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Revelation Series, Part 4: Overcoming Disobedience

July 3rd, 2007

I mentioned a few weeks ago how I had read a biography of Vincent Van Gogh.  And, in the first paragraph of the book, the author explains how, whenever he speaks on Van Gogh’s life, the first thing people want to know is, “did he really cut off his ear?”! 

· Now, for a guy like this, who has studied Van Gogh’s entire life with all of his struggles and accomplishments, this question was starting to really frustrate him.

· And so, instead of starting with Van Gogh’s early years as a child, his biographer opens the book saying, 

· “Ok, I know you are not going to fully pay attention until you get to the part where I talk about him cutting off his ear… so I’m going to begin the book with that story… and then go back and start from the beginning.”
· And, to be honest, that was perfect for me… because as much as I really did want to know about his entire life… I REALLY wanted to know about the ear-thing!

Well, as you might imagine, as soon as we started this series on the Book of Revelation the questions started to pour in about the different images and characters that John describes here…

· And, the one that keeps coming up is, “Craig, who or what is that Babylonian Prostitute from Revelation 17?”  That’s a good question!

· So, even though I know you would be able to pay attention to all the good stuff that comes before it in the Book of Revelation, I thought I’d start off this morning addressing that question…

· And afterward, we’ll go ahead and relate that back to where we’re at right now in our series, which is John’s letter to the church at Smyrna in Revelation chapter 2.

Now keep in mind that there is a lot of incredible stuff going on in chapter 17, which we’ll definitely come back to later on in the series… 

· When we look at chapters 17 & 18 together as a whole.

· But for now, we’re going to just focus in on the woman and the beast, on whose back she is riding.  

· So go ahead and turn to chapter 17 starting at verse 1. 

· [READ 1-7, 9, 15-18]
Make sense? Even John admits in verse 9 that all of this can be somewhat difficult to understand.  In fact, there is some real disagreement amongst Christians as to what some of these images really do mean.

· For example, some saw her the woman here as a representation of the Soviet Union or the collective “false religions” in the world… 

· Some Protestants, especially going back closer to the Reformation, saw her as representing Roman Catholicism.

· Others believe she represents militant Islam, the European Union, the UN, or even the United States! 

· Come on! Would John’s readers there in Smyrna have really assumed that the ten horns of the beast represented the ten member countries of the European Common Market (even though there are more than ten member countries)?

You see, part of what I’m wanting us to learn together through this series is how we can more effectively read and study the Bible. 

· In other words, I want us to grow in our understanding of hermeneutics, which is the science of interpretation… 

· And one of the core principles of hermeneutics that I’d like you to be real clear on… is that when it comes to trying to understand Scripture, you always start by asking these two questions: 

· What was the writer intending to say to his readers? And; When reading the letter, what would his readers have understood the passage to mean?

· Now, I’ll tell you, that won’t always make our job as 21st century readers easier… 

· but it can keep us from going down some the theological rabbit trails so many readers of Revelation have gone down.

So, let me illustrate this... just imagine that you were alive 2000 years from now and discovered an ancient document with the title, NY Times.  

· And in this document there was this mysterious story about two animals fighting it out in some city called Miami. Here’s what the story said…

· As the Colts faced the dreaded Bears on the soggy field in Miami, the battle lines were drawn as the drenched fighters gave everything they had to show the world that victory belonged only to them.  With the rain pouring down, the powerhouse Bears ran the starting kickoff 92 yards dealing the first decisive blow of the day. Half-way through, the flooded battleground was colored by Purple Rain as Prince himself dazzled the crowds. In the end, however, the Bears were overwhelmed not only by Indy's suffocating defense but their patient, yardage-eating approach through the enemy’s defenses. 

So, what would you have been reading about?  Yes… Super bowl 41.  How would you have known that?   By answering the question, “What would that person holding this paper 2000 years ago have understood this to mean?”
· And to do that, you would have to go back and look at the historical context those readers were living in.

· You see, if you don’t do that, if you rip it from its context, it could mean just about anything you wanted it to mean.

· So, as your reading Revelation, continue asking yourself, “What did the writer intend his readers, his audience, to understand by his words?”
· Because you can count on it, he intended them to understand something.

So, place yourself back for a moment into one of the congregations that John is writing to at the very end of the first century in the Roman Province of Asia. 

· And to you John writes in verse 18, “And this woman you saw in your vision represents the great city that rules over the kings of the world."  

· What was the great city that ruled over the kings of earth in John’s day… the world superpower that made slaves of the nations, including Israel, and overtly persecuted the Church? Who was it?

· Yes… Rome. And so, the most likely answer to the identity of the woman here is Rome itself... and the truth is, most scholars in our day, would agree.
Look back through the passage with me for just a moment to verse 2. "With her the kings of the earth committed adultery."
· This is a metaphorical way of saying the political rulers of that day betrayed their own people and entered into an unholy alliance with Rome. 

· And, of course, that happened all the time.

· Then in verse 4 he says, "The woman was dressed in purple and scarlet and was glittering with gold, precious stones and pearls." 

· It’s the way of talking about the wealth and luxury of Rome that made her the envy of the world, Roman splendor.

But then John goes on to contrast that splendor with moral bankruptcy. He talks about a golden cup, but it’s filled with obscenities and the filth of her adultery and immorality.

· Remember that in Revelation, John’s readers are seeing Rome’s economic wealth and moral bankruptcy from the perspective of heaven.

· In fact, from heaven’s perspective, this woman, who calls herself a queen in verse 3 of chapter 18, is seen as a Prostitute and whore.

· And so what John’s reader’s are being told is that true wealth will never come from metaphorically sleeping with this woman… as much as she may try to seduce you. 

· Instead, true wealth comes from relinquishing the promise of materialism for the promise of Jesus, which is exactly what he’s saying to the church at Laodicea in verses 17&18 in chapter 3. 

Imagine a young man from Smyrna suffering from poverty (3:9), hearing John’s letter read for the first time.  

· As much as he loves Jesus, he can’t help but be captivated by the wealth and power of Rome… he hates to admit it, but he is enticed by it… he feels its lure.  

· But to him John recognizes that while those things that tempt us will always look good, if we give in to them, if we come into our own unholy alliance with Rome… 

· Than we will find our hearts growing increasingly cold toward Jesus, who is the only One who is able to really give life.


Then look in verse five. Now keep in mind that in Rome, prostitutes would typically wear a kind of headband giving their name. 

· And, on the forehead of this prostitute was written a “mysterious” name: “Babylon the Great, Mother of All Prostitutes and Obscenities in the World.”
· Now, Babylon, of course, was the nation that conquered Israel held her captive for so many years. 

· And so, she became the archetype of those nations who oppress the People of God… 

· luring them into her immoralities and obscenities and away from a life of faithfulness to God’s covenantal relationship.

· We’re then told in verse six that this prostitute was drunk… she was intoxicated from the blood of the saints. 

Even though there persecution against the church was ordered by Emperor Domitian against those who would not worship him, it was a Emperor Nero, who lived 30 years earlier, who proved most vicious against the church during the first century.

· Does anybody remember what happened to Rome while Nero was the emperor? Yes… it burned in 64 AD.  

· In fact, four out of 14 districts were completely destroyed and seven more were significantly damaged.

· The rumor in Rome was that Nero set Rome on fire deliberately because he wanted to rebuild a portion of the city as a monument to himself.  

Of course, he decides to set fire to the poorest districts…where most of the Christians live...  

· And then blamed the Christians for setting the fire… using that as an excuse to brutalize the church with every kind of torture you could imagine. 

· We can see how Rome became drunk, intoxicated with the blood of the martyrs, these followers of Christ.

Now remember from verse 3 that the woman of Revelation 17 was sitting on a “scarlet beast that had seven heads and ten horns, and blasphemies against God were written all over it.”
· Well, we now read in verse 9 that "The seven heads are the seven hills on which the woman sits." Now, that’s kind of an odd picture, isn’t it? A woman sitting on seven hills.

· Apparently this is the woman who's singing heralds the end of the opera, because to sit on seven hills simultaneously would require a fair bit of girth!!

· So, what then is John talking about here? 

