirit in you is opening your 
ears to the meaning of truth, all teaching will fall on deaf ears. When 
the anointing Spirit of Christ lives within us our eyes are opened to 
understand the Word of God and we see the Bible in a new, fresh, and 
penetrating way.

Are you having trouble understanding the Bible? Then ask your-
self, “Do I have the Spirit of truth in my life? Or have I not yet come 
to Jesus and received that anointing salve which will open my eyes to 
see?” That, truly, is the most momentous and fateful question each of 
us must answer within our own hearts.

Jesus at the Door

The second division of the Lord’s appeal is given in verses 19 to 
20, where He tells us how to obtain these spiritual possessions—the 
“gold,” the “white clothes,” and the “eye salve.” What a kind and gentle 
expression of God’s love! The Lord approaches this church, with its 
nauseating smugness, complacency, and failure, and He says, in ef-
fect, “I love you! The reason I rebuke you and discipline you is that I 
care for you!”

If you had loving, nurturing parents, or if you are a loving, nur-
turing parent, you probably have a deep understanding of the Lord’s 
heart when He says, “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline.” You 
know that parenting isn’t just hugs and bedtime stories and a pat on 
the head. Sometimes the parent-child love relationship involves pain 
and tears.

Jesus wanted the Laodicean Christians to know that even with all 
the bluntness of this confrontational message, He loved the church. 
He loved the Laodicean Christians too much to allow them to go their 
lukewarm way. He would not let them go.

Verse 20 is, to my mind, the most moving and powerful explana-
tion in the Bible of how to become a Christian. I have seen hearts 
melted and lives changed by this beautiful description of Christ stand-
ing outside our lives, patiently knocking at the door of our hearts.
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The act of receiving Christ takes place in three simple steps. Step 
one: We sense that Jesus stands outside, wanting to come in. This 
sense often comes upon us when we feel that our lives are empty or 
meaningless, when we are hurting over the direction our lives have 
taken, or we feel a sense of guilt and remorse over our sins. At this 
low point in our lives we hear good news: Jesus loves us, He died for 
us, He has power to forgive our sins and change our lives! Something 
within us responds. We want Jesus to come in. We long for it. We have 
awakened to our need and to the Lord’s offer to meet our need.

Step two: We must open the door. He will not open it. He will 
not force His way in. He never forces salvation on anyone. There is a 
famous painting which depicts the Lord standing before the door and 
knocking. The artist was very spiritually perceptive, for he painted the 
door without a handle or knob on the outside. This door of the heart 
can only be opened from the inside, by the occupant himself or herself. 
Jesus goes only where He is invited.

Read through the Gospels, and you will see several instances 
where the Lord offered Himself to men and women, then grieved over 
the fact that they would not receive Him. Remember how Jesus la-
mented over Jerusalem: “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the 
prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to 
gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her 
wings, but you were not willing!” (Luke 13:34). In every case, Jesus 
offers Himself to others but He does not impose Himself on others. 
When rejected, He is not angry. He is sorrowful.

We must invite Jesus in, saying, “Come, Lord Jesus. Enter my 
life. Be my Lord. Be my Savior. Deliver me from my sins, and deliver 
me from my self.”

Step three: Jesus enters! He promises that when we invite Him, 
He comes into our lives. We do not have to have a special feeling, 
a mystical sensation, an emotional experience (though occasionally 
people do). We can simply rely on His promise: “If anyone hears my 
voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with 
me.” It is a beautiful picture of our relationship with Jesus. He comes 
in, we have fellowship together, we have communion together, we 
dwell together in the same place.

The Throne of Jesus

The third division of the Lord’s appeal is given in verses 21 to 
22. As we have seen in the Lord’s last three letters, Jesus promises 
that we will share in His reign. The true church will one day reign with 
Christ. But the Lord makes a very careful distinction in this thought: He 
distinguishes clearly between His throne and His Father’s throne. The 
Father’s throne, of course, represents the sovereign government of 
the universe. God the Father is sovereign over all.

When the Lord completed His work on earth, having endured 
faithfully to the end, He ascended and sat down on His Father’s throne. 
Both Psalm 110 and the book of Hebrews describe the Messiah as sit-
ting down at the right hand of the throne of God. Thus He is Lord over 
all the universe right now, exalted on His Father’s throne.

But Jesus, too, has a throne. In verse 21, He refers to it as “my 
throne.” And Jesus invites the Christian who patiently, faithfully over-
comes to reign with Him on His throne. In Scripture, that throne is 
called the throne of David. When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary, 
as recorded in Luke 1, he told her she would have a son, that He would 
be called the Son of God, and that the Lord God would “give him the 
throne of his father David, and he will reign over the house of Jacob 
forever” (verses 32-33).

The house of Jacob is the nation of Israel. All twelve tribes of Is-
rael are descended from the sons of Jacob. So this is a promise which 
specifically relates to the future time when Jesus assumes the throne 
of David and Israel is made the head of the nations. That future time, 
as we have seen in previous letters, is the Millennium. The promise of 
these verses is that the resurrected and glorified church will one day 
share with Jesus in reigning over His millennial kingdom.

This is the same amazing promise the Lord made to His disciples 
when He said, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the 
Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will 
also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Matthew 
19:28). This promise could not be any plainer.

But the end of the Millennium does not mean the end of the reign 
of the church alongside Jesus. We shall reign with Christ on into eter-
nity, in the unimaginably sublime realm called the new heaven and the 
new earth.

In the last verse of Revelation 3, we hear the Lord’s refrain for the 
final time: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches.” Are we listening to what the Spirit says to you and me in the 
church today? The promises and warnings to the seven churches are 
as relevant to our lives as to the lives of the first-century believers.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 3:14-22.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 3:14-22, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal ap-
plication did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 4, concentrating on verse 1.

1. From Revelation 4:1, what did John see before him?

2. Challenge: From the following verses, name some others who have seen into heaven.

Ezekiel 1:1

Isaiah 6:1

Acts 7:55

3. Read Psalm 27:4. What is David’s desire?

4. One day we, too, will see the Lord face to face. What do 1 John 3:2 and 1 Corinthians 13:12 say about this?

5. Personal: In the meantime do you, like David, desire that deep intimate relationship with the Lord, here and now, where you spiritually dwell 
in the house of the Lord and gaze upon the beauty of the Lord? Write Psalm 27:4 again, inserting your own name.

Third Day: Read Revelation 4 again, concentrating on verse 1.

1. In Revelation 4:1, who was speaking to John?
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2. Look back to Revelation 1:10,17,18 to find out who that voice is.

3. In Revelation 4:1, what did the voice tell John to do?

4. a. From Revelation 4:1, what is going to be shown to him?

b. Read Revelation 1:19. What is John supposed to do with what he is going to be shown?

5. Personal: What is going to take place in the future can seem frightening. Are you ever fearful of what may lie in your future? What promise 
does the Lord give to the believer in Jeremiah 29:11? Personalize this verse by inserting your name in it.

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 4 again, concentrating on verses 2-11.
From this point on, John’s viewpoint is from heaven. That means we no longer see events from the standpoint of time but from the standpoint of 
eternity, where there is no set yardstick, or sequence of events, as there is in time.

1. a. From Revelation 4:2-3, describe what John saw.

b. This throne is one of the central themes of the book of Revelation. According to Revelation 4:10-11, who is on the throne?

2. a. In Ezekiel 1 the prophet describes a vision of God very similar to John’s. How does Ezekiel 1:26-28 describe the throne and the one sitting 
on it?

b. How does this description of God compare with Psalm 104:1-2?

3. a. God is on the throne of the universe! This fact impresses us with the truth that the government of God towers over all human events. In 
Revelation 4:3, what encircled the throne?

b. Read Genesis 9:13-17. What was the rainbow? Why was it given?

4. a. From Revelation 4:4, what else surrounded the throne?
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b. There has been much debate as to who these twenty-four elders represent. Clearly there are other inhabitants of the dimension of heaven. 
They are often associated with God’s judgment. How are they described or what are they called in each of the following verses?

 Psalm 89:6-7

 Daniel 4:17

 Daniel 7:9-10

5. a. Much of Revelation describes a time when God’s dealings with mankind at last turn from grace to judgment. In Revelation 4:5a, what came 
from the throne?

b. These sights and sounds are associated with God giving the law and judgment. Compare Exodus 20:18 to Revelation 4:5a.

6. Personal: Our inability to keep God’s law often stirs a sense of fear and condemnation in our hearts. If you know Jesus as your Savior, you 
need not fear. Read John 5:24 and Romans 8:1,34. What comfort do you receive from these verses?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 4 again, concentrating on verses 5b-8.

1. a. John saw and heard many awesome, powerful things, symbols which stand for a hidden reality. The real form of the deep things of God is 
undoubtedly far beyond our ability to comprehend, so He communicates to us through pictures, but these pictures should not be confused 
with the deep reality they represent. In Revelation 4:5b, what was before the throne and what did they represent?

b. As we learned in Lesson 1, seven is a symbol of completeness—of perfection. How does Isaiah 11:2 describe the Holy Spirit in all His 
fullness?

c. What else was before the throne in Revelation 4:6a?

d. Challenge: How does Ezekiel 1:22-26 describe what John saw in Revelation 4:6a?

2. a. From Revelation 4:6b, what was “in the center around the throne”?

b. From Revelation 4:7, what type of being was each creature like?

3. Challenge: Read Ezekiel 1:4-11. Compare the faces of the living creatures in Ezekiel 1:4-11 to the living creatures in Revelation 4:7. Were 
they different or the same?
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4. a. Read Ezekiel 10:1-10. What are these living creatures called?

b. In Isaiah 6 there are similar creatures. What are they called in verse 2?

5. a. From Revelation 4:8b, what do the four living creatures never stop saying?

b. Webster defines “holy” as “characterized by perfection and transcendence: commanding absolute adoration and reverence.” How does 
Isaiah 6:2-3 compare to Revelation 4:8b?

c. Challenge: Based on the above definition, put in your own words why God is holy.

6. How do the following verses express the truth that the Lord God Almighty “was, and is and is to come”?

Psalm 90:2

Deuteronomy 33:27

Hebrews 13:8

7. Personal: Read Hebrews 13:5b. How do the above verses affect your understanding of or the way you feel about this promise God makes to 
you? Is there a situation in your life that this knowledge will help you face?

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 4 again, concentrating on verses 9-11.

1. When the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks, what do the twenty-four elders in Revelation 4:10 do?

2. What is He worthy to receive? (verse 11a)

3. Why do they say He is worthy? (verse 11b)

4. What do the following verses say about the Creator?

Psalm 95:6

Isaiah 40:26,28

Jeremiah 32:17

5. Challenge: Read Job 38-39. What are some of the wonders of God’s creation?

6. Personal: The inhabitants of heaven are continually inspired and re-inspired to praise God. We should be, too, He is holy! Write a psalm (or 
letter) of praise to the Lord. Include reasons He is worthy to be praised.
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Revelation
Lesson 9

Supreme Headquarters
Revelation 4

The future is big news. Tune your television to CNN and sit back 
for a while. Odds are you won’t have to watch long before seeing 
some “expert” give his predictions for the future. First, a scientist is 
interviewed about future developments in computers, technology, and 
space. Then a diplomat is asked to pontificate on the future of the 
Middle East. Next a political pundit speculates on the future of the 
coming election.

The future is also big business. Despite the fact that we live in 
the most scientifically sophisticated age in human history, the oc-
cult prophecy business is booming. Check the Yellow Pages of any 
large city directory: You’ll find page after page of advertisements for 
palm readers, tarot readers, astrologers, psychics, and other assorted 
soothsayers.

Our society is fascinated with the future. People are turning to ev-
ery kooky and irrational source in a frenzied search for certainty about 
the future. Ironically, our society has largely bypassed and ignored the 
best source of information about the future: the book of Revelation.

As we come to Revelation 4, we stand at the brink of the third divi-
sion of the book. In Revelation 1:19, we learned from the Lord Himself 
that this book properly divides into three sections. There He told the 
apostle John, “Write, therefore, [1] what you have seen, [2] what is 
now and [3] what will take place later.” Part 1 comprised Revelation 
chapter 1, Part 2, Revelation 2 and 3; and Part 3 begins with Revela-
tion chapter 4 and continues to the end of the book—the part that 
Jesus calls “what will take place later.”

Notice that Revelation 4:1 begins and ends with two words, “after 
this.” These words form the hinge of Revelation. In chapters 2 and 3, 
Jesus addressed the burning issues of the age of the church. But now 
we reach a transition. The scene shifts abruptly from the church to 
events that take place “after this.” These words signal to us that what 
John is about to see is a vision of events which come after the church 
has finished its course, after the church has been removed from the 
world.

The fact that the remainder of Revelation takes place after the 
church has been taken up to be with the Lord (the event which has 
come to be known as the Rapture) is underscored by several details in 
the opening verses of Revelation 4. Let’s examine those details.

John first sees an open door, and through that door he catches 
his first glimpse of heaven. He is not the first biblical prophet to have 
the privilege of standing on earth and looking into heaven. The Old 
Testament prophets Ezekiel, Isaiah, and Daniel also did so. But in 
John’s case, there is an important difference: John, unlike all the other 
prophets who only looked into heaven, is actually summoned into 
heaven.

What is the significance of this fact? I believe it is important in that 
it symbolizes the point at which the church is removed from the world 
and taken into heaven, and the point at which a new era of human 
history begins. From this point on in the book of Revelation there is 
not a single reference to the church until the very last chapter. There 
are “saints” referred to throughout the book of Revelation, but the word 
“church” does not appear again until the Bride of the Lamb appears 
near the end of Revelation (22:16).

Many Bible scholars believe (and I agree) that John the apostle, 
as he is summoned into heaven, represents the church which will be 
called out of the world and into heaven. What John sees during the 
rest of Revelation is what the church will see from its heavenly vantage 
point after it is caught away to be with Christ.

This means that as we read on through the book of Revelation, 
we no longer see events from the standpoint of time but from the 
standpoint of eternity. In eternity, there is no set yardstick or sequence 
of events as there is in time.

As we examine the rest of Revelation we must be careful not to 
impose our preconceived notions of time, eternity, and heaven on the 
events we will witness. Many of us have some rather muddled no-
tions of what heaven will be like. Some people actually think of heaven 
in the old stereotypical terms of people living on clouds and playing 
harps. Some of us project our favorite pastimes on heaven. In my 
youth as a cowboy in Montana, we talked about “that great roundup 
in the sky.”

But the reality of heaven transcends all our stereotypes, imagina-
tive notions, and misconceptions. We will have to shed, as much as 
we are able, the earthbound preconceptions which might blind us to 
God’s truth about eternity as He has revealed it in the book of Revela-
tion.

In God’s Revelation, eternal events are not reeled out in a sim-
plistic, linear fashion, all neatly labeled and dated in tidy chronological 
categories. Events appear here and there, out of sequence. For ex-

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



70 Joy of Living Bible Studies

ample, the series of judgments which we will soon examine—the seals 
of the seven-sealed book, the sounding trumpets, the outpouring of 
the seven bowls of God’s wrath—apparently do not follow one another 
in chronological order.

The reality of heaven is not that of an ethereal castle floating 
in the sky or on some other planet. Heaven is a real dimension of 
existence, and it exists in the here and now. It is a reality of being just 
beyond the reach of our senses. When John saw the open door into 
heaven, he was permitted to see into a very real realm, a dimension 
that is present all the time and from which all the visible affairs of 
the earth are governed. That is the biblical perspective on heaven, 
from the book of Genesis to the book of Revelation. To understand 
what God is revealing to us in this book we must shed our culturally 
bound, nonbiblical notions of heaven, and learn to see heaven as it is 
revealed to us in the Word of God.

The Headquarters of Heaven

Think of the awe John must have felt in the next scene in Revela-
tion 4:2-3, a scene in which he finds himself in the control center for 
the entire universe!

Here is the Supreme Headquarters of heaven! The first thing John 
saw, dominating everything else in this scene, was a great throne and 
someone seated upon the throne. The throne is a central theme of 
the book of Revelation. Out of 22 chapters in the book, there are only 
five chapters in which the word “throne” does not appear. This fact 
impresses us with the truth that the government of God towers over 
all human events.

The fact that there is a God and that He is on the throne of the uni-
verse goes directly against the thinking and spirit of our age. Modern 
man does not like the idea of a throne, of cosmic Authority, because 
that means there are absolutes which cannot be changed. Moral and 
spiritual values are guaranteed by the Authority of the throne.

People of our age want to be their own moral and spiritual au-
thorities. They want the right to choose whatever sexual behavior suits 
them and to be free of such consequences as AIDS or unwanted preg-
nancies or to be able to abort unborn babies if those babies happen 
to be inconvenient. They want to do so without guilt or judgment. They 
want to be free to make up their own religion, to invent their own gods, 
or even to become their own gods if it suits them. They want to be 
free to conduct their business and amass their fortunes without ethical 
constraints.

But no matter how people may rebel and object, the existence of 
God’s sovereign throne is an inalienable fact of the universe. The op-
eration of His moral law is as certain and irreversible as the operation 
of such physical laws as the law of gravity. God maintains and enforc-
es those laws, and He is not concerned about man’s feeble attempts 
to repeal the laws that He has issued from His sovereign throne.

The Figure on the Throne

The next observation John records is that there was someone 
seated upon the throne. John is permitted to actually see the Lord of 
the universe on His throne. And how does the apostle describe what 
he sees?

Colors! Pure, flashing, jewel-like colors, like the blazing radiance 
cast off by a prism. There are some Bible scholars who believe the 
letters of John were written after the book of Revelation. If that is true 
it might explain why the apostle writes in 1 John 1:5, “God is light; in 
him there is no darkness at all.” Perhaps he penned those words while 
recalling the rainbow-like cascading colors that reflected the majesty 
and glory of God upon His throne.

Moses was once told that no man can see the face of God and 
live. No one, not even John, has ever seen the face of God at any time. 
All that anyone has ever seen are those manifestations of His Being 
which tell of His attributes and His glory. John saw a figure seated on 
the throne of heaven, but the features of that figure were lost in the 
dazzling nimbus of lights that surrounded the throne.

Compare the vision of John with the vision of the Old Testament 
prophet Ezekiel. In Ezekiel 1, the prophet describes a vision of God 
very similar to John’s—forms veiled in clouds, scintillating with brilliant 
lights, giving off lightning-like flashes. Like John, Ezekiel gives us no 
description of God’s features, because God is so much more than a 
man.

John records that God manifested Himself in spectacularly col-
ored light. These colors are full of rich significance and meaning.

First, we learn that it is not merely God the Father whom John 
sees upon the throne. There are actually three Persons manifested 
there. The first is signified by the stone jasper, which is really a dia-
mond, the most beautiful and precious of all gems, highly prized for its 
ability to capture and refract light into a brilliant display of intense col-
ors. The brilliant crystal John describes here symbolizes the dominant 
attribute of God the Father: His holy perfection.

The second stone is the carnelian or sardius, which is a beautiful, 
glowing, blood-red stone. This stone immediately suggests the Son, 
who gave His blood for us as an atonement for our sins. He is the 
Lamb of God, and the precious sacrifice of His blood is suggested by 
the color of the precious carnelian stone.

The third stone is the emerald. John saw a great rainbow encircl-
ing the throne, green as an emerald. Green is the color of nature, the 
color of creation. A rainbow was first given at the flood of Noah, a sign 
expressed in nature of God’s promise of grace to sinful mankind (see 
Genesis 9:13-15). The rainbow in John’s vision, brilliant in varying 
shades of emerald green, circling the throne of heaven, symbolizes 
the Holy Spirit administering the holiness and redemption of God to 
all creation.
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The Twenty-Four Elders

Secondary to the powerful, colorful, scintillating image of God’s 
glory that we have just examined, John then noticed in Revelation 4:4 
that there were others seated in the Supreme Headquarters of heav-
en. There has been much debate over what these twenty-four elders 
or ancients mean. Many Bible scholars consider them to be redeemed 
saints, both of the Old and New Testaments: twelve elders of Israel, 
representing the twelve tribes, and twelve apostles. I used to hold this 
view myself, but one nagging detail of this view always troubled me: If 
twelve of these elders are the twelve apostles, then one of them would 
have been John himself. Does he see himself seated there? Does that 
make sense? I don’t think so.

Those Bible scholars who see these twenty-four elders as saints 
point to their white robes and the golden crowns of victory upon their 
heads. The suggestion is that these crowns indicate that they have 
conquered evil, and their white robes have been washed in the blood 
of the Lamb. But there is another explanation for the crowns and robes, 
as we shall soon explore.

I have come to the conclusion that this group of elders is prob-
ably what Daniel and other Old Testament prophets saw when they 
looked into heaven. In Daniel 4, the prophet Daniel is called before 
King Nebuchadnezzar to interpret the king’s dream. In this dream, a 
great tree is cut so that only the stump remains. Daniel’s interpretation 
is that the tree represents Nebuchadnezzar himself, and the dream is 
a prophecy that his crown will be taken away from him for a period of 
seven years. During those seven years, he will lose his mind and be 
turned out to eat grass like a horse or cow. At the end of that time his 
throne and authority will be restored to him. This is what Daniel tells 
the king in Daniel 4:17, “The decision is announced by messengers, 
the holy ones declare the verdict, so that the living may know that the 
Most High is sovereign over the kingdoms of men.” Clearly there are 
other inhabitants of the dimension of heaven. They are associated 
with God’s judgment upon this king and are called “messengers” or 
“holy ones.”

In Daniel 7:9-10 we find a similar reference. This is the scene 
Daniel saw as he looked into heaven. Daniel, like John, saw thrones 
arrayed about the great throne of God. Individuals seated upon these 
thrones took part in the judgments and decisions which God Himself 
rendered. We find another similar reference in Psalm 89:6-7.

Who, then, are these twenty-four elders in Revelation 4? I believe 
they are angels who have been put in charge of this present age. They 
are a body of twenty-four intelligent, powerful angels associated with 
the government of God. They wear crowns because they are victors 
in their battles with Satan. They wear white robes because they are 
righteous angels who refused to join the rebellion of the devil.

From Grace to Judgment

As John continued to look, he saw in verses 5-6a still more sym-
bols—awesome, powerful symbols, both sights and sounds. Under-
stand that these are symbols which stand for a hidden reality. The real 

form of the deep things of God is undoubtedly far beyond our ability 
to comprehend, so He communicates to us through pictures. These 
pictures are helpful and instructive and tell us all we truly need to un-
derstand—but these pictures should not be confused with the deep 
reality they represent.

Note, first of all, that John relates that “flashes of lightning, rum-
blings and peals of thunder” came from the throne. These are sights 
and sounds associated with the moment God gave the Law to Moses 
on Mount Sinai. Moses records that the mountain was covered by dark 
clouds lit by flashes of lightning and that the earth shook constantly 
with great thundering rumbles. The sight was so awesome that the 
people of Israel were stunned with fear. These sounds, then, are sym-
bols of the judgment of God.

What we have to understand about the book of Revelation is that 
this book describes a time when God’s dealings with mankind enter a 
new phase. At the end of human history God at last turns from grace 
to judgment. All through the Bible God has demonstrated the gracious 
dimension of His personality. We have seen Him appealing to people 
to open their minds and hearts, to listen to His instruction, to receive 
the truth. He has lovingly, graciously invited all of mankind to join in 
sweet fellowship with Him.

Now, however, we see at last what results when people reject 
God and cling to their self-will and sin. Now we see the just and righ-
teous dimension of His personality. We see God in His role as sover-
eign judge over all people. For centuries God has warned humankind 
what sort of judgment their folly would lead to, and now, in Revelation, 
He carries out that judgment.

The other symbols which appear in verses 5 and 6 represent the 
Spirit of God, the instrument of God’s judgment. John saw seven burn-
ing lamps, blazing with divine vengeance. The lamps represent the 
Spirit of God.

John also saw a crystalline sea before the throne. As we have 
already discussed, crystal speaks of purity and holiness. The sea is 
the Spirit of God in His holy perfection. That is why we call Him the 
Holy Spirit.

Anyone who comes into the presence of God must be holy. As 
the book of Hebrews tells us, “Make every effort… to be holy; without 
holiness no one will see the Lord” (Hebrews 12:14). The Spirit of holi-
ness stands before the throne of God like a brilliant, crystalline reflect-
ing pool, mirroring the holy purity of God.

Weird Creatures

Next, in Revelation 4:6b-8, we are introduced to four weird, won-
derful symbolic creatures. These are bizarre creatures, unlike any-
thing that has ever existed on the earth. They are like winged animals, 
covered with eyes all over their bodies, even under their wings. Who 
are these creatures? What do they represent?

Again, if you turn to the Old Testament book of Ezekiel you will 
find a close parallel to the description in the book of Revelation. In 

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



72 Joy of Living Bible Studies72

Ezekiel 1, we find very similar creatures, which the prophet later calls 
“cherubim” (see Ezekiel 9-11). The matter of cherubim is yet another 
area of popular misconception. Many people think of cherubim (or 
“cherubs”) as pudgy, naked baby angels who fly about on tiny wings, 
shooting people with Cupid-like arrows of love. But cherubim, as Eze-
kiel describes them in Ezekiel 1:10-11, are not like that at all.

In Isaiah 6, we find such creatures again, and Isaiah calls them 
“seraphs,” which means “burning ones.” Small details of the descrip-
tions vary from account to account. Sometimes they have six wings, 
sometimes only four.

Ezekiel and John both mention the fourfold faces of these crea-
tures—faces of the lion, the ox, the eagle, and man. Four is always the 
number which symbolizes government. These creatures, therefore, 
are somehow associated with God’s government, both of human af-
fairs and of the created universe.

The many eyes of John’s description symbolize discernment and 
knowledge. The wings describe soaring strength and rapidity of move-
ment. The faces symbolize the qualities and forces of life in the cre-
ated universe. The lion’s face speaks of power; the ox of patience; the 
eagle of swiftness; the man of intelligence.

What is the function of these four weird yet wonderful creatures of 
heaven? In Revelation 6 they will summon the four horsemen to action 
with the command, “Come!” But in this chapter their function is to call 
all of creation to worship the Creator.

True Worship

Did you know that all of nature worships God? Even inanimate 
objects—stars, stones, trees, flowers, waters—give Him praise. Na-
ture worships whenever any part of nature fulfills the intention God 
had in mind for it.

The perfection of nature gives praise and glory to God, its Cre-
ator. Examine a flower closely and you can’t help marveling at the 
beauty and complexity of its design, conceived and executed by the 
power and wisdom of God. All of nature is as amazing as that flower, 
and the contemplation of nature should lead us to worship and praise 
Him.

In verses 9 to 11, we see that one of the tasks of these four liv-
ing creatures is to elicit from the creation—including that part of the 
creation called man—the praise and perfection God intended it to pro-
duce.

Why does heaven resound with praise to God in these verses? 
Because the inhabitants of heaven continually discover new, exciting, 
profound aspects of God’s wisdom and power! They are continually in-
spired and re-inspired and re-re-inspired to praise God for the wonder-
ful Creator He is. So should our worship be, for that is true worship.

Eugene Peterson has said that true worship accomplishes five 
specific functions:

1. True worship centers our attention. We are truly worshiping God 
when we see Him—not our own ego—as the center of everything. 

True worship means we stop living for ourselves and thinking of 
ourselves and start living and thinking solely in reference to God 
and His agenda.

2. True worship gathers people together. As we truly worship, we 
become part of a family. It is an inclusive, not exclusive, activity.

3. True worship reveals truth. As we truly worship, we begin to under-
stand things we have never seen before. Familiar patterns of life 
suddenly expand to become new vistas of experience. New real-
izations dawn. We are uplifted and renewed in mind and spirit.

4. True worship makes us sing. We can’t help it. We can’t hold it back. 
Worshiping Christians are always singing. Indeed, Christians can 
sing even when others weep. As we go through the rest of Revela-
tion we will see that, even in the midst of worldwide travail and 
judgment, there are many songs being sung, because there is true 
worship taking place.

5. True worship affirms. As we truly worship, we respond to God’s 
great promises with a resounding “Amen,” with thousands of voic-
es united in saying “Yes!” to God.1

Revelation 4 represents far more than just a first glimpse into the 
realm of heaven and the future. It is a vivid collage of images which 
focuses our eyes on what worship should be in all times and in all 
places. What this passage reveals about the condition of our hearts 
right now is at least as important as what it reveals about the future.

For just a moment in our study of Revelation, let’s set the future 
aside and ask ourselves as Christians today, “Are we, in the here and 
now, truly a worshiping people as God intended us to be?”

1. Eugene H. Peterson, Reversed Thunder (San Francisco Harper & 
Row, 1988)
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 4.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 4, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 5, concentrating on verses 1-4.

1. What was in the right hand of the One who was on the throne? Describe it. (Revelation 5:1)

2. Under Roman law legal documents, such as a will, were required to be sealed by seven witnesses. Only the person with proper authority 
could break the seals, and only when the seals were broken could its contents be read and implemented. What question does the angel in 
Revelation 5:2 proclaim?

3. Where did they look for someone who was worthy to open the scroll? Could anyone be found who was worthy to open the scroll or even look 
inside? See Revelation 5:3-4.

4. Without someone who was worthy to open the scroll, the divine purpose of judgment and blessing for the world must remain unfulfilled. What 
was John’s response to their inability to find someone who was worthy? (Revelation 5:4)

5. What do the following verses say about all mankind that helps us understand why no one could be found that was worthy to open the scroll?

Romans 3:10

Psalm 14:2-3

Romans 3:23

6. Personal: So often we try to find something within ourselves that would make us acceptable to God. Even after we have accepted the Lord as 
our Savior we sometimes fall back into that mindset, yet the above verses remind us that we all fall short of the glory of God. Take a moment 
now to once again thank God that we don’t have to depend upon our works or our righteousness, but that He has done it all for us through the 
blood of Jesus Christ.
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Third Day: Read Revelation 5 again, concentrating on verse 5.

1. Who is able to open the scroll and its seven seals and why? (Revelation 5:5)

2. What does Genesis 49:9-10 say regarding Judah?

3. a. Read Luke 3:23-34. What tribe (which son of Jacob) did the Lord Jesus Christ descend from? (see verses 33-34)

b. How does Luke 3:31 show that Jesus was the Root of David?

4. From the following verses, what promises will be fulfilled in and through the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David?

Micah 5:2

Isaiah 9:6-7

5. Challenge: Psalm 2 speaks of the absolute power our Lord will have as He sits on the throne of David. How is the nature of a lion expressed 
in this Psalm?

6. Personal: Too often we take God’s grace for granted and fail to see our Lord as the Lion of the tribe of Judah. As in Psalm 2:10-12 the Lord is 
continually placing a choice before us. Let us serve the Lord willingly. What is your attitude toward God? Are there any areas of your life you 
are holding back from Him? What will making a complete surrender to the Lord mean in your life?

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 5 again, concentrating on verses 6-7.

1. What did John see when he looked to see the Lion of the tribe of Judah? (Revelation 5:6a)
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2. a. Read Isaiah 53:5-7. How is our Savior described and what did He do for us?

b. What does John the Baptist say about Jesus in John 1:29?

3. In Revelation 5:6 we see the Lamb that was slain standing in the center of the throne. What throne is it? (Compare with the questions from 
Lesson 8, day four, if necessary).

4. a. From Revelation 5:6 what did the Lamb have?

b. Horns speak of power and seven is the number of fullness. Read Philippians 2:8-11. For what reason is the Lamb exalted to this position 
of power?

c. Challenge: In Scripture, eyes speak of intelligence, discernment and understanding (see Ephesians 1:18, 2 Corinthians 4:6). What do you 
think it means that the “seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God” are “sent out into all the earth”?

5. What did the Lamb do in Revelation 5:7?

6. Personal: Jesus Christ is the One who is worthy to take the scroll, to remove the seals, and to disclose and execute God’s plan for the final 
stages of human history. And yet, He desires an intimate personal relationship with you (see John 14:23, Revelation 3:20). What will you do 
with this knowledge?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 5 again, concentrating on verses 8-10.

1. What did the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders do when the Lamb took the scroll? (Revelation 5:8a)

2. a. What did they each have? (Revelation 5:8b)

b. What were the bowls of incense? (Revelation 5:8c)

c. Challenge: What does Psalm 141:2 say regarding prayer?

3. a. What type of song did they sing in Revelation 5:9?
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b. Job 38:4-7 tells us of another song. When was this song sung?

4. The first song was a song of creation, the new song is one of redemption. Revelation 5:9 tells us again why the Lamb is worthy. What did His 
blood purchase?

5. a. In Revelation 5:10a, what has He made those whom He purchased to be?

b. Where will they reign?

6. Challenge: Compare Revelation 5:7-10 to Daniel 7:13-14. What similarities are there?

7. Personal: Have you ever considered that your prayers are a sweet incense to the Lord? Make a list of at least three people you will commit to 
praying for daily this week. What specifically will you pray about for each one?

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 5 again, concentrating on verses 11-14.

1. When John looked again what did he see encircling the throne and the living creatures and the elders? (Revelation 5:11)

2. They, too, are singing. What do they sing? (Revelation 5:12)

3. a. In Revelation 5:13a, who joins the praise?

b. Challenge: How does this compare to those bowing their knee to Jesus in Philippians 2:9–11?

c. What are the words of their praise? (Revelation 5:13b)

4. How do the living creatures and the elders respond? (Revelation 5:14)

5. Personal: Psalms 148 through 150 are praises of creation and redemption. Psalm 150 lists many ways to praise the Lord. Select one way and 
praise Him. If you are musical you might play a song of praise to Him. Make it up as you go, and perhaps you could use a tambourine or even 
make a cymbal from a pan lid and spoon. Perhaps you would like to make a list of His acts of power and read it aloud to Him. However you 
do it, join with all creation and praise the Lord!
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The Great Breakthrough
Revelation 5

Humanity has always longed for Utopia. This wistful desire for a 
place where there is no war, no poverty, no hunger, no hatred, and 
no sorrow is the most universal and enduring passion of mankind. 
Utopian literature can be traced back as far as Plato (around 400 b.c.) 
and Euhemerus (around 300 b.c.). Some utopian dreamers, such as 
Thomas More, have placed their hope in human reason as the cure 
for social evils. Edward Bellamy, in his book Looking Backward, sug-
gested that the road to Utopia lay in reforming our economy.

There is, however, only one hope for a utopian society: the Per-
son whose birth was heralded 2,000 years ago with the words, “On 
earth peace to men on whom his favor rests” (Luke 2:14). As we come 
to Revelation chapter 5, we find that we stand at the brink of the real-
ization of mankind’s most elusive dream. As we shall see, this dream 
is destined to be fulfilled—not by economic reforms, human reason, or 
protest marches, but by the sovereign authority and dominion of the 
Redeemer, Jesus Christ.

The Ultimate “Mystery Thriller”

In the previous chapter, John the apostle was caught up into 
heaven, where he saw the throne of God and the court of heaven. 
Now, in Revelation 5:1-4, the scene is still heaven, but the theme 
changes. From a theme of worship of God the Creator, we shift to the 
theme of worship of the Redeemer, Jesus Christ. The first questions 
this passage suggests are, “What does the scroll represent? Why is 
it sealed?”

Note, first of all, that what John sees is not a book but a scroll, 
a large rolled strip of paper or parchment, sealed with seven seals 
on the end so that it cannot be unrolled and read. As we shall see in 
Revelation 6, the opening of these seals and the unrolling of this scroll 
will reveal a series of momentous events which will shake the earth to 
its foundations. In fact, the events described in this scroll will continue 
to unfurl throughout chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10.

What does the scroll signify? We are given a clue in Revelation 
10:7, where John is told, “But in the days when the seventh angel is 
about to sound his trumpet, the mystery of God will be accomplished, 
just as he announced to his servants the prophets” (italics added). The 
scroll, then, is a “mystery” book. Indeed, you might call it the ultimate 

“mystery thriller,” and its title is The Mystery of God. It answers all the 
great unanswerable questions people have been asking for genera-
tions.

Perhaps the most persistent and vexing of these great questions 
is, “Why can’t humankind solve its own problems?” Everyone wants 
Utopia, but no one knows how to achieve it. Everyone wants an end 
to war, crime, evil, and prejudice, but no one knows how to end the 
misery of our humanity. We continue to make such rapid technologi-
cal and scientific progress that the amount of combined knowledge 
amassed within the libraries, archives, and data bases of the human 
race literally doubles every dozen years! One would think humanity, 
having made such amazing strides, would be on the verge of physical, 
intellectual, and moral perfection.

Yet the human race has never seen more suffering, nor been in 
greater peril, than it is right now. All the greatest, thorniest problems 
of human society remain as insoluble today as they were thousands 
of years ago. Why? Why, after all our progress and increased knowl-
edge, can we not solve our most basic human problems? The scroll of 
The Mystery of God holds the answer.

A Perfect World

Things seem to happen in life that we just can’t understand. Un-
just, meaningless, random events. In confusion, frustration, and dis-
gust, we say, “What in the Sam Hill is going on here anyway?” The 
answer to this question is in the scroll. God will straighten out the mess 
that this world has become, and He will fulfill His promise of a golden 
Utopia where men will live without war, without crime, without hatred. 
There will be no death, no sorrow, and all tears will be wiped away.

A writer in a popular magazine once described what she thought 
a perfect world would be like:

No housework.
No drug abuse.
No prejudice.
A relationship that works.
More time with our families.
A decent education for all.
Clean air and water.
A birth control pill for men.
A car really built for families.
Health (no AIDS).
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Happiness (no war).
And the pursuit of a family-friendly workplace.1

That, according to this writer, would be a perfect world. Clearly, 
this writer does not expect God to have very much to do with bringing 
this perfect world about. But isn’t that a common attitude in our age? 
Our image of the perfect world tends to be a mixture of peace on earth 
and material comfort, with no room for God.

The scroll in Revelation, however, reveals that God has a dif-
ferent plan for bringing about true Utopia. That plan is what the book 
of Revelation is all about, and at the center of it all is Jesus the Re-
deemer.

At the outset John makes an interesting observation about the 
scroll. It is, he says, “a scroll with writing on both sides.” The ancients 
hardly ever wrote on both sides of a scroll because, normally, only one 
side was formed smooth for writing, while the back side was rough 
and uneven. A scroll with writing on both sides is symbolic of a full 
and important message. This seems to indicate that the nature of the 
message will be complex, involved, and lengthy—an indication which 
chapters 6 through 10 will bear out.

The fact that God’s plan was written in the form of a scroll rather 
than simply being revealed by a voice is also very significant. A written 
scroll is symbolic of permanent, indelible truth. What God has written, 
no one can change.

Who Is Worthy?

“Who is worthy?” This question is at the heart of all politics, for it is 
in the mind of every voter who enters the voting booth. Who is capable 
of leading us toward the solutions for our problems? Who is smart 
enough? Moral enough? Strong enough? Who is worthy?

It is also the question that haunts the apostle John in this pas-
sage. As he stands looking upon the scroll of God, an angel proclaims 
an invitation to all the universe: “Who is worthy to break the seals and 
open the scroll?” The question lingers in the air of heaven like an ac-
cusation. No one steps forth.

Throughout human history there have been those who considered 
themselves worthy to “break the seals,” to “open the scroll,” to carve 
out a man-made Utopia on earth. The Babylonian king Nebuchadnez-
zar boasted of his wisdom and might in building the great empire of 
Babylon. But his empire soon fell.

Alexander the Great thought he had achieved a Utopian empire. 
At the age of 32, having extended his rule into Persia, Media, Asia 
Minor, and India, Alexander wept because he had no more worlds to 
conquer. Yet within a year Alexander was dead. Without the force of 
his will to hold it together, his empire soon disintegrated.

Julius Caesar led his legions across the face of Europe to impose 
the Pax Romana—the Peace of Rome—upon the world by force of 
arms. But Rome ultimately fell, due to moral corruption within and as-
sault from without by northern barbarians.

1. From Family Life magazine (issue and date unknown)

The boneyards of history are littered with fallen conquerors and 
their shattered dreams of a man-made Utopia: Charlemagne and 
Napoleon, who—each in his own way and his own time—sought to 
place the world under the banner of France; Germany’s Hitler, who 
envisioned a world-wide Reich that would last a thousand years; Iraq’s 
Saddam Hussein, who vowed to “liberate” the Islamic holy places in 
Jerusalem and Mecca, and who dreamed of uniting the entire Moslem 
world, from north Africa to Asia, under his own rule.

Those who considered themselves worthy to “break the seals,” 
to “open the scroll,” to subjugate nations and impose their will on the 
world have usually been narcissistic, egocentric tyrants. Their vision 
of an earthly “heaven” has usually resulted in an earthly “hell” of wars 
and suffering. The world regards such figures with a combination of 
alarm, pity, and loathing.

Yet even the best and most heroic leaders in history have not 
proven worthy to “break the seals,” to “open the scroll,” and to bring 
about a world of peace. George Washington, revered as a man of 
great leadership and wisdom, could not lead the world into the long-
hoped-for golden age. Abraham Lincoln, with his godly heart full of 
compassion for both the North and South, was unable to resolve the 
deep social and political problems of his time—some of which con-
tinue to haunt us today.

None of these men was able to solve the great problems of his-
tory. None was worthy to open the scroll. No wonder John wept! He 
wept and wept, he said, because no one could be found who could 
unseal the scroll or even look inside. No one knew how to go about it. 
Among all the leaders of the world there is not one man or woman who 
has a clue to the solution of the great issues that divide, plague, and 
imperil the human race.

The Lion and the Lamb

In verse 5, John learns to his amazement that the problem has 
already been solved! The twenty-four angels of the heavenly council 
around God’s throne know the answer, and one of them discloses the 
answer to John in Revelation 5:5.

“The Lion of the tribe of Judah” and “the Root of David” are sig-
nificant Jewish titles. They refer to prophecies from the Old Testament 
which predict that there would come one from the tribe of Judah and 
from the family of David who would rule over the earth and put an end 
to all the earth’s pain and sorrows. These two titles refer to the King 
of the Jews—the same title which Pilate had posted over the cross of 
Jesus. It is the King of the Jews, the Redeemer Himself, who has gone 
through death and suffering in order to conquer death and suffering, 
who is destined to bring about God’s kingdom on the earth.

“See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah,” says the angel. We, like 
John, expect to see a great cat-like creature with claws and sharp 
teeth, shaking its golden mane. But, in Revelation 5:6, when John 
turns, he doesn’t see a Lion—he sees a Lamb!

The body of the Lamb is wounded, as if it had been put to death. 
Without question this Lamb is the slain Redeemer of the world! The 
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marks of the Lord’s death are still there, imprinted even in His resur-
rected body for all eternity. In the uniting of these two symbols—the 
Lion of Judah and the Lamb that was slain—we see the unity of two 
themes which pervade both the Old and New Testaments. The lion is 
a symbol of majesty, power, rule, and authority. The lamb is a symbol 
of meekness, innocence, and sacrifice. Lions conquer; lambs submit. 
Lions roar; lambs go to slaughter.

Here, in Revelation 5, the angel announces a Lion, then introduc-
es John to a Lamb. The meaning is clear: Here is the One who con-
quers by submitting, who is worthy of power and authority by reason 
of His meekness, innocence, and sacrifice. Here, bound together in a 
powerful overlapping image, is the lionly Lamb, the fulfillment of God’s 
earthly promises to Israel and His heavenly calling of the church.

The references to the Lion of Judah and the Root of David are 
clear signs that Israel is coming back to center stage as the end of hu-
man history approaches. Indeed, throughout the entire span of the Bi-
ble, Israel has been the key to understanding history. The earth cannot 
be blessed until the nation of Israel is blessed. Even though the Mes-
siah came to Israel and Israel rejected its Messiah, and even though 
God has chosen the church as His instrument of ministry to the world 
from the time of Christ until now, the time of Israel’s full restoration is 
coming. The Old Testament prophets predicted it, and John describes 
it in Revelation: the Messiah, the promised Lion of Judah, the Root of 
David, is coming to fulfill God’s promises to the people of Israel.

As the Lion of Judah, Jesus will rule the world with a rod of iron. 
The Scriptures prophetically declare this in Psalm 2 (see verses 1-
2,6,9). Zion is symbolic of the city Jerusalem. In that city, says this pro-
phetic Psalm, Jesus shall reign with a rod of iron and dash to pieces 
those nations that resist His reign.

But remember, the Lion is also a Lamb. Those who are weak, fal-
tering, helpless or without hope will find Jesus to be a compassionate, 
gracious Savior. As the Lamb of God, He is full of mercy and grace. 
Those who are rebellious will find Jesus a Lion. Those who are needy 
will find Him a Lamb.

Notice the description of the Lamb in John’s vision. He has seven 
horns. In Scripture, an animal’s horns speak of power, and seven is 
the number of fullness. So the Lamb which was slain has full, com-
plete power as a result of His death and resurrection. As the book 
of Hebrews says, “He is able to save completely those who come to 
God through him” (Hebrews 7:25, italics added). And as Jesus Him-
self declared following His resurrection, “All power is given unto me in 
heaven and in earth” (Matthew 28:18, KJV).

The Lamb also has seven eyes. In Scripture, eyes speak of full 
intelligence, discernment, and understanding through the Holy Spirit. 
Again, the number seven indicates that the Lamb’s understanding of 
the events and dynamics of human history is complete and perfect. 
These seven eyes are the seven spirits of God which, as we have 
already seen, are a symbol of the Holy Spirit. In John’s gospel, we are 
told that Jesus “did not need man’s testimony about man, for he knew 
what was in a man” (John 2:25). Jesus understands humanity. Thus 
He is the One who is worthy to take the scroll, to remove the seals, 

and to disclose and execute God’s plan for the final stages of human 
history.

The Worship of the Lamb

Next, the Lamb who is worthy takes up the scroll—and all of 
heaven breaks forth into peals of song and praise in Revelation 5:7-8. 
The realm of heaven rings with worship, and at the center of that wor-
ship is the Lamb who was slain. Each of the twenty-four elders has a 
harp, and there are bowls of fragrant incense, which are the prayers 
of the saints.

The harp symbolizes the music of inanimate creation. Not only 
will all human and angelic beings glorify God, but all of creation—the 
rocks, the trees, the mountains, the hills, the sea—will give praise and 
worship to God the Father and His Son, Jesus the Redeemer. Just as 
the strings of a harp vibrate in harmony, so the whole of creation will 
vibrate in harmonious worship of God.

Notice that the elders are depicted as holding the golden bowls of 
incense. The elders are, in fact, presenting the prayers of the saints to 
God. There is a profound and exhilarating truth for you and me in this 
image: we, the redeemed, actually contribute to the work of redemp-
tion through our prayers!

Of course, we cannot lay the foundation for our redemption. Only 
Jesus could do that, and He has accomplished that task perfectly. But 
we do have a role in applying God’s redemptive power throughout the 
earth. In 1 Timothy 2:1-4 we see what prayer does. When you care 
about another person and you bring that person before the throne of 
God in prayer, you become part of the process of applying God’s work 
of redemption to that human heart. The fact that you and I can become 
a part of God’s eternal program for human redemption should ignite, 
excite, and transform our prayer life.

A New Song

Years ago I lived in a tiny room at the North Avenue YMCA in 
Chicago. One Easter Sunday morning, I rose before dawn and got 
dressed to attend the great sunrise service in Soldier Field. As I was 
dressing, I glanced at an open hymn book on my bureau. It was open 
to the hymn “Beneath the Cross of Jesus.” The words of the second 
verse seemed to jump off the page as I read,

Upon that cross of Jesus mine eye at times can see
The very dying form of One who suffered there for me;
And from my smitten heart with tears two wonders I confess—
The wonder of redeeming love, and my unworthiness!

I was struck with my own unworthiness, and my heart was melted 
as I read those words. Yes, I had known before that I was sinful and 
unworthy, but somehow this was different. The words of the hymn 
pierced my heart, and the marvel of God’s redeeming love swept over 
me like a completely new emotion. The close walls of that little room 
faded away, and I seemed to be standing with that great throng in 
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heaven, singing an awestruck song of God’s love for mankind, made 
manifest on the cross.

In Revelation 5:9-10, the apostle John hears a song very much 
like the song that melted my heart that day. In these verses John hears 
the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders, their voices joined 
as a heavenly choir, singing a new song. Why is this song called a new 
song? Because it is new to the elders and the four living creatures. 
They have never sung such a song before because, as angels, they 
have never been redeemed!

For centuries these angels have observed the human race—will-
ful, rebellious, defiant, sinning men and women like you and me, self-
ishly seeking our own way while rejecting the patient, forgiving love 
of God. They have also watched God calling to us, pleading with us, 
sacrificing His only Son for us, forgiving and redeeming us from our 
sin. Now, as the end of human history approaches, they join together 
to sing a song they have never known before, a song they learned 
from the saints—the song of the redeemed.

That is why heaven bursts forth in praise and worship: the re-
deeming sacrifice of Jesus! Yes, we love His teaching and the won-
derful life He lived. We marvel at His miracles, His power, and His 
compassion for sinners. But most of all we praise Him because of the 
blood He shed on our behalf, and on the behalf of sinners in every age 
of history.

I never take the cup of communion without thinking of the words 
of Peter in 1 Peter 1:18-19. I can’t conceive of any thought that is more 
powerful in melting the human heart than the thought that we who 
deserve death have been given the gift of eternal life at the cost of the 
precious blood of Jesus. It is this amazing thought that calls forth the 
new song of the redeemed.

The old song of the angels is a song of creation. The new song is 
a song of redemption.

Worthy Is the Lamb

As John watches, all the universe is caught up in the wonder of 
God’s sacrificial love for mankind. He hears, in Revelation 5:11-14, a 
great, swelling chorus—the voice of millions upon millions of angels!

If you are familiar with Handel’s Messiah, then you may recognize 
the words of this passage from “Worthy Is the Lamb,” which appears 
near the end of the oratorio. In both its music and its profound theme of 
redemption it is one of the most beautiful pieces of choral music ever 
written. At the end, the entire chorus joins in the repeated affirmation, 
“Amen, Amen, Amen.” As you listen, it is easy to envision the scenes 
John describes in this passage.

The apostle Paul refers to this same scene in Philippians 2:9-11, 
after encouraging his readers to imitate the humility of Christ—who 
willingly took the form of a servant, humbled Himself, and died for 
our sakes. Note that the divisions Paul mentions—heaven, earth, and 
under the earth—are the same divisions John sees in his vision. And 
in each of those realms, throughout the entire extent of the universe, 

there is the sound of praise and worship offered to Jesus the Redeem-
er. The allusion to those “under the earth” refers to those who have 
already died, including those who die in unbelief and are in hell. So 
even hell must join with heaven and earth in acknowledging the lord-
ship of Christ.

Clearly there will be some in eternity who gladly confess the 
lordship of Christ because they have appropriated the sacrifice of Je-
sus for their own eternal lives. But others will be forced to reluctantly 
confess His lordship. Those who scoff at the Scriptures, who ridicule 
biblical morality, who mock or persecute godly people, will one day be 
made to see they are wrong and their lives have been wasted. When 
the illusions and delusions upon which they based their lives have all 
been stripped away, they will have no choice but to join the rest of 
creation in openly confessing that Jesus Christ is Lord.

John sees all of this in a vision. It has not yet happened—but it 
will. When the seven-sealed scroll is finally opened, all of creation will 
join in acknowledging God and His Son, Jesus. That is the goal toward 
which all of history is quickly rushing.

The momentous events that stream across our TV screens and 
newspaper headlines do not take place in a vacuum. They take place 
in a grand and cosmic context. They are being woven into an eternal 
plan. You and I are woven into that plan as well. We have choices to 
make. We cannot escape the eternal consequences of those choic-
es.

Someday every knee shall bow and every tongue shall confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord. There will be no exceptions. You will confess 
His lordship, and so will I. The question is: When that moment comes, 
will our hearts be filled with joy and gladness—or with regret? It is not 
a choice for the future, but a choice we must make today.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 5.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 5, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 6, concentrating on verses 1-2.

1. In Revelation 6:1 we see the Lamb opening the first seal. What command does one of the four living creatures give?

2. a. In response to the command what appears before John?

b. What did the rider hold and what was given to him?

c. What did he ride out to do?

3. a. Some people believe that this rider is Jesus Christ, because in Revelation 19 we see Jesus Christ as King of Kings and Lord of Lords rid-
ing a white horse. However, this does not seem possible because this rider in Revelation 6 was summoned by a command from a lesser 
creature. From Revelation 6:2, how many crowns does this rider have and how did he receive the crown?

b. Read Revelation 19:12. How is the crown of the rider in this passage different?

4. a. The rider of Revelation 6:2 does not appear to be Jesus Christ, but one who is very similar to Him, who perhaps wants to appear like 
Christ. What do the following verses say about one who will appear in the end times?

 Matthew 24:3-5

 John 5:43

 2 Thessalonians 2:3,8-10
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b. What does 1 John 4:3 say regarding the spirit of antichrist?

5. a. As 1 John 4:3 says, the spirit of antichrist is even now in the world. Colossians 2:4-8 gives us a warning about being deceived. What are 
we urged to do in Colossians 2:6-8?

b. We are to continue to live in Jesus the way we received Him. How does one receive Him? See Ephesians 2:8-9.

6. Personal: Have you received Jesus Christ as your Savior? If not, why not do it now? If you have, are you overflowing with thankfulness? Tell 
someone how thankful you are for what Jesus Christ has done for you.

Third Day: Read Revelation 6 again, concentrating on verses 3-4.

1. What did the second living creature say when the Lamb opened the second seal?

2. a. What appears before John?

b. What was given to the rider of this horse?

3. In Matthew 24 Jesus tells of the end times. How does Matthew 24:6 correspond with the second seal?

4. Challenge: The rider was given power to take peace from the earth and make men slay each other. Read James 4:1-3. What is the root cause 
of fighting and quarrels?

5. a. Even as believers we struggle with our old nature and its evil desires. Read Ephesians 4:22-27. How are we to triumph over evil desires 
and not allow the devil a foothold in our life?

b. Personal Is there some particular area you struggle with? From the above verse we see a command to put off the old self and put on the 
new self. Can you think of specific actions you can take to do this? Why not pray about this now?
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Fourth Day: Read Revelation 6 again, concentrating on verses 5-6.

1. What did the third living creature say when the Lamb opened the third seal?

2. a. What appears before John?

b. What was its rider holding?

3. In Revelation 6:6 what did the voice say?

4. Many Bible scholars consider this to be a period of widespread famine; however, famine is listed among the judgments of the fourth seal. This 
may possibly stand for economic upheaval—inflation, recession, panic. It may be the justification the Antichrist will use to impose rigid controls 
over buying and selling. Read Revelation 13:16-17. How will he control the economy?

5. Personal: Even now it can be so difficult not to worry about finances. Are you fearful about your future and your finances? Read Matthew 
6:25-34. From verse 33, what is the key to security? What steps are you taking to seek the kingdom of God and His righteousness.

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 6 again, concentrating on verses 7-11.

1. a. When the Lamb opened the fourth seal what horse appeared?

b. What was its rider’s name and what followed it?

2. a. What power was given to them?

b. Challenge: Find out what the current population of the earth is and divide it by four. Compare this to the population of the country you live 
in.

3. When the Lamb opened the fifth seal what did John see? (Revelation 6:9)

4. a. What was their question to the Lord? (Revelation 6:10)
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b. What answer did they receive? (Revelation 6:11)

5. a. The time of Revelation 6 is a future time of judgment not a current time of grace. Read Romans 12:19-21. What is our response to be to 
our enemies? (verse 19a)

b. What does God promise us in verse 19b?

6. Personal: It is good to know that God will vindicate us, in His time. In the meantime is there someone who has wronged you? Will you pray for 
them now and fulfil Romans 12:20-21?

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 6 again, concentrating on verses 12-17.

1. What happens in verses 12-14 when the sixth seal is opened?

2. How does this compare with what Jesus describes of the Last Days in the following verses?

Matthew 24:7,29

Luke 21:25-26

3. What is the response of rebellious mankind in Revelation 6:15-16? Do they cry out for forgiveness?

4. From Revelation 6:17 what has finally come?

5. Read Habakkuk 2:3 and Hebrews 10:37. When will this revelation take place? Will anything delay it?

6. Personal: Too often we get impatient waiting for God, yet everything is moving along according to His timetable. Are you waiting on the Lord? 
Is there something you’ve asked of Him and the answer has not yet come? What instruction do you receive from the following verses? How 
can you apply them to your situation?

Psalm 27:14

Psalm 130:5

Psalm 131:2
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The Riders of Judgment
Revelation 6

I grew up on the Great Plains of Montana. Often before a sum-
mer thunderstorm there would be an eerie calm, a sense of ominous 
foreboding in the air. Something was coming. We could feel it. It was 
as though the impending storm hung over our heads, dark and threat-
ening, its pent-up violence waiting to be unleashed.

That is the mood we sense in the affairs of the world today. The 
globe bristles with nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons—the 
arsenals of a worldwide Armageddon. The world still shudders at the 
very real possibility of economic, ecological, and energy crises. Pov-
erty, hunger, terrorism, AIDS, and crime are just a few of the problems 
that tear at the fabric of our society today.

The Bible has long predicted such a worldwide crisis, and in Rev-
elation 6 we begin to see that crisis take shape.

A “Week” of Years

One of the strongest indicators of the reliability and divine in-
spiration of the Bible is the fact that all of its books in both the Old 
Testament and the New agree and intermesh so closely. One of the 
places we find this is in the relationship between the Old Testament 
book of Daniel and the New Testament book of Revelation. Although 
these books were written some five hundred years apart, they are so 
closely interwoven in their themes and prophetic accounts that they 
could have been produced by the same hand. Unquestionably they 
were produced by the same Mind, for they both describe the same 
eternal plan of history.

In Daniel 9, the prophet Daniel describes a great calendar of 
events, reaching from his own day on into our own future. Marked 
out on this calendar is a period of seventy “weeks.” These are clearly 
not seven-day weeks, but rather “weeks” of years. In fact, the New 
International Version, in order to avoid confusion, uses the word “sev-
ens” instead of “weeks.” Each “week” is a seven-year period. Seventy 
“weeks,” then, would be 490 years (70 weeks x 7 years = 490 years). 
The 490-year period that Daniel said would be fulfilled was from the 
building of the wall of Jerusalem in the days of Nehemiah until the end 
of the age.

Of those 490 years, 483 years would end on the day the Messiah 
(or “the Anointed One”) would be presented to Israel as King. On the 
precise day that the 483 years was completed, Jesus rode on the back 
of a donkey from the Mount of Olives into the city of Jerusalem where 
He was presented to the people of Israel as their King.

That was on the first Palm Sunday. Just a few days later Jesus 
was rejected and crucified. Again, this is in accordance with the proph-
ecy of Daniel 9, which predicted that “the Anointed One will be cut off 
and will have nothing”—surely a reference to the crucifixion. Following 
that, an indeterminate period of time follows, according to the proph-
ecy, and it will be a time of catastrophic upheaval. “The end will come 
like a flood: war will continue until the end, and desolations have been 
decreed” (Daniel 9:26).

It is during this indeterminate period of time—a time punctuated 
by war and desolations, culminating in what is ominously referred to 
as “the end”—that the church comes into being. The era of the church 
begins on the Day of Pentecost (see Acts 2), the day when God began 
to call out a special people for His name, made up of both Jews and 
Gentiles. The church’s task in the world is nearly completed, but for 
now it remains on earth, carrying out the work God has given it to do.

Daniel is then told of other events which are to occur during the 
last “week” of that 490-year period. These events have not yet hap-
pened. Thus many commentators have understood this final “week” to 
be as yet unfulfilled. These events still lie in our future, and when they 
occur they will be closely associated with the nation of Israel.

Jesus Himself refers to these events in His great prophetic pas-
sage in Matthew 24. Before His crucifixion, He told his disciples what 
must come to pass. The final seven-year period of Daniel’s prophecy 
is what Jesus refers to when He speaks of “the end of the age.” Those 
seven years will take place when Israel is once again brought center 
stage in world events.

This seven-year period of Daniel’s prophecy and of the Lord’s 
prophecy comprises the fascinating—and sometimes frightening—se-
ries of events we will explore in Revelation 6 through 19. This seven-
year “week” is characterized by three series of events: (1) the seven 
seals, (2) the seven trumpets, and (3) the seven bowls of wrath. Each 
of these series divides into four distinct and recognizable events and 
three revelations of what is occurring behind the scenes, in the hidden 
realm of the angels, both the Lord’s angels and the fallen angels.
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The First Seal: A Rider on a White Horse

Revelation 6 begins with the opening of the seven-sealed scroll, 
held by the Lamb who was slain. There has been much disagreement 
as to who or what this rider on the white horse represents. Some iden-
tify him as Jesus, because in Revelation 19 Jesus appears on a white 
horse, bringing an end to the terrible judgments upon the earth.

But it is a mistake to identify the rider in chapter 6 with the rider 
in chapter 19. The contexts of the two passages are entirely differ-
ent, and there are important differences in the way these two riders 
are described. For example, the rider of chapter 6 is given a crown, 
whereas the rider of chapter 19 appears on the scene wearing “many 
crowns.” Moreover, the rider of chapter 6 is summoned by one of the 
living creatures with the command “Come!” It would be unthinkable for 
the conquering Christ of chapter 19 to be summoned by any lesser 
creature.

However, it is significant that there are similarities between these 
two riders on white horses. Both are crowned and both are bent on 
conquest. This suggests that the rider of Revelation 6 may be some-
one who is like Christ in some ways, but is not Christ. Who could it 
be?

I submit that the rider of Revelation 6 is the long-predicted Anti-
christ, who is spoken of in various places in Scripture, and who is to 
appear in the last days. The apostle Paul calls him “the lawless one,” 
the one who will eventually appear and offer himself as though he 
were God’s Christ (2 Thessalonians 2:3-8). Jesus Himself said to the 
Jews of His day, “I have come in my Father’s name, and you do not ac-
cept me; but if someone else comes in his own name, you will accept 
him” (John 5:43). The rider of Revelation 6 comes like Christ, yet in his 
own name. As Jesus sadly predicts, many will accept him.

The rider of Revelation 6 is given a bow, but there is no men-
tion of arrows. This suggests that his conquest is a bloodless one. It 
pictures the conquest of the world by the Antichrist as taking place by 
the overpowering of the minds and wills of human beings, without the 
physical destruction of war. It will take place not by force but by deceit, 
by lying that misleads people and nations without the bloodshed.

It is interesting to note that, in Matthew 24 at the Mount of Olives, 
the first word Jesus says to His disciples is, “Watch out that no one 
deceives you.” Throughout the rest of that chapter you find reference 
after reference to the danger of demonic deception in the last days.

As you look around at all the forces of persuasion and decep-
tion that surround us today, it is not at all hard to believe that we are 
indeed approaching the last days. Turn on the television or open a 
newspaper, and you can read the outrageous propaganda claims of 
one nation against another. Millions of people are willingly deceived 
by the euphoric rush produced by illicit drugs. Millions more are de-
ceived by the false image of sophistication and maturity that cigarette 
smoking is supposed to impart. Madison Avenue rakes in mountains 
of money every year by spreading the deception that this perfume or 
that cosmetic can bring instant romance into a woman’s life. Clearly, 
we live in an age of runaway deception.

But in this passage of Revelation, the rider on the white horse 
appears as a sign that the worst deception is yet on the horizon. The 
first conquest of evil in the last days is set in motion when God takes 
all the restraints off of evil and lets deception have its way among men 
and women until it reaches a climax of mass delusion (see 2 Thessalo-
nians 2:9-12). The nature of this powerful delusion will become clearer 
as we proceed through the book of Revelation.

The Second Seal: A Rider on a Red Horse

In verses 3 and 4, the second seal is opened, revealing a new 
horse and its rider. This rider is easy to recognize. It is War, but this 
form of war is not merely war between opposing armies. It is raw, red 
slaughter. It is civil anarchy. It is the kind of war that takes place when 
social order breaks down, when mobs of people take to the streets and 
begin killing with abandon.

In John’s day people had no conception of the weapons of mass 
destruction that are stored up in the world arsenals today. The best 
words John had to describe the destruction he foresaw was the im-
age of a “large sword.” This “large sword” is clearly a powerful weap-
on of destruction. Understandably, many Bible scholars today view 
this “large sword” as a symbol of the awesome power of the nuclear 
bomb—a weapon which kills by the tens and hundreds of thousands 
in a single, all-consuming blast.

If you read Ezekiel 38 and 39, you will find a vivid account of 
such warfare on a massive scale. There, armies come down out of the 
north, pour into the Holy Land, and are decimated by what appears 
to be radiation sickness. Does the Word of God foresee a monstrous 
war, fought with the weapons of mass destruction which we now see 
stockpiled around the world? As we honestly face the prophecies of 
Ezekiel and Revelation, we have to admit that it is only in our century, 
with its efficient, high-tech approach to killing, that the fulfillment of 
these terrible predictions could even come about.

The Third Seal: A Rider on a Black Horse

In verses 5 and 6, the third seal is opened, revealing another 
horse and rider. Most Bible scholars consider these verses to refer to 
a period of widespread famine on the earth. They point to the scales 
as symbolizing food being weighed very carefully, because it is in such 
short supply that it must be rationed.

I do not think, however, that the third seal represents famine. 
When we examine the fourth seal we will see that famine is specifi-
cally listed among the judgments of that seal, along with death by the 
sword, plague, and wild beasts. Another possible explanation of the 
third seal is economic upheaval—inflation, recession, panic.

I remember as a boy hearing stories of the economic distress in 
the post-World War I Weimar Republic of Germany. The Deutsche 
mark, the German monetary unit, had declined in value so sharply 
that people would load thousands of bills into a wheelbarrow and haul 
them to market just to buy one loaf of bread! That is what runaway 
inflation does: it renders money worthless.
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Inflation may well be the justification the Antichrist will use to im-
pose rigid controls over buying and selling, as we shall see in Revela-
tion 13. At that time the whole world will be under such tight economic 
controls that “no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, which is 
the name of the beast or the number of his name” (Revelation 13:17).

The Fourth Seal: A Rider on a Pale Horse

In verses 7 and 8, the fourth seal is opened, revealing another 
horse and rider. This rider is named Death. Floating along behind 
Death is a figure identified as Hades (or Hell). Death takes the body 
and Hades takes the soul.

There are four forms of death referred to in this seal of judgment. 
First the sword, which refers here not to war but to murder, the deadly 
assault of one individual human being upon another. Under this seal 
of judgment, people will take law and vengeance into their own hands 
and will kill one another without regard to justice.

Second comes famine and widespread starvation. We have all 
seen pictures of lands that have been ravaged by drought and famine. 
We have seen the cracked ground, the swollen, distended bellies of 
little children with spindly legs and hollow eyes. The death that accom-
panies starvation is one of the most horrible deaths imaginable.

Third comes the devastation of plague. A plague is an epidemic, 
a rapidly spreading disease. In Matthew 24, Jesus predicted that fam-
ines, plagues, and earthquakes would come upon the earth in the last 
days. When civilization crumbles, mankind’s defenses against disease 
crumble as well. When there is no sanitation system, no safe drinking 
water, and not enough food, diseases like cholera, typhoid, and dys-
entery spread like a consuming fire. Moreover, the plague described in 
this seal of judgment may be linked to such modern horrors as biologi-
cal warfare—killing masses of people by unleashing clouds of deadly 
viruses—or the terrible plague of AIDS.

Fourth, the wild beasts of the earth multiply. Human beings be-
come prey to these predatory creatures. Verse 8 says that a quarter 
of the earth is given over to these four kinds of attack and devastation. 
Here we have a picture of incomprehensible devastation visited upon 
the earth as a result of human hatred, barbarity, and sin.

These four seal judgments are references to forces that are al-
ready at work in our own society, right now. The only difference be-
tween this day and the last days is that these judgments will be carried 
out to their logical and unprecedented extreme at that time. These 
four seals confirm God’s method, which He has announced many 
times in Scripture, of forcing men and women to face the truth about 
themselves. What is that method? He allows evil—the evil that human 
beings themselves choose to commit—to operate without restraint till 
people see for themselves its terrible outcome.

Romans 1 declares that God “gave them over” to their own evil 
passions and allows sin to manifest its consequences in the lives of 
evil men and women. God confronts us with the unpleasant truth about 
ourselves by giving us what we demand. If men and women choose 
to believe a lie, then God will send them the “powerful delusion” of the 

Antichrist. If men and women seek to kill and destroy, then God will 
give them the anarchy and mob rule they demand.

If men and women demand more luxury with which to gratify their 
lusts, then God will give them the economic upheaval and inflation 
that is the result of greed and immorality. Ultimately their luxuries and 
money will be worthless, and even the necessities of life will be beyond 
their reach. If men and women demand power and control, they will re-
ceive the brutal end of unrestrained power: intrigue, murder, disease, 
and desolation upon the earth. These judgments cannot be halted. 
They are the inescapable consequences of unrestrained human evil.

The Fifth Seal: The Souls of the Slain

Beginning with the fifth seal, the nature of the judgment changes. 
The last three seals contain neither horse, nor rider, nor the natural 
forces of judgment. With the fifth seal comes a different kind of activ-
ity—a supernatural activity. Here we see God working, bringing about 
both favorable and ominous results for the world’s people amid the 
judgments of the four horsemen.

There is a difficult concept embedded in Revelation 6:9-11. How 
is it that the saints who lived and died over a period of centuries and 
millennia appear in this passage to be together in heaven at one time? 
The answer to this question is that this passage gives us a glimpse 
into the difference between time and eternity. We live in time. The 
events described in this passage take place in eternity.

In this world, we are born, live, and die in time. But after we die, 
we enter a great eternal present called eternity. In the realm of eter-
nity, time does not pass, moment by moment. Everything simply is. 
Everyone who died in the past, who will die in the future, or who is 
dying at this very moment in time emerges together in the same undi-
vided moment called eternity. There is no past or future there. Those 
concepts belong to time.

Notice the altar which stands over the souls of the slain. As later 
references in Revelation will confirm, this is the altar of the great tem-
ple in heaven, the temple which Moses saw when he stood on Mount 
Sinai. This temple was the pattern which he copied when he built the 
tabernacle (see Exodus 34–40). In the New Testament we learn that 
the Old Testament temple symbolized the ultimate dwelling place of 
God: man himself! (See 1 Corinthians 3:16.) When we come to the 
end of Revelation, we will see this truth fulfilled in history.

The martyrs depicted in Revelation 6:9-11 are clearly part of the 
great multitude which appears in Revelation 7:9ff. They form a crowd 
which no man can number, robed in white, representing every tribe, 
nation, and language on the earth. They stand before the throne, hav-
ing been slain because of their unwavering witness for God before a 
hostile world. We know that the martyrs of Revelation 6 are a part of 
that multitude because in this passage they are each given a white 
robe and told to wait until their brethren would also be martyred. This 
indicates that those who have already died and those who will later 
be martyred will constitute a great multitude who all enter eternity to-
gether though they leave earth at differing times. This is God’s way of 
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expressing the transition from time to eternity, where past and future 
are eclipsed and only the single, unending moment of the Now exists.

Now notice the prayer these martyrs pray: a call for vengeance. 
This is quite different from the sort of prayer we Christians are nor-
mally expected to pray for our enemies. Jesus told us that we should 
pray for those who mistreat us and persecute us. Our prayer life is to 
reflect the prayer life of Christ, who prayed, “Father, forgive them, for 
they do not know what they are doing,” even as He hung dying upon 
the cross (Luke 23:34).

Why, then, do the martyrs of the fifth seal not show this same spirit 
of forgiveness? It is because these martyrs no longer live in an age 
when God patiently endures the injustices of men. The time described 
in Revelation 6 is a time of judgment, not a time of grace. These are 
days when wrongdoers are called to account for their crimes. The 
prayers of these martyrs actually reflect the mind of God at this time. 
Led by the Spirit of God, they are praying for the fulfillment of God’s 
will during the last days.

The Sixth Seal: Nature in Chaos

Verses 12 to 14 reveal the sixth seal of judgment. It is a seal of 
almost incomprehensible terror and calamity. This is a vivid and dis-
turbing picture of nature in chaos. The whole natural world goes on a 
rampage. The Lord describes the same event in Matthew 24:29-30.

These six seals have carried us almost to the very end of the 
entire seven-year period of Daniel’s seventieth week. These seals 
represent a telescoped or condensed overview of this very dramatic 
period in the future of our world and of the human race. After the Great 
Tribulation, nature itself will be upset by some cataclysmic phenom-
enon in the cosmos. We are told that there will be great earthquakes. 
Volcanoes will rupture and spout deadly flows of lava. There will be 
aerial phenomena, so that the stars will seem to fall from the sky. The 
sun and moon will appear darkened. Jesus’ description of these dire 
events is also recorded in Luke 21:25-27. It will be a time of terror and 
inconceivable anguish throughout the earth.

What will be the effect of these events on people? John describes 
the final scene that takes place under the sixth seal in Revelation 6:15-
17. All people who have not yet believed in Christ, who have refused 
His offer of grace, will be subject to these terrible and catastrophic 
events. Those who refuse to believe will have reached a stage where 
they cannot believe. They will not repent and pray to God for salvation. 
Rather, they will feel a terrible fear and pray to the rocks to fall on them 
and destroy them.

The Purpose of This Vision

If we belong to the Lord, if we are members of His body, the true 
church, we will not be a part of this scene. That is the great promise 
of Revelation. So why does the Lord reveal these terrible scenes to 
John and to us? 

The answer, in part, is that God has given us this horrific vision of 
the future in order to inspire us with the urgency of our witness to the 
world. Do we want our family, our friends, our neighbors to go through 
the terrible scenes we have just witnessed? Do we want them to think 
back on all the conversations we had with them, the opportunities we 
had to share our faith with them, and to ask, “Why didn’t my friend tell 
me about the Lord?”

Another part of the answer is that God has given us this revela-
tion so that we can understand where the moral and spiritual forces 
that now surround us are going to end up. God wants us to be able 
to judge and discern what is right from those things that merely seem 
right, but which will lead us to our destruction.

Isaiah has put his finger on the reason for these terrible judg-
ments: “The Lord Almighty planned it, to bring low the pride of all glory 
and to humble all who are renowned on the earth (Isaiah 23:9). The 
pride of man—this terrible lust within us to be in control of our lives and 
the lives of others, to run everything, to be the center of our own little 
universe—will someday be humbled.

God’s grace humbles our pride. The sight of God’s Son dying in 
our place forces us to confront the evil in our own hearts. Our sin put 
Jesus on that cross. If the grace of God, demonstrated on the cross, 
does not humble us, then God’s judgment must humble us. Willingly 
or not, “every knee [shall] bow… and every tongue confess that Je-
sus Christ is Lord” (Philippians 2:10-11). The same God who today 
extends grace and forgiveness to all men and women must someday 
judge the sin and rebellion of those who reject His love.

If you and I make sure that we do not have within us a heart of 
unbelief then we shall never have to fear the shaking of the earth or 
the darkening of the sky because of God’s judgment. In that terrible 
day when the foundations of the earth crumble, by the grace of God 
you and I will be able to stand.
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 6.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 6, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 7, concentrating on verses 1-3.
From Genesis to Revelation, the Word of God records the past and future history of the world primarily as it relates to the nation of Israel. This 
is obvious in the Old Testament, yet in the New Testament we see the concept of a church comprised not only of Jews (Israelites) but Gentiles 
(anyone not an Israelite). We also see the nation of Israel occupying center stage in New Testament Scriptures (Matthew 10:6; Romans 9-11). 
In modern times, ever since its re-establishment as a nation in 1948, Israel has again occupied center stage in world events. In Revelation 7 we 
will begin to see the culmination of God’s eternal plan for the people of Israel.

1. In Revelation 6 we saw the opening of the six seals of judgment. But as we come to Revelation 7, we come to a pause between the first 6 
seals and the seventh and final seal. In Revelation 7:1 where are these four angels standing?

2. a. This is a picturesque description of the four compass directions, north, south, east and west. What are these angels doing?

b. Challenge: These are winds of judgment. From Revelation 7:2-3 how can you tell that these are winds of judgment?

3. At some time (Bible scholars disagree on the exact time frame) prior to the next few verses of Revelation 7 a wonderful event takes place. We 
call this event the Rapture of the Church. Read 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. From verses 16-17 describe what happens during the Rapture.

4. What does 1 Thessalonians 4:18 tell us to do with these words?

5. Personal: How do these passages of Scripture encourage you? Is there someone that you know that might be encouraged by these words? 
Will you go to them and give them these words of encouragement?
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Third Day: Read Revelation 7 again, concentrating on verses 2-3.

1. What does the angel coming up from the east have?

2. Who did this angel speak to?

3. What did he tell them not to harm?

4. What were the angels holding back the winds to wait for?

5. a. Read Ephesians 1:13-14. In this passage who else is marked with a seal?

b. How are these sealed?

c. What is this seal a guarantee of?

6. Personal: Have you believed and been sealed? Write Ephesians 1:13 inserting your own name.

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 7 again, concentrating on verses 4-8.

1. a. From Revelation 7:4, how many were sealed?

b. Where were those who were sealed from?

2. As previously stated, by this chapter God’s church has been removed from the earth. It is Israel and only Israel that is center stage in this 
passage. In verses 5-8 how does John emphasize this truth?

3. Matthew 24 speaks of the last days. Many Bible scholars believe that Matthew 24:14 refers to the work of these 144,000. From this verse what 
will they do?

4. a. The gospel is the same in every age. It is the story of God sending His Son as the Savior of lost humanity. In the Old Testament times this 
story was told by means of symbols such as animal sacrifices and temple rituals. How does John the Baptist express this gospel in John 
3:36?

b. How does Jesus tell this gospel in John 3:16-17?

c. How does Paul express this gospel in Acts 13:38-39?
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5. Personal: How will you express this gospel? Who will you share this gospel with?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 7 again, concentrating on verses 9-12.

1. a. In Revelation 7:9, what does John see next?

b. Where were they from?

c. Where were they standing?

d. How does John describe them?

2. a.  Read John 12:12-15. This passage tells of another group of people with palm branches. Describe this event.

b. The word “Hosanna” means “save now.” To whom were they shouting this?

3. a. In Revelation 7:10, what was the multitude saying?

b. Challenge: In the John passage we see the people crying out to Jesus to be saved. How does Revelation 7:10 express the fulfillment of 
this cry?

4. a. From Revelation 7:11, what is the response of the angels, the elders and the four living creatures?

b. What are the words of their praise in Revelation 7:12?

5. Personal: The heavenly host are continually falling down in worship before the Lord. As we mentally look upon the wonders of our mighty and 
glorious God we too should be filled with praise. As we realize that this mighty God is the one who loves us and made the way for us to be 
saved, we should be filled with thanksgiving. Make a list of things that you are thankful for. Take a moment and thank God for them.

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 7 again, concentrating on verses 13-17.

1. a. What question did one of the elders ask John? (Revelation 7:13)

b. What was John’s response? (Revelation 7:14a)

2. a. Who did the elder say the multitude in white robes were? (Revelation 7:14b)

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.

This study may not be duplicated. For individual use of the purchaser only.



92 Joy of Living Bible Studies

b. How were their robes made white? (Revelation 7:14c)

c. How does Isaiah 1:18 express this same thought?

3. This multitude that came out of the great tribulation suffered greatly and were beheaded for their faith in the Lord (see Revelation 20:4). From 
Revelation 7:15-16 what blessings do they receive?

4. a. What will the Lamb be to them? (Revelation 7:17a)

b. What type of spring will they be led to? (Revelation 7:17b)

c. What will God do for them? (Revelation 7:17c)

5. Challenge: From the following verses, who is the living water?

Jeremiah 2:13

Jeremiah 17:13

John 7:38-39

6. a. Read Psalm 23:1-3. If we have put our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, who is our shepherd?

b. What does He make the believer do?

c. Where does He lead the believer?

d. What does this do for the believer’s soul?

7. Personal: Do you ever struggle and fight against God when He makes you lie down in green pastures or leads you beside the still waters? 
When we go through the trials and tribulations of this life we need to be restored. Why not rest in Him and allow Him to lead you and restore 
your soul? Write Psalm 23:1-3, inserting your own name.
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Revelation
Lesson 12

To Jew and Gentile
Revelation 7

Do you realize that every Gentile Christian owes his eternal life to 
the Jews? As Jesus said to the Samaritan woman at the well, “Salva-
tion is from the Jews” (John 4:22). Jesus, the Savior of the world, was 
a Jew, a descendant of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

From Genesis to Revelation, the Word of God records the past 
and future history of the world primarily as it relates to the nation of 
Israel. In the Old Testament, of course, Israel is the exclusive focus 
of events. In the New Testament, a new concept—the concept of a 
church comprising not only Jews but Gentiles as well—is introduced. 
Yet, even in the New Testament, it is Israel that occupies center stage, 
for the promises we cherish were given originally to and belong to the 
Jews.

You can see the primacy of Israel in the Gospels, when Jesus 
sends out His twelve disciples to preach and heal in His name. There 
He tells them, “Do not go among the Gentiles… Go rather to the lost 
sheep of Israel” (Matthew 10:5-6). You can see the primacy of Israel in 
the Epistles, most clearly in Paul’s great theological masterpiece, the 
book of Romans, where he devotes three chapters—the very heart of 
his argument—to a discussion of the place of Israel in the eternal plan 
of God. In Romans 9, he shows how God has dealt with Israel in times 
past. In Romans 10, he outlines the condition of Israel at the present 
time, existing in a state of unbelief, having rejected the promised Mes-
siah, Jesus Christ. In Romans 11, Paul foretells the time when God 
will restore Israel to its former prominence among the nations of the 
earth.

Today Israel again occupies center stage in world events. Ever 
since its re-establishment as a nation in 1948, the existence of the 
Jewish state has been the focus of world attention—and world ten-
sions. Even though it is a tiny nation, all eyes are frequently centered 
on Israel. Why? There is only one possible explanation for this extraor-
dinary fact: Israel occupies a central place in God’s program of human 
history. God will not let the world forget or ignore the Jewish people.

Across the span of history and throughout the pages of His Word, 
God has plainly stated His eternal plan for the people of Israel. Now, 
as we open the pages of Revelation 7, we shall see the culmination 
of that plan.

A Flashback

The next prophetic event the world will experience is the Rapture, 
or removal of the church from the world. Not only will the living saints 
that are in the world at that time be caught up to be with the Lord, but 
those Christian saints who have died will also be raised. This event is 
described by the apostle Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4. It is a stunning 
event, in which millions of people will simply disappear from the earth, 
suddenly, and without a trace. That is how the last days of human 
history will begin. Immediately after this event, God’s program of judg-
ment commences. At the center of this program will be the nation of 
Israel.

As we saw in Revelation 6, the time of judgment will be a dark 
and frightening time. Christians do not take pleasure in the cataclys-
mic suffering of that period, but Christians do look forward to the time 
of victory, peace, and worldwide blessing that follows the terrible time 
of judgment. Yet if we are to be true to the Scriptures, we must recog-
nize the reality of God’s judgment.

In Revelation 6, we saw the opening of the six seals of judg-
ment. But now we come to a pause between the first six seals and the 
seventh and final seal. It is as though God declared an intermission. 
In this beautiful interlude in Revelation 7, God treats us, the viewers 
of this astounding vision recorded by the hand of John, to a kind of 
flashback.

A flashback, of course, is a conventional storytelling device used 
in books and films to supply an event from a character’s past that is 
significant to the present flow of the story. And that is essentially what 
we have in Revelation 7—a flashback which supplies a missing piece 
of the Revelation puzzle. We are taken back to the beginning of the 
judgments of the seven-year tribulation period to see the working out 
of God’s plan from a different vantage point. What we will see in this 
flashback is the selection of a special group of Jews who will be given 
a special mission during the last days. I call this select group of Jews 
“Christ’s Commandos.”

Sealed for God’s Service

In the opening chapter of Revelation we were told that much of 
the truth of this book would be made known to us by symbols. This 
book is an unusual blend of literal events and symbols, and there are 
certain symbols to be found in Revelation 7:1-3. One such symbol is 
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the phrase “the four corners of the earth.” This phrase simply refers to 
the four compass directions, north, south, east, and west.

In this passage four angels are depicted as holding back some-
thing that is about to come upon the earth. They have been command-
ed to restrain the four winds, which symbolize the devastating power 
of natural forces. Anyone who has ever been through a hurricane or 
a tornado, who has huddled in a basement and listened to the sound 
of wind approaching like a speeding freight train, who has seen the 
effect of homes blown off their foundations, has some idea of the raw 
destructive power of an unleashed wind. That is the kind of power 
these verses depict as being held back for a time, soon to be released 
upon the earth.

The land, the sea, and the trees also appear as symbols in this 
passage. The land or the earth is used as a symbol of Israel through-
out the Old Testament. Israel is viewed as a nation with stability and 
strength because God is its head. Because of the God-based struc-
ture, order, and foundation of Israel, it was depicted as “land.”

The symbol of the sea is often used throughout Scripture to de-
scribe the Gentile nations in general, and the pagan nations in par-
ticular. The sea is shifting and unstable, and thus suggests those who 
are without foundation because they do not recognize the authority of 
God.

The symbol of trees frequently speaks of individuals in various 
places in Scripture. For example, Psalm 1:3 describes a righteous in-
dividual as being “like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields 
its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither.” Trees are symbols 
of influential men and women, people of authority, who stand out from 
the crowd like tall trees in a forest.

The four angels who hold back the winds are the first four of the 
seven angels which sound their trumpets in the following chapters of 
Revelation. If you carefully compare what takes place under the judg-
ments of the seven angels you will see that the first four of the seven 
angels control events which affect the land, the sea, and the trees.

In this passage, the four angels are commanded to hold back the 
winds of destruction until a very important group of people has been 
sealed by God. The angel which seals this group is described as “com-
ing up from the east,” or more literally “from the rising of the sun.” This 
is an allusion to a prophecy of Malachi, the last book in the Old Testa-
ment. There the prophet predicts that for those who revere the name 
of God, “the sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings” 
(Malachi 4:2). This is a poetic description of the coming of Jesus Christ 
in glory and in power. Thus it is in relationship to the coming of Christ 
that this special group is marked by the angel of the rising sun with the 
seal of God’s ownership.

There is no mystery about what it means when this special group 
is “sealed” by God. Today, all believers are sealed by God in a special 
way. That is why Paul tells us, “Having believed, you were marked 
in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit” (Ephesians 1:13). The 
presence of the Holy Spirit in us as Christians is the unmistakable 
mark of God’s ownership upon our lives. As Paul declares in Romans, 

“The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children” 
(Romans 8:16).

The same Holy Spirit who has sealed us as God’s children will 
also seal this chosen group that is described in Revelation 7. These 
are thus Spirit-filled, Spirit-led people. The seal is placed upon their 
foreheads, which indicates that the Spirit rules over their minds, their 
thoughts, and their will. They are governed by the mind of Christ.

Christ’s Commandos

The identity of Christ’s Commandos is revealed next in Revela-
tion 7:4-8. John lists twelve names of twelve tribes, and we must be 
careful not to gloss over these names too quickly. What God is under-
scoring in these verses is a significant truth: It is Israel and only Israel 
that is center stage in this passage! These are Christ’s Commandos, 
the 144,000 Jews who are sealed for the service of God by the Holy 
Spirit.

I once heard a Bible teacher laboriously twist and torture this pas-
sage in an attempt to prove that the 144,000 sealed servants listed 
in this passage are in fact the church. But I can see no way around 
it—when God says “Israel” He means Israel! This text does not talk 
about the church; there are other passages in Revelation which talk 
about the church, and they do so with considerable clarity. But in this 
passage, God is describing the Jews.

In Matthew 24, there is a statement of Jesus which I believe is 
often misunderstood and misapplied. I am convinced Jesus is speak-
ing in this passage of the witnessing ministry of the 144,000 Jews 
when He says, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the 
whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” 
(Matthew 24:14).

The gospel is always the same in every age. It is the story of 
God sending His Son as the Savior of lost humanity. It is the story of 
Jesus, the only human being without sin, who sacrificed Himself for 
sinful people. In Old Testament times this story was told by means of 
symbols such as animal sacrifices and temple rituals. John the Baptist 
told the same story when he said, “Whoever believes in the Son has 
eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s 
wrath remains on him” (John 3:36). Jesus told this same story to a 
Pharisee named Nicodemus when He said, “For God so loved the 
world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him 
shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). The disciples told the 
story in the early days of the church, and people who were hungry for 
life and truth streamed into the church.

In the last days this same story will be proclaimed to the farthest 
reaches of the earth, and then the end will come. This has always 
been a dark and troubled world, full of sin and death, and there has al-
ways been just one story that deserves to be called “Good News.” It is 
the story of the death of Jesus, which gives new life to sinners. As the 
world grows even darker and more troubled in the last days, this story, 
which will be told by the 144,000 redeemed Jews of Revelation 7, will 
never have sounded sweeter and more welcome to the human ear.
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The Gospel of the Kingdom

Notice, too, that when Jesus says, “And this gospel of the kingdom 
will be preached in the whole world,” He is making a special and often 
overlooked link between the gospel and what He calls “the kingdom.” 
John the Baptist and Jesus both preached the “gospel of the kingdom” 
to Israel. They announced that the messianic kingdom, which had long 
been foretold by the prophets, was at hand, because Jesus the King 
was in their midst. Of course, the problem for the Jews of that day was 
that Jesus was not the kind of king they were expecting—a conqueror 
who would deliver them from Roman oppression.

The kingdom that Jesus came to establish was much greater 
than a mere political system. Its purpose was to deal with sin, with the 
terrible heart-condition of man. Israel was expecting a king, but a very 
different kind of King. It was as if the whole nation was facing west, 
awaiting the Messiah’s coming, as He came riding in from the east. 
On Palm Sunday, just days before His crucifixion, Jesus deliberately 
fulfilled the ancient prophecy of Zechariah 9:9 as He rode a donkey 
down the side of the Mount of Olives to the cheers and praise of the 
people of Jerusalem:

Christ’s 144,000 Commandos will fulfill the word of Jesus that 
this same “gospel of the kingdom” will be preached in the whole world 
as a testimony to all nations—and then the final judgment of God will 
descend upon the earth. The 144,000 will proclaim the gospel during 
the seven-year period which we call “the last days” of the age or “the 
Tribulation.” This band of Spirit-filled Jews, converted to Christ after 
the church has been taken out of the world, will go throughout the 
world like 144,000 apostle Pauls, preaching the gospel of the kingdom 
during the time of the cataclysmic judgments of the end times.

There is an extraordinary passage in Matthew 10 which confirms 
the view that the 144,000 will be the ones who take the gospel of the 
kingdom to the ends of the earth. In verses 5-8, Jesus sends out His 
disciples to preach the gospel in Israel. Then Jesus goes on to give 
further instructions, warning them that they will not be welcome every-
where they go. After this, in verses 21-23, Jesus’ words take a startling 
turn. He abruptly skips over many centuries of time and begins talking 
about the last days, when the gospel will once again be preached in 
Israel. It is as if the preaching of the gospel of the kingdom in the last 
days is merely an extension of the preaching mission Jesus gave to 
the Twelve during His earthly ministry.

What does Jesus mean when He says, “You will not finish going 
through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes”? Certainly 
there is no record that Jesus ever came to the Twelve when He sent 
them out to minister to Israel. Rather they came back to Him, report-
ing to Him on all they had done. It seems beyond question that as the 
Lord was charging the Twelve and preparing to send them out, there 
is a point where He leaps over the entire age in which we are living, to 
a future time when a group of Jews will be sent out on the same kind 
of mission the twelve disciples performed under the authority of Jesus 
in Matthew 10. This future group of Jews will not be just twelve in 
number but 144,000. Jesus says to His disciples (though He seems to 
be looking beyond them, to 144,000 as-yet- unborn future disciples), 

“You will not finish going through the cities of Israel before the Son of 
Man comes.”

From the lips of the Lord Himself, therefore, we have a prediction 
of the future ministry of Christ’s 144,000 Commandos.

The Great Multitude

Now, in Revelation 7:9-14, we see what takes place as a result 
of the preaching ministry of the 144,000. Remember that John is in 
heaven, and he sees all these things from an eternal point of view. As 
we have already discussed, there is no chronological sequence, no 
time limitation, no past, no future in the heavenly orientation. From our 
earthly standpoint John seems to see ahead to the end of the seven-
year period, witnessing a great multitude, too great to be counted, that 
has come through the Great Tribulation. They are not only Jews, but 
come from every tribe, people, and language. They have washed their 
robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. And take note of 
this: They have palm branches in their hands.

When was the last time a crowd of people stood with palm 
branches in their hands, giving praise to Jesus as their King? Palm 
Sunday, of course. The day Jesus rode on the back of a donkey, down 
a mountain side and into the city of Jerusalem. In this vision of John, 
there is a clear prophetic link between the events of Revelation 7 and 
the entry of Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday.

On that day long ago, when the road was lined with men, women, 
and children shouting praise and laying palm branches in His path, 
Jesus came in fulfillment of Zechariah’s ancient prophecy. Israel was 
given the opportunity to receive her King—but tragically, the leaders 
of Israel rejected Him.

But a day will come when Jesus is welcomed by a vast, innu-
merable throng of both Jews and Gentiles, people from across the 
planet. They will welcome and worship their King with palm branches, 
just as the throngs that lined the streets of Jerusalem did 2,000 years 
ago—only this time, the King will not be rejected and crucified. More-
over, this event will be intimately associated with the final restoration 
of Israel.

Who are these innumerable throngs of people from every race 
and nation? We know that they are all martyrs. They have died for 
the sake of Christ during the Tribulation, and they now appear before 
the throne of God as victors over death and hell, joining the angels in 
worshiping before the throne. Isn’t this an exhilarating thought? Just 
imagine: In the darkest hour of human history yet to come, the greatest 
harvest of souls the world has ever seen will take place! Millions who 
have never heard the gospel today will one day be brought into the 
kingdom of heaven!

I believe that this multitude will consist entirely of those who have 
never heard the gospel before the Lord’s return for the church and 
the beginning of the seven-year tribulation. For reasons that we will 
explore later, I am convinced that those who have already heard the 
gospel and rejected it prior to the beginning of the seven-year tribu-
lation will have hardened their hearts against the gospel. This final 
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harvest of a great multitude from around the world will be a harvest of 
those to whom the gospel is not only good news but new news. It will 
be a gospel they have never heard before.

During those terrible days of judgment, when the witches of war 
ride their nuclear brooms across the darkening skies of the world’s last 
night, thousands who have never heard before will hear the gospel of 
the coming kingdom of God—and they will believe! They will turn to 
Christ in unbelievable masses! And the sad fact is that it will require 
them to endure great persecution and suffering and will eventually 
cost them their very lives.

In the coming pages of Revelation, we will discover that the pow-
erful and hateful forces of the Antichrist will hunt down and destroy 
anyone who does not bear the mark of ownership by the Antichrist, the 
“mark of the beast.” God’s followers in those last days will not accept 
this dreadful mark—and they will pay the ultimate price for bearing 
witness to their faith in Jesus Christ.

The Fulfillment of a Dream

We will meet these faithful martyrs again when we come to Rev-
elation 20. There we are told that those who were beheaded because 
of their testimony for Jesus will be raised from the dead to serve the 
Lord throughout His thousand-year reign. They will be given a spiritual 
ministry to perform on earth during the Millennium.

The description of the martyrs’ ministry is given in Revelation 
7:15-17. Notice the throne and the temple. In fact, we find two thrones 
mentioned in this passage. First, there is “the throne of God,” which 
is the throne of God the Father, who reigns over all the universe. And 
second, there are references to “he who sits on the throne” and “the 
Lamb at the center of the throne,” which are references to the throne of 
Jesus on earth. Remember that in Revelation 3:21, Jesus says to the 
Laodicean church, “To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit 
with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father 
on his throne” (italics added). The throne of Jesus is that throne which 
was promised in the annunciation to Mary of Jesus’ birth: “He will be 
great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will 
give him the throne of his father David” (Luke 1:32).

The temple referred to in verse 15 is, I believe, the millennial 
temple which is yet to be built in Jerusalem, for worship will go on 
there “day and night.” In heaven there is no night. This is the temple 
described by the prophet Ezekiel in the closing chapters of his book. 
It is the temple where the nations will come to worship in the days 
when Jesus Christ rules over the earth for a thousand years. In the 
prophecy of Micah, there is a beautiful description of this temple from 
which God’s government, justice, and peace will flow out into all the 
world. (See Micah 4:1-4.) He who sits on the throne of David—the 
Lord Jesus—will literally spread His tent or tabernacle over them, and 
they will never again suffer hunger or thirst or the heat of the sun. 
This is a beautiful description of the blessings of that millennial time to 
come—blessings like those described by Micah and other prophets.

This is the fulfillment of the utopian dreams of all the prophets of 
the past: Israel shall blossom as the rose and shall fill the earth with 
blessing. The nation will be like a beautiful, fruitful vine that runs its 
branches throughout the earth. Just as Abraham was promised so 
many centuries ago, all the nations of the earth shall be blessed be-
cause of his descendants, the people of Israel. In Isaiah 66, the Lord 
says that He will gather all nations and tongues to His holy mountain 
in Jerusalem, to serve in His temple.

All people, both Jews and Gentiles, are under the care of the 
Great Shepherd of the sheep. We who follow Christ are grateful for 
the care He gives to us. But we should never forget that the Great 
Shepherd has more than one fold. As Jesus said in John 10:16, “I 
have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them 
also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and 
one shepherd.”

That is what takes place in Revelation 7. The Lord’s “other sheep” 
are brought into the fold, joining the sheep who were saved by grace 
through faith during all the centuries of Old Testament and New Testa-
ment history, prior to the beginning of the Great Tribulation. They have 
washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb, just 
as all other believers of the past and present have done.

As the curtain closes over the scenes of Revelation 7, we see 
that the Lord will lead His sheep to refreshment and blessing, to cool 
springs of living water. And God will wipe every tear away from their 
eyes.

Thus ends the intermission between the first six seals and the 
final seal of judgment. Now a hush is about to fall over heaven. Great 
and terrible events are about to commence once more. Angels are 
returning to center stage of the final drama of human history. They are 
the Angels of Doom…
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Study Questions
Before you begin your study this week:

 ɶ Pray and ask God to speak to you through His Holy Spirit.
 ɶ Use only the Bible for your answers.
 ɶ Write down your answers and the verses you used.
 ɶ Answer the “Challenge” questions if you have the time and want to do them.
 ɶ Share your answers to the “Personal” questions with the class only if you want to share them.

First Day: Read the commentary on Revelation 7.

1. What meaningful or new thought did you find in the commentary on Revelation 7, or from your teacher’s lecture? What personal application 
did you choose to apply to your life?

2. Look for a verse in the lesson to memorize this week. Write it down, carry it with you, or post it in a prominent place. Make a real effort to learn 
the verse and its “address” (reference of where it is found in the Bible).

Second Day: Read Revelation 8, concentrating on verses 1-6.
We have seen the first 6 seals opened. We are now prepared for the opening of the seventh seal.

1. Up to this point we have heard the sounds of judgment and the multitudes of heaven praising God. What happened when the seventh seal 
was opened? (Revelation 8:1)

2. a. Who were given trumpets? (Revelation 8:2)

b. How significant is their position?

3. Challenge: Read Luke 1:19. What is the name of one of these angels?

4. a. A censer is a container in which incense is burned. From Revelation 8:3, what was given to the angel with the golden censer?

b. What was he to offer with it?

c. Where was he to offer these things?

d. From Revelation 8:4, what went up before God?

5. a. In Revelation 8:5 what did the angel do with the censer that had held the incense and the prayers of the saints?

b. What happened when the angel did this?

6. What do the seven angels with the seven trumpets prepare to do? (Revelation 8:6)
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7. Personal: In Revelation 6 we saw the saints of God praying, asking God how long before He avenged their blood. He told them to wait. Then 
in Revelation 8 we see God preparing to answer their prayers. Has the answer to one of your prayers ever been, “Wait”? Maybe you thought 
God wasn’t answering when His answer was, “Wait”. What exhortation does the Lord give us in Psalm 27:14? How can you apply this to your 
personal situations?

Third Day: Read Revelation 8 again, concentrating on verse 7.
Bible scholars are divided as to whether the seven judgments of the seven trumpets are literal physical judgments or symbols of something 
perhaps worse than what is pictured. It is possible that they are both literal and symbolic. God frequently pictures something which is invisible 
and can’t be imagined by means of a literal event.

1. Throughout its history Israel has used trumpets as a blaring public warning of an imminent emergency or event. In this series of seven trum-
pets we hear God’s public announcement of imminent judgment. What was hurled to earth when the first angel sounded his trumpet?

2. What happened to the earth, trees and grass?

3. a. This is similar to the seventh plague that befell Egypt during Moses’ confrontation with Pharaoh. Read Exodus 9:22-25 and compare what 
happened then to the events of the first trumpet in Revelation 8:7.

b. How does the first trumpet judgment of Revelation 8:7 compare with God’s judgment in Ezekiel 38:22 on Gog and the nations with him?

4. a. What frequently is the attitude of those who see that immediate judgment does not happen to those who do wrong? See Ecclesiastes 
8:11.

b. How does Galatians 6:7 answer this?

5. God’s judgment is certain to fall on unrepentant mankind. Read 1 Corinthians 11:31-32. As believers, how does God deal with us and why?

6. a. When we judge ourselves we acknowledge the attitudes and actions in our lives that are sin. As we confess and forsake them what prom-
ise does God give us in 1 John 1:9?

b. Personal: Are there attitudes or actions in your life that you need to judge and repent of? What comfort do you receive from 1 John 1:9?

Fourth Day: Read Revelation 8 again, concentrating on verses 8-9.

1. a. When the second angel sounds his trumpet what is thrown into the sea?

b. What happened to the sea?
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2. a. What happened to the living creatures in the sea?

b. What happened to the ships?

3. Challenge: How does God’s judgment of Egypt in Exodus 7:19-21 compare to the judgment of God being meted out as the second trumpet 
sounds in Revelation 8:8-9?

4. God’s mercy and grace limit these terrible judgments of Revelation 8 to one third of the earth. What does Lamentations 3:21-23 say regarding 
God’s compassion and love?

5. What do Ezekiel 18:23 and 33:11 say regarding the Lord and the wicked?

6. Personal: Is there someone you know who needs to repent and turn to the Lord for forgiveness? Will you share with them that God’s love and 
mercy are available to them through Jesus Christ?

Fifth Day: Read Revelation 8 again, concentrating on verses 10-11.

1. a. What happened when the third angel sounded his trumpet?

b. Where did it land?

2. a. What is the name of the star?

b. What happened to a third of the waters?

c. What result did this have on the people?

3. As the bitter waters had a negative effect on the people, so, too, bitterness of the heart or spirit has a negative effect. What does Hebrews 
12:15 have to say about bitterness in the life of the believer?

4. a. Read Ephesians 4:30-32. What are some things that grieve the Holy Spirit of God?

b. As surely as the bitter water from the star Wormwood killed many people, so bitterness of heart has many negative effects. From Ephe-
sians 4:31 what are we to do with bitterness?
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5. a. Has something happened to you or has someone wronged you in a way that has caused bitterness to spring up in your heart? Ephesians 
4:32 gives you some ideas on how to get rid of bitterness.

b. Personal: Are you struggling with bitterness? How is it affecting you? What actions will you take to get rid of the bitterness?

Sixth Day: Read Revelation 8 again, concentrating on verses 12-13.

1. a. As the fourth angel sounded his trumpet, what happened to the sun, moon and stars?

b. What happened to the day and the night?

2. How does this passage in Revelation compare to what Jesus said in Matthew 24:29?

3. a. As terrible as things are from these first four trumpets what does the eagle say? (Revelation 8:13)

b. According to Webster the word “woe” means, “a condition of deep suffering.” From Revelation 8:13 why was the eagle pronouncing these 
woes?

4. a. Many prophets warned that the day of God’s judgment would come. Read Isaiah 13:9-10. How does it compare to Revelation 8:12?

b. From Isaiah 13:11, what is God’s purpose in this?

5. a. Many people believe that a God of love will not punish the world for its evil. Yet a God of love cannot allow evil to triumph. How does 2 
Peter 3:3-9 address this?

b. Why hasn’t this final judgment happened yet? (2 Peter 3:9)

c. Personal: Have you come to a place of repentance (a turning from going your own sinful ways and a turning toward God) and faith in Jesus 
Christ? What command and promise does God give us in Acts 20:21 and Isaiah 55:7?
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Revelation
Lesson 13

Angels of Doom
Revelation 8

The “Hallelujah Chorus” of Handel’s Messiah is probably the 
most powerful and moving musical composition ever written. At its cli-
max, wave after wave of Hallelujahs sweep over you. And then—the 
orchestra and the chorus suddenly stop! And there is silence! It is 
a thundering silence, full of awe and intense anticipation. There is a 
sense of drama, of suspense, of mystery. We know it is not over. The 
last Hallelujah is yet to sound. Suddenly the silence shatters under 
the triumphant blow of the final majestic Hallelujah.  The victory of the 
Messiah is accomplished.

In Revelation 8:1, we witness the very moment which is symbol-
ized in the climactic pause of Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus.” The silence 
described here comes as a dramatic contrast to the shouts of praise 
and the playing of harps we have heard up to this point. Suddenly, 
everything—all activity and all sound throughout heaven—ceases with 
the dramatic opening of the seventh seal.

Then, in verse 2, seven angels are given seven trumpets to 
sound. These seven trumpets are all part of the consummate event 
which is the opening of the seventh seal. The seven angels are the 
“angels who stand before God.” They are probably archangels—the 
highest class of angels—for they are given an extremely important 
task, the sounding of the seven apocalyptic trumpets.

Thunder, Lightning, and an Earthquake

Before they blow their trumpets, John records a dramatic scene 
in Revelation 8:3-5. Many Bible scholars identify the angel who holds 
the golden censer as Jesus Himself. This idea is based on the fact that 
in the Old Testament, as the people of Israel journeyed through the 
wilderness, they were led by a great angel called “the angel of God” 
(Exodus 14:19). Most evangelical scholars feel this was an appear-
ance of the pre-incarnate Christ—the Son of God Himself leading His 
people through the wilderness.

In Revelation the nation of Israel is once again at the forefront of 
events. So it makes sense that this same “angel of God” would appear 
again in connection with the nation of Israel—and that this “angel” may 
in fact be Jesus Himself.

What is the meaning of the golden censer? A censer is a con-
tainer in which incense is burned, and it is a symbol of a priestly func-
tion. We are told throughout the book of Hebrews and in many other 
New Testament passages that Jesus is our High Priest. Clearly that is 
the function we see this angel performing. He takes fire from the altar 
of brass, adds to it the incense of the prayers of the saints, and offers 
them on the golden altar of incense before God. It is a beautiful and 
revealing portrayal of the function of prayer.

Sometimes we feel that our prayers to God go unanswered—and 
even unheard. But in this passage we see that the prayers of the 
saints are like a fragrance in the nostrils of God. Our prayers delight 
God, reminding Him of the prayers and the character of Jesus, who 
prayed His high priestly prayer for others in John 17, just hours before 
offering Himself as a sacrifice for our sake.

The prayers of the saints are mingled with the incense of the 
priestly prayers of the great angel himself—an angel which may repre-
sent the Lord Jesus Christ Himself. If the burning incense of this pas-
sage is symbolic of the prayers of the saints imploring God to act, then 
the image of the angel hurling that fiery censer to earth is a symbol of 
answered prayer. The time has come for God to act.

And just look at the result of God’s action: Thunder! Rumblings! 
Flashes of lightning! A great earthquake! These are the sights and 
sounds which mark the close of the age of mankind upon the earth. 
But they also mark the beginning of God’s kingdom upon the earth.

These sounds of global upheaval and the violence of nature ac-
company the end of each of the series of seven—the seven seals, 
the seven trumpets, and the seven bowls of the wrath of God. At the 
opening of the seventh seal, we learn that when the great angel casts 
the fire of God upon the earth, the moment has come when God fully 
and finally answers the prayers of His people.

The Prayer of the Ages

There is one prayer that the people of God have been praying 
throughout the ages of history which has not yet been answered. This 
prayer was taught by Jesus to His disciples, and many churches pray 
this prayer at some point during every worship service. The words of 
this prayer are, “Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it 
is in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). From the beginning of human history 
right up to this very moment as I write these words, this is a prayer that 
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has not been answered. We do not now see God’s kingdom visibly 
on the earth.

Yes, the kingdom is present in invisible form in the church. We 
see its influence over the affairs of men, and we recognize that God, 
as King and Creator of the universe, is sovereign over all events in 
heaven and on the earth. Yet we know that on this earth there are 
other wills at work than the will of God alone. All around us are the 
constant reminders of the operation of sinful human wills—and also of 
sinful demonic wills.

But when we come at last to the end of these three series of judg-
ments that are depicted in the book of Revelation, the long centuries 
of human yearning, our prayers for God’s kingdom to come in visible 
power and authority over the earth will be fulfilled.

The Zenith of Judgment

The seventh trumpet appears to usher in what Jesus calls the 
“great distress” in His Olivet discourse (Matthew 24:21). Jesus is de-
scribing what we are about to see—the very zenith of God’s judgment 
against sin upon the earth.

In Revelation 8:6, we come to one of the most difficult sections of 
the book to interpret. The sevenfold judgment is about to commence. 
Bible scholars are divided as to whether the seven judgments of the 
seven trumpets are literal physical judgments or symbols of something 
else. My own view, however, is that these seven judgments are both 
literal and symbolic. This is how God frequently works. He pictures 
something which is invisible and can’t be imagined by means of a 
literal event.

For instance, the sun is a literal object. It is a great star which 
warms our earth and keeps the entire solar system working. But the 
sun is also a potent symbol, and is used as such throughout Scripture. 
We refer to the sun in everyday life as a symbol of light, knowledge, 
and truth.

The Old Testament prophecy of Joel opens with a vivid descrip-
tion of a literal plague of locusts that comes upon the land and devours 
every green thing. But as you continue reading in Joel, this literal and 
dramatic description of a plague of locusts soon becomes a symbolic 
prophecy of a military invasion by a vast Babylonian army.

So scriptural events often merge the literal and symbolic into a 
single profound image. I believe that is the nature of the trumpet judg-
ments which begin in Revelation 8. Throughout its history Israel has 
used literal trumpets as a blaring public warning of an imminent emer-
gency or event. So, in this series of seven trumpets we hear God’s 
public announcement of imminent judgment.

But there is nothing new in God’s judgment of mankind through 
the events of human experience. There are calamitous events going 
on all around us right at this moment, and these events trumpet the 
judgment of God against human sin. He is speaking to us, but the hu-
man race has turned a deaf ear to God’s warning.

One such event is the plague of drug abuse that is ruining millions 
of lives, particularly young lives, not only in America but around the 
world. Clearly, the plague of drugs is a literal catastrophe, the conse-
quence of a philosophy of sinful self-indulgence, the lust for pleasure 
without any consideration of the moral or social or physical implica-
tions of the act. Though God did not send the plague of drugs, He is at-
tempting to speak to us through it. He is saying to us, “See the destruc-
tive results of sin and selfishness!” Yet our society continues along the 
same path, willfully blind to the warning God is shouting to us.

Jesus once rebuked the Pharisees because they could interpret 
the literal signs of approaching bad weather, yet they refused to in-
terpret the signs of the times. As we look at the devastation that drug 
abuse has brought upon our society, we have to ask ourselves if we 
are any more discerning than the Pharisees.

The AIDS epidemic and the epidemic of abortion are other literal 
and frightening events taking place today. They have already con-
sumed many thousands of lives in many countries worldwide, and will 
inevitably swallow many more lives in the years to come. Do these 
also have a symbolic dimension? I am convinced that they do, and 
that God is attempting to speak to our society through the means of 
these epidemics.

Just as AIDS robs people of their immunity against other infec-
tions, so does indulgence in sexual promiscuity rob us of our defense 
against moral and spiritual errors, according to the Word of God (see 
Ephesians 5:5-6). And what does it say to an entire generation of 
young people when the law of the land permits the destruction of hu-
man life for the sake of convenience and so-called “choice”? What 
are we teaching them about the value of human life? How can we 
expect God not to judge the perpetrators of such a monumental social 
injustice?

The First Angel

Let us now see what the trumpets of the angels signify. In Revela-
tion 8:7 we see hail and lightning mingled with blood. This is not a new 
phenomenon. Though scientists have never explained how a blood-
red rain could fall from the sky, such rains have left great puddles of 
grisly looking water on the ground. Revelation 8 foresees a time when 
hail and fire, mingled with blood, will descend not on some isolated 
region of the earth, but over great portions of the land. It will devastate 
much of our natural world.

Notice that the plagues of the first four trumpets all fall on creation, 
causing massive environmental damage. It is as though the Lord were 
saying, “You have taken the natural world for granted, abused it, and 
plundered it. You want a devastated world? Very well, then. You shall 
have it.” As always, the worst judgment God can mete out to sinful 
humanity is to give humanity what it demands.

But the destruction that is depicted here doesn’t just have a 
literal dimension. It is also powerfully symbolic. As we have already 
observed, the earth is used in Scripture as a picture of Israel, which 
God intended as an example to the world of a nation governed by 
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God. I believe this passage depicts a judgment that is directed not only 
against the natural world and the environment, but upon Israel—both 
its leaders (symbolized by the trees) and its people (symbolized by the 
grass). Old Testament prophets pointed to a future time when God 
would judge His people Israel. (See Zephaniah 1:12-13; Jeremiah 
30:7.)

The Second Angel

Next, in Revelation 8:8-9, John describes the judgment brought 
about by the second angel and the second trumpet. The first trumpet 
judgment assaulted the earth. The second attacks the sea. A great 
blazing mountain-like object falls into the sea, causing the sea to be-
come blood-red. Again, the phenomena called “red tides” have oc-
curred before, caused by tiny red marine organisms that multiply rap-
idly, giving the water a bloodlike color. What would cause the “red tide” 
of Revelation 8 to occur in the aftermath of the fall of the blazing ob-
ject? We don’t know. We only know that the resulting havoc will leave 
a third of all marine life dead and a third of all shipping destroyed.

If these are literal events, there is also a symbolic dimension to 
them. The image of the great mountain, blazing with fire and tumbling 
into the sea, symbolizes a great kingdom aflame with revolution. The 
prophet Jeremiah records some strikingly similar imagery when he 
conveys the Lord’s judgment against Babylon in Jeremiah 51:25.

As we can gather by comparing this passage with other passages 
of Scripture, the symbol of the mountain-like object falling into the sea 
probably symbolizes the influence of the ten-kingdom coalition of na-
tions that will be prominent, under the leadership of the Antichrist, dur-
ing the Tribulation period. And as we have discussed before, the sea 
is frequently used in Scripture as a symbol of the Gentile nations of the 
earth. So the symbolic image of these verses suggests a time when 
the Antichrist-led coalition will fall upon the Gentiles of the world like 
a flaming, destroying mountain, conquering the Gentile nations while 
destroying many Gentile lives.

As happened in the first trumpet judgment, and as will happen 
again and again throughout these seven judgments, we see the repeti-
tive use of the term “a third.” Under the seals of judgment, the losses 
were limited to “a fourth,” but here we see losses of “a third,” again 
and again. What is the difference between the judgments of the seven 
seals and the judgments of the seven trumpets?

Four is the number of human government. Under the seal judg-
ments God was indicating that He uses human government to limit the 
onslaught of the four terrible horsemen of Revelation 6. Human gov-
ernment will still retain some vestige of restraining power during those 
days. But in Revelation 8, even that limited amount of restraint has 
been removed. Under the trumpet judgments, God alone restrains. 
Three is the divine number, the symbol of God’s attributes. By the re-
peated phrase “a third” God is indicating that only His mercy and grace 
limits these terrible apocalyptic judgments to one-third of the earth.

The Third Angel

Now, in Revelation 8:10-11, John describes the judgment brought 
about by the third angel and the third trumpet. This great star which 
falls into the rivers and the springs of the earth is very likely a comet or 
comet-like object which breaks up when it enters the atmosphere and 
scatters itself throughout the earth, falling into the rivers and springs 
and poisoning them.

Again, I believe the destruction depicted has a symbolic as well 
as a literal dimension. Rivers, of course, symbolize great masses of 
people moving together in one direction—entire populations caught 
up in one idea, one mindset, moving predictably and inexorably like a 
river toward a single destination. The springs symbolize the sources 
of moral or philosophical leadership. The star symbolizes a prominent 
leader. It appears from these symbols that some great person, widely 
recognized as a leader, will suddenly reverse his policy. He will, in 
essence, fall. Many people will be embittered by the turnabout of this 
influential leader. In the mass struggle that ensues, many will experi-
ence moral and spiritual death.

This is exactly the scene that is described for us later in Revela-
tion under the rule of the Beast that comes from the earth. Moreover, 
in Revelation 9, we will see a similar “star” when we witness the fifth 
and sixth trumpets of judgment. A more complete discussion of the 
symbol of the star will appear in the following chapter.

The Fourth Angel

Next, in Revelation 8:12, John describes the judgment brought 
about by the fourth angel and the fourth trumpet. Compare this verse 
with the words of the Lord Jesus from His Olivet Discourse in Luke 
21:25-26. There is no question that Jesus here describes the same 
event that John relates as the judgment of the fourth trumpet. But 
not only is this a literal event in which the sun, moon, and stars are 
darkened or fail for a time to give their light, this is also a powerfully 
symbolic event.

The sun, moon, and stars are used in various places in Scripture 
to symbolize earthly authorities. The highest such authorities—kings, 
prime ministers, dictators, and presidents—would be portrayed as the 
sun. Lesser authorities would be portrayed as the moon and stars. 
Thus, we see depicted here a hierarchy of civil authority—authority 
which somehow is eclipsed under the judgment of the fourth trumpet.

What does the darkening of these heavenly bodies mean in a 
symbolic sense? It means that these authorities will be morally dark-
ened. The light of truth and reason will be withdrawn from them. 
Instead of displaying sound moral judgment, their judgment will be 
darkened and evil. They will display no ethical restraint, no compas-
sion, no justice. People under their government will experience only 
deceit, cruelty, treachery, oppression, and merciless exploitation. By 
the grace of God, this darkening will still be limited to a third. Some 
restraint of evil will still be possible in those evil times, but only by the 
sovereign grace of God!
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The Warning of the Eagle

In Revelation 8:13, an eagle appears with a message of warning 
and lament. After the woes that have already befallen the earth, it is 
difficult to imagine what could follow in the next three trumpet blasts 
that could be any worse—yet as we shall see, the eagle’s threefold cry 
of “Woe!” is well-deserved.

“Woe to the inhabitants of the earth” would be better translated 
“Woe to those who make their home on earth.” This may seem a small 
difference at first, but it is actually an extremely important distinction. 
During the days of the Great Tribulation there will be many new con-
verts, redeemed followers of Christ, who are inhabitants of the earth 
but who do not make their home on earth. They will live and act as 
though their citizenship is in heaven.

Those “who make their home on earth” are a moral and spiritual 
class of people who live only for the present life and care nothing for 
the things of God and the life to come. They care only about their own 
immediate and self-centered needs, their own pleasures, their own 
will. They give no thought to others or to God.

The warning of the eagle is that a terrible doom is coming upon all 
those who live for the moment, who live for self. The first four trumpets, 
which should have been “loud” enough to awaken anyone, appear 
to have fallen on deaf ears among those “who make their home on 
earth.” The next three trumpets shall bring unimaginable woe upon 
those who live only for the moment and for self.

From Bad to Worse to Worst

There is a clear sense of progression in the judgments we have 
witnessed thus far in Revelation—a steadily crescendoing series of 
judgments, inexorably progressing toward a fearsome climax: the 
bowls of God’s wrath, the worst judgments of all.

How do you feel about the judgment of God? Does the idea of 
God’s wrath make you uncomfortable? It does most people, including 
many pastors. We like the idea of God’s love and grace and forgive-
ness, but we often try to skirt the issue of His justice and holiness. It is 
part of our fallen nature that we do not want to squarely, honestly face 
the fact that sin has terrible consequences. Our sin cost Jesus a trial 
of suffering and death upon the cross, plus the unimaginable torment 
of separation from God the Father. The triumph of the Resurrection 
overshadows but can never erase the horror of those hours upon the 
cross. In the same way, the triumph of God at the end of Revelation 
does not erase the horror that will come upon the human race during 
God’s climactic judgment of sin at the end of history.

Because we are bent by sin, our nature is to tolerate and indulge 
sin. But our God is a holy God. If He were to allow the ever-increas-
ing sin of the world to go unchecked, His holiness would be open to 
question.

The judgments that we see in Revelation are only unprecedented 
in degree, not in kind. God has been sending such judgments to the 
earth throughout the history of mankind. In Revelation, however, these 

judgments come to an apocalyptic climax. Our task is to seek to un-
derstand these judgments and learn the lessons God would teach us 
through them.

God judges nations and societies and cultures. But God also 
judges individuals. Sometimes He uses hardships to correct us. This 
is not to say that everyone who undergoes suffering is being judged 
by God. There are many reasons why suffering comes into our lives. 
But the fact is that some people do experience hardships as a result 
of God’s judgment. So we should learn to understand the role of God’s 
corrective judgment in our lives so that we can become the people He 
wants us to be.

First, judgment frightens us. It’s supposed to. Judgment alarms 
us—but it also arrests our attention.

Second, judgment sobers us. It forces us to reassess the way we 
have been living our lives.

Third, judgment corrects us. It forces us to face the unpleasant 
truth about ourselves. It enables us to see clearly, and to think the 
thoughts of God after Him.

Fourth, judgment humbles us. Judgment forces us to recognize 
that we are not in control of our circumstances. Stripped of our own 
delusions of self-godhood, we are able at last to seek God’s control 
and guidance over our lives.

Finally, judgment reassures us. It is one of the beautiful paradox-
es of God’s Word that judgment actually comforts us. It answers the 
prayer of Habakkuk, “Lord… in wrath remember mercy” (Habakkuk 
3:2). Clearly, judgment is not something that God enjoys. He consid-
ers it “strange work,” an “alien task” (Isaiah 28:21).

The fact is that it is the very love of God that makes Him a judge! 
God loves His creation and He loves human beings. He hates sin be-
cause sin destroys both us and His creation. God must judge sin to 
eliminate evil once and for all and to bring about the world of universal 
blessing which human beings have always longed for.

Thank God we worship a God of both love and judgment! Thank 
God that even in the severity of His judgments, He remembers mercy! 
And how especially thankful are we who have ears to hear, who have 
taken refuge in the Rock of our salvation, where the judgment that is 
coming upon the rest of the world can’t harm us. Now we await the 
trumpet blasts of the last three angels.

This study on Revelation continues in Part 2. The Study Ques-
tions for Lesson 13 are at the beginning of Part 2.
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