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The Book of Revelation


Week 2: What the Spirit is Saying…

a) Why is Historical Context Important?

The historical context of a piece of writing is the actual situation in the world in which the text was written. Considering a text’s context is important because:

1. Context affects what words ______________

Consider the sentence: ‘I am mad about my flat.’ What does this mean in England? What does it mean in America? Thinking about this aspect of context is essential in the task of translation—which fortunately has been done for us!

2. Context affects what words _______________    ____

Consider the way that language has changed with the development of computer technology, biology and the social sciences (See poem on coloured handout).

3. Context affects what ___________________________ words have

Look at the passage below the poem on your handout. If we think Revelation carries the (implicit) heading 

‘A Message of Comfort to the Church Under Persecution’ 

our reading will be different from how we would read if we thought it was headed 

‘A Challenge to the Church in a State of Compromise.’

4. Context shapes what _______________ should result from our reading

Much language is designed to have a particular effect—it is designed to provoke the listener to some kind of action. What exactly that action is can often not be known without understanding the context of the words. For instance, the exclamation:

‘The whole thing has caught fire!’

will provoke difference responses depending on whether you are watching a display on 5th November or leaning out of your window in the middle of the night listening to a fireman.

For these reasons, most people who hold a high view of Scripture will say that the first task in reading a passage in the Bible is to ask the question: 

‘What did this mean in its original context?’
But this is not (and cannot be) the whole picture…

b) Your Questions

	Why do people understand it differently?

What does it say about the End/the Millennium?

Which John wrote it?

Why is it so scary?

Could it have been written at any other time in history?

What do the numbers mean—7, 666, 1260, 42, 3 1/2, 144,000?
	What are the horses and beasts about?

How important a book is it in the NT?

Why has the world not ended yet?

Who is the woman in chapter 12?

When will the Tribulation and Rapture happen?

Which are the easy bits?

Which translation should I use?




c) The Letters to the Seven Churches

Form groups of three or four and look at the ‘letters’ in Rev 2–3 together. What pattern can you find in each of the letters? 

Is it the same for each letter?

Do you see any significance in this pattern?

d) Some Comments on Chapters 2 and 3

The Churches and the History of Salvation

Each of the messages to the churches appears to pick up on a theme from a section of the history of God’s people in the Old Testament. So the message to Ephesus mentions the tree of life (2.7, Gen 2.9) and the church’s fall (2.5, Gen 3)—images of beginnings, and so on:

	Ephesus
	Tree of life (2.7, Gen 2.9). Fall (2.5, Gen 3)
	Eden

	Smyrna
	Tribulation and poverty (2.9, Deut 26.7);

Ten days = ten plagues? (2.10, Ex 7–12)
	Egypt

	Pergamum
	Manna (2.17, Ex 16); Balaam (2.14, Num 22–24)
	Wilderness

	Thyatira
	Royal rule (2.27, Ps 2); Jezebel (2.20, 1 Kings 16f)
	Monarchy

	Sardis
	‘Some’ (3.4) = ‘remnant’ (Is 10.21)?
	Exile

	Philadelphia
	Pillar, new Jerusalem (3.12)
	Return

	Laodicea
	Crisis and compromise (3.16)
	Occupation


The Titles of Christ and the Promises

Note the way that the picture of Christ is ‘parcelled out’ among the churches.

Note also how the titles, promises and language relate to local situations, eg:

• Smyrna was destroyed in 600 BC and refounded in 300 BC (‘I died and came to life’ 2.8). Its name means ‘myrrh’ which was used in burials (John 19.39). It was famous for its games, called ‘the crown of Asia’ and featured a crown on its coins (‘crown of life’ 2.10). It is the only city where a church survived into modern times.

• Pergamum is dominated by an acropolis that appears throne-shaped as you approach from Smyrna (‘throne of Satan’ 2.13).

• Laodicea’s water-supply came from hot springs at Hierapolis (Pammucale) and arrived luke-warm (3.15). It had refused imperial help in re-building after the great earthquake of AD 61 (‘I have prospered’ v 17). It was a centre of  banking, ophthalmology, and a clothes industry producing black wool (‘poor, blind, naked’ 3.17)

e) What does Revelation say about…God?

We have already noted the ‘trinitarian’ formula for the divinity in 1.4–5. As in other early Christian literature, the word ‘God’ is restricted to the first person of that trinity.

Four titles for God:

1. The Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.

• Spoken 7 times by God/Christ: 1.8, 1.17, 21.6 (twice), 22.13 (three times)

• Biblical origin in Is 44.6: ‘I am the first and the last, besides me there is no other’. See also Is 41.4 and 48.12).