Well, if you remember back to your ancient history class, the city of Rome is built on seven hills. In fact, its ancient nickname was "the city of seven hills." 

· And for her to be sitting on these seven hills reflects a kind of image we use today when we talk about the county seat for example… where the headquarters of the local government is seated. 

· In other words, the seat of the Roman Empire was the seven hills, the city of Rome over which the woman ruled.

· But we’re also told that the seven heads also represent seven kings.  

Now this is a situation where I don’t believe we can fully grasp what John was trying to say or what his readers were understanding from him.

· Some theologians believe that the seven kings referred to seven key Emperors… 

· five of whom have come and gone, one who is currently ruling, and a seventh who is yet to come. 

· Then in verse 11, we’re thrown this curve ball where John says, “the scarlet beast that was, but is no longer, is the eighth king. He is like the other seven, and he too, is headed for destruction.”
If you believe, as some do, that this is talking about literal Emperors, than you really have to wonder, “who was, but is no longer, and is to come, and who will then be destroyed?” That’ll get your head spinning!

· Well some believe that John’s talking about Nero since there was a belief amongst some that Nero would return to life and once again seize power.  

· But there are so many problems with this view that it is hard for me to even take it seriously.

For me, John is once again using the number seven to represent the idea of completeness… 

· And so, in speaking of seven kings, I believe John is speaking of the totality of kings who have perpetrated Rome’s immorality and idolatry.  

· The Eighth king is distinct from the others… but will come out from amongst them.  But he’s not just another Roman Emperor.  

· John is speaking here of the antichrist, whom we’ll be speaking about later on in Revelation.

In a very similar way, the ten horns represent the totality of kings and kingdoms who have been seduced by the woman and have become subservient to the beast.

· We’re told here that these ten kings will hand over their power and authority to the beast and will reign with him for a brief moment as they go to war against the Lamb.

· But as we’ll see when we look at chapter 18, the Lamb will utterly defeat them.

So, why does John want the churches to know all this? Why does he write all this stuff? What does he want them to understand? 

· Look again at verses 16 & 17. This is a very powerful message to the people first reading this from John… as well as for us today.

· "The beast and the ten horns you saw will hate the prostitute. They will bring her to ruin and leave her naked. They will eat her flesh and burn her with fire." 

· Now look at verse 17. "For God has put it into their minds a plan that will carry out His purposes.  They will (the ten kings) agree to give the beast their power to rule until God’s words are fulfilled."

· For now, there are two things I want us to get out of these verses.  
For one, it’s important for us to see God’s present, sovereign rule even over the evil powers that exist in the world today… using, even their evil, to move history toward His ends… not theirs.  
· Rome clearly ruled the kings of the earth back when John wrote Revelation.  
· And yet, in a far more important way, God ruled Rome and its enemies… putting “into their minds” His plan that will carry out His purposes.
· In other words, even now, behind the scenes… and beyond all the headlines, God remains the Lord of history… 
· And His purposes, no matter what the circumstances look like, will be accomplished.
I also want us to grab a hold of what it means that “the beast and the ten horns… will hate the prostitute.”
· You see, the turning of the beast against the woman who sits on it speaks to a very real law of political history… 

· where the evil a nation or empire perpetrates against others will eventually turn inward and destroy itself.

· In this case, the very violence and greed that Rome has used to conquer, to bring other peoples under her foot, will in the end be turned against her. 

· And, as a result, she will be destroyed from the inside by the very people she had oppressed.

· Jesus made it so clear in Matthew 26:52 when He said, “He who lives by the sword, dies by the sword.” 

· And this is has proven itself to be true of nations as much as it is for individuals.  And so…

To those struggling churches facing the might of Rome… afraid that they’re going to be wiped right off the map… John is telling them they no matter what it seems like… “Guys, you are on the winning team!”  

· To those who are crying out as David did, “Lord, why do the wicked prosper?” John says, “keep trusting Him… you will have your day.” 

· There’s something here that applies to every one of us because the truth is we all face Rome. 

· Rome is whatever could seduce you or intimidate you into disobeying God; whatever could get you to stray from the path, to give up, to check out. 

· Maybