Revelation: Lesson 1

Revelation 1-3: God’s Encouraging Message to the Churches

Introduction:
Authorship: “I, John, your brother and partner in the affliction, kingdom, and endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (1:9).
1. Well known, respected church leader named John. Tradition assumes it was the apostle John, brother of James.
2. The readers, and the author, were suffering persecution. Traditionally it is assumed it was during the 90s AD under Domitian. But there is little evidence of an empire-wide persecution under him. A second possibility would be under Nero, in the 60s AD.
3. Tradition says John was eventually released and lived in Ephesus.
4. The Greek of John’s Gospel and Revelation are quite different. John’s Greek is much more sophisticated.

Nature of Revelation
1. Revelation uses three kinds of literature: Apocalyptic, prophecy, and epistle. Apocalyptic, means revelation, uncovering. It is an intense form of prophecy, using highly symbolic language to disclose mysteries.
2. Revelation makes more use of the Old Testament than any other New Testament book. One estimate is that 278 out of its 404 verses contain a reference to the Old Testament. Revelation is, in some ways, an extended commentary on the book of Daniel (particularly chapters 2, 7).
3. There is much use of symbolism, such as with the use of numbers. The numbers 4, 7, and 12 and their multiples are used often. Their significance generally comes from the Old Testament. The number 6 falls short of the number of perfection: 7. 666 therefore falls short three times, or completely short.

Date
	Probably around 90 AD.

Four Primary Ways of Interpreting Revelation
1. Preterist View: “Preterist” refers to the past. This view holds that everything in Revelation occurred by 70 A.D. when the temple was destroyed. It was written entirely for the Christians at that time. Some hold that Babylon refers to the Roman Empire and so Revelation deals up till the Fall of Rome.
2. Historicist View: Holds that the seals, trumpets, and bowls represent successive ages of the Church in the Western world in chronological order.
3. Futurist View:  The prophesies and events focus on the last days of the rapture of the church, millennium, seven-year tribulation, Armageddon, final victory of Christ. Little to none of the book would have applied to Christians living in the first 2,000 years or more.
4. Redemptive-Historical Idealist View: Sees the entire book as a symbolic presentation of the battle between good and evil. Parts of the book refer to actual events, but it symbolizes a struggle that occurs throughout the ages.

Prologue (1-1:20)
1:1	The revelation/apocalypse of Jesus Christ that God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. Daniel foretold what would happen in the latter days. But in Revelation, the latter days seem to have drawn near.
1:3 “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy.” Revelation is written as a drama to be read aloud in the churches.
1:4 “To the seven churches in Asia.” There were most likely more than 7 churches. 7 is a number of completeness. This message will ultimately be given to all churches throughout the world and throughout history.
“The time is near.” Not the final judgment, but certainly the conflict between good and evil.
“From the one who is, who was, and who is to come.” Eternal God! He can tell you about the future because he is already there!
“and from the seven spirits.” Refers to the Holy Spirit. 7 is a number representing fulness, completeness.
Jesus: faithful witness, firstborn from the dead, ruler of the kings of the earth.
1:7 “Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him.” See Matthew 24:29-31; Acts 1:11; 1 Thess. 4:16-17.
1:8 “I am the alpha and omega. (First and last letters of the Greek alphabet)
1:9 “I, John, your brother and partner in the 1) affliction, 2) kingdom, and 3) endurance.
1:10-12 John heard a loud voice, behind him . . . Then I turned . . . and when I turned I saw. . .” John didn’t see the risen Christ until he changed where he was looking!
1:13 “seven golden lampstands” They represent the 7 churches in Asia (1:20) In the temple, a golden lamp burned in the holy place, night and day (Zech. 4:2). The light in the temple represented God’s presence (Num. 8:1-4). 
“Son of man” resembling Daniel’s vision (Dan. 7:13-14; 10:5-6)		.
“Dressed in a robe and with a golden sash wrapped around his chest.” The high priest wore such garb. So did rulers. Powerful people.
Hair – white as wool/snow (ancient, eternal, wise)
Eyes – like a fiery flame. (Sees all. Nothing hidden. Judgment!)
Feet – like fine bronze
Voice – like cascading waters (loudest natural sound they could imagine)
1:16 7 stars in right hand. The stars are the angels of the churches (1:20). Angels can be literal angels, messengers, pastors, or the spirit of the churches. The right hand symbolizes the most powerful hand.
Mouth – came a sharp, two-edged sword. He will use his mouth to vanquish his foes (19:15).
Face – shining like the sun at full strength. John had seen Christ transfigured (Luke 9:28-36).
1:17 “When I saw him, I fell at his feet like a dead man. He laid his right hand on me and said, ‘Don’t be afraid . . .” This may have been the same John who laid his head against Jesus during the last supper (John 13:23).
Jesus: the first and the last, the living one, was dead, but now is alive, holds the keys of death and Hades.
1:19 Key to book: “Therefore, write what you have seen, what is, and what will take place after this.”

Letters to the Churches 2:1-3:22

Church at Ephesus (2:1-7)
Ephesus was one of the four great cities of the Roman Empire (Rome, Alexandria, Syrian Antioch).
It’s temple to Artemis was the largest building in the ancient world, four times the size of the Parthenon in Athens.
The church at Ephesus had a fantastic pedigree. Begun by Paul. Had enjoyed the ministry of Apollos, Aquilla and Priscilla, Luke, Timothy, Silas, and John.
2:2 “I know your works, labor, endurance”
You cannot tolerate evil people.
You have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not.
They have persevered and endured hardships for the sake of my name and have not grown weary.
They hate the works of the Nicolaitans. (They may have promoted/allowed worship of the goddess Artemis, that dominated Ephesus).
2:4 “But I have this against you: You have abandoned the love you had at first.” This could mean they had lost their passion for communicating the Gospel. They are inwardly pure, but outwardly cold. It might also mean they are religious but have lost their love for Christ. They loved correct doctrine more than they loved Christ. 
Prescription? Remember, repent, do as before.
Otherwise: Christ would remove their lampstand.
2:7 “Let anyone who has ears to hear listen to what the Spirit says to the churches” (cf. Matt. 13:1-17; Isaiah 6:9-10; Jeremiah 5:21; Ezekiel 3:27; 12:2).

Church at Smyrna (2:8-11)

Smyrna was 35 miles north of Ephesus. It was destroyed in 600 B.C. but ordered to be rebuilt by Alexander the Great in 334 B.C.
The church at Smyrna may have been begun as a result of Paul’s missionary journeys (Acts 19).
In A.D. 155, the Bishop of Smyrna, Polycarp, was burned at the stake from a persecution instigated by local Jews.
Smyrna was the first city in Asia to erect a temple to the goddess Roma (195 B.C.)
It claimed to be the birthplace of Homer.
This church and the church at Philadelphia have no shortcomings pointed out. They may also have been the two smallest churches of the seven.
1:9 “I know your affliction and poverty, but you are rich.”
Those falsely claiming to be Jews were slandering them. They actually belonged to the synagogue of Satan.
The devil was going to throw some of them into prison. They were to be faithful to the point of death.
Affliction for ten days was the length of time Daniel and his friends were tested (Dan. 1:12-15)

Pergamum (2:12-17)
Pergamum was 70 miles north of Smyrna.
It was a leading religious center with impressive temples to Zeus, Athena, Dionysus, and Asclepius.
2:12 “Thus says the one who has the sharp two-edged sword.” A sword represents judgment.
“Where Satan’s throne is.” Pergamum was the first city in Asia to promote a temple to the Roman emperor, Augustus in 29 A.D. It proudly promoted emperor worship and its associated religious feasts and immorality. Pergamum was also the center for the god Asclepius, the god of healing.
2:13 “Yet you are holding on to my name.” Thus, Christ would give them a new name, because they held on to his (1:17).
2:13 Antipas had already been martyred for faithfully holding on to the name of Christ. Persecution, at least locally, was already an issue.
2:14 Some were embracing the teaching of Balaam, who, for money, had tried to lure the Israelites into spiritual and moral compromise (Numbers 25:1-3; 31:16).
2:15 Some also held the false teaching of the Nicolaitans. Nicolaus means “one who overcomes the people” while Balaam means, “one who consumes or rules over the people.
2:16 Christ’s solution was for them to repent or else he would come and fight against them with the sword of his mouth. During Balaam’s time, God judged Israel and killed 24,000 people (Num. 25:9).
2:17 Those who conquer, will be given hidden manna as well as a white stone with a new name that no one knows but the one who receives it. Manna reflects joining Christ in his fellowship meal (22:17).
2:17 Christ will also give conquerors a white stone. In Numbers, manna was described as looking like bdellium, a white stone (Num. 11:7). A new name refers to being in the eternal presence of God (22:3-4). A new name represents a new status. Isaiah had prophesied that the faithful would receive a new name (Is. 62:2; 65:15).

Thyatira (2:16-29)
Was the least important of the 7 cities, 40 miles southeast of Pergamum.
There were strong guilds, each worshipping its particular god. Apollo was the chief god of the city. 
2:18 The eyes of fire, see what is in their hearts and minds! (2:23)
Compare this description with Daniel 10:6, 16.
Christ knows our works. Love, faithfulness, service, endurance. Yet with such good things, evil can still be found!
2:19 “Their last works are greater than their first! Oh, that it would be so for us!
2:20 They tolerated a false prophetess, teacher, Jezebel (Compare her with the original Jezebel who also led God’s people astray (1 Kings 16:31; 21:25-26). She taught people to commit sexual immorality and to eat meat sacrificed to idols. She taught that people could know the “so called secrets of Satan.” This may have involved dabbling in the occult. She refused to repent, indicating the church had tried to address the situation, unsuccessfully.
2:23 Knowing what is in our heart and mind, Christ can give to each one, based on their works. Christ is perfectly just in his dealings.
Thyatira had many trade guilds that would have applied enormous pressure on businesspeople to participate in worshipping the local gods.
The false prophet will also lead people astray (13:14; 19:20) as will the harlot Babylon (18:23).
Christ does not tolerate falsehood or sin. He expects his people not to tolerate them either.
2:25 For those who had not followed Jezebel, they needed to “hold on” to what they had.
2:27 Overcoming to the end, means more than suffering and dying for Christ. It can also mean living for Christ and not being turned aside by false teaching. Those who do, will rule with Christ.
2:28 Christ is also referred to as the “morning star” (22:16). It is associated with his messianic reign beginning after his resurrection. The Roman emperors identified with the god Venus, the morning star. They were imposters, however, compared to Christ.

Sardis (3:1-6)
3:1 “I know your works; you have a reputation for being alive, but you are dead.” The city of Sardis had once had a reputation as well but had suffered decline.
3:2   Told to “Be alert, strengthen what remains which is about to die, remember what you have received and heard, keep it, repent.” The church might have been intimidated by pagan culture and lost its zeal to be the church like it should.
Christ will bring judgment “like a thief” when you least expect.
3:4 Yet there are a few people who have not defiled themselves. They are given three promises:
1. They will be given white robes (which stood for purity)
2. Their names will never be erased from the book of life. The book of life also mentioned in (13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27). The names have been written since the beginning of time and cannot be erased (13:8; 17:8). Nowhere in Scripture does it say a believer’s name can be removed from this book.
3. Christ will confess them before others. May recall Matt. 10:32; Luke 12:8.

Philadelphia (3:7-13)
3:7 The holy and true one.
The “key of David” cf. Isaiah 22:22.
God makes salvation open, or available, and no one can take it away. If it is closed, no one can access it on their own.
3:8 Christ places an open door before the church. That may represent an opportunity to preach the Gospel, or access to Christ’s presence and his protection and salvation.
“Name” is important to the risen Christ. Despite difficult pressures, the church had not forsaken Christ’s name.
3:9 “Synagogue of Satan” represents false Jews who claimed to be God’s people when they were not.
To “bow down at your feet” may refer to worship or merely submission. They may come to believe.
3:10-11 “The whole world” can mean the local area, or the entire earth. If the local area, then not referring to the final judgment.
“I am coming soon” probably not referring to final return. The time of testing is coming soon and Christ will come to be with them through it.
3:12 A pillar in the temple. From receiving salvation to becoming a part of the holy temple is a progression. 
The new Jerusalem will come down out of heaven.
The “name” keeps being mentioned. The name of God, the new Jerusalem (see Ezekiel 48:35), and Christ’s new name. Christ’s character, identity, will be all over them!

Laodicea (3:14-22)

Laodicea was 45 miles southeast of Philadelphia and 100 miles east of Ephesus. It was a major banking and commercial city and very wealthy. It did not have its own water supply and so had to bring it in. Nearby Hierapolis had hot water from springs while Colossae had cold water. Both of these were considered good for one’s health. But by the time the water arrived in Laodicea, it was lukewarm, dirty, and unpleasant to drink.
The risen Christ has no commendations for this church.
3:14 “The originator of God’s creation” may refer to Jesus’ resurrection and launching of the Church, or it might refer to Christ being God’s instrument to create everything that is.
3:15 Six miles to the north was Hierapolis. It had hot springs that were considered medicinal. The water from Hierapolis had calcium carbonate deposits that left the water bitter to taste when drunk in Laodicea. The cold waters from Colossae were ten miles to the east. Both hot and cold water were useful, but not lukewarm, bitter tasting water.
3:17 Laodicea had become extremely wealthy and a banking center. In 60 A.D. a devastating earthquake struck. Laodicea was so wealthy it declined financial assistance from Rome and rebuilt itself. Here, the church is behaving the same way, assuming it has much wealth and doesn’t need help, even from God!
Laodicea was a banking center, yet Christ said they were poor. Laodicea was famous for the soft, black wool it produced. Yet Christ said they were naked. Laodicea was also famous for the eye salve it produced, yet Christ said they were blind.
Laodicean Christians may have become wealthy by compromising themselves in the economic system that required moral and spiritual compromise to become successful.
3:18 Purchasing gold from God would make them rich.
3:19 God rebukes those he loves (cf. Heb. 12:7-11).
3:20 Christ will not force himself on anyone! He stands outside the door asking to be invited in. This verse speaks of Christians that Christ seeks to have fellowship with. There is an allusion to a husband waiting to be invited into his wife’s room (Song of Solomon 5:2). Eating together described fellowship.
3:21 The right to sit with Christ upon his throne is an enormous privilege, especially for people for whom Christ had nothing good to say!

  Questions
1. How are you currently feeling pressure or persecution because of your faith in Christ?
2. What is it about the description of Christ in Revelation chapter one that captures your attention? Why?
3. Is there any way that you, like the church at Ephesus, have lost your first love? Would the risen Christ have anything “against” you?
4. Is there any way that you might be tolerating false teaching or beliefs, perhaps so you don’t offend someone? How might Christ view this? What might he want you to do?
5. How does your business or industry apply pressure on you to compromise your beliefs? Are there ways in which being a Christian makes it harder to do business?
6. How might you currently be “lukewarm” in your walk with God?