• Wider significance in Greek thought of the divinity as beginning and end.

• The Hebrew divine name YHWH (‘Lord’) sometime written as Yahoh, which in Greek becomes IAW, of great significance in philosophy and magic.

So, John’s use of biblical understanding connects with contemporary speculation about the nature of God.

2. The one who is, who was, and who is to come

• Three times in threefold form (1.4, 1.8, 4.8), twice twofold (11.17, 16.5) as here God has already come

• Biblical origin in Ex 3.14, expanded following Jewish interpretation

• God’s present reality is prioritised

• The future aspect is expressed as God ‘coming’ to save and judge (Ps 96.13, Is 66.15, Zech 14.5)

3. Lord God Almighty

• In this form occurs 7 times: 1.8, 4.8, 11.17, 15.3, 16.7, 19.6, 21.22.

• Biblical origin is the phrase ‘the Lord, the God of hosts.’

• Emphasises God’s actual control over events.

4. The one who sits on the throne

• In this form occurs 7 times: 4.9, 5.1, 5.7, 5.13, 6.16, 7.15, 21.5—though there are other variations

• Throne a central symbol in Revelation—heaven is the ultimate sphere of reality

• Biblical origins in prophets: 1 Kings 19.19, Is 6, Ez 1.

• Close connexion between truth about God and worship (chapter 4)

• What does the one on the throne look like?

God is not at all like human beings—in marked contrast to the Old Testament there is no ‘anthropomorphism.’ God only speaks twice (in 1.8 and 21.6); at other times others do it for God (eg in 6.1), or the voice is disembodied (eg 16.17). John’s language about God is primarily language of transcendence.

God is faithful to his creation—importance of God as creator (4.11); the rainbow is around the throne (4.3, cf Gen 9.13–17); God’s judgement will involve ‘destroying the destroyers of the earth (11.18, cf Gen 6.11f). The final vision (ch 21) is of a renewed creation that is beyond the threat of evil.

For group discussion: Week 2

The letters are addressed to the churches in seven cities on a clockwise trade route in Asia Minor (south west Turkey). They appear to address specific issues in the churches, and include many local references peculiar to each church or city.

The format of each of the ‘letters’ is the same: a characteristic of Christ; commendation for good work or attitude; rebuke for something wrong; call to turn repent; promise for faithfulness.

1. Which of the aspects of Christ’s character, or which of the promises, do you personally find most encouraging? Why is this?

2. What letter would Christ want to write to the church at which you worship?

Character of Christ:

Commendation:

Rebuke:

Promise:

3. Of the sections of Israel’s history that the churches correspond to, which do you identify with most as a church?

4. How can you listen more carefully to what the Spirit is saying to you as a church?

A Poem by an Old Timer

	A computer was something on TV

From a science fiction show of note.

A window was something you hated to clean,

And ram was the cousin of a goat.

Meg was the name of my girlfriend,

And gig was a job for the nights.

Now they all mean different things,

And that really mega bytes.

An application was for employment.

A program was a TV show.

A cursor used profanity.

A keyboard was a piano.

Memory was something that you lost with age.

A CD was a bank account.

And if you had a 3 inch floppy,

You hoped nobody found out.


	Compress was something you did to the garbage,

Not something you did to a file,

And if you unzipped anything in public

You’d be in jail for a while.

Log on was adding wood to the fire.

Hard drive was a long trip on the road.

A mouse pad was where a mouse lived,

And a backup happened to your commode.

Cut you did with a pocket knife.

Paste you did with glue.

A web was a spider's home,

And a virus was the flu.

I guess I’ll stick to my pen and paper,

And the memory in my head.

I hear nobody’s been killed in a computer crash,

But when it happens they wish they were dead! 




A Prisoner Plans his Escape  A Wrestler in a Tight Corner

Rocky slowly got up from the mat, planning his escape. He hesitated a moment and thought. Things were not going well. What bothered him most was being held, especially since the charge against him had been weak. He considered his present situation. The lock that held him was strong, but he thought he could break it.

What does Revelation say about…God?

Four titles for God:

1. The Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.


—spoken 7 times by God/Christ


—importance of A and W to the Greeks

2. The one who is, who was, and who is to come


—three times in threefold form, twice twofold

3. Lord God Almighty


—in this form occurs 7 times

4. The one who sits on the throne

—in this form occurs 7 times

God is not at all like human beings

God is faithful to his creation
Plan of the evening

1. It’s all a matter of context…

2. An overview of the seven churches and their messages (structure, location, content)

3. Some comments on Rev 2–3

…coffee… 

4. Small groups study

5. What does Revelation say about…God
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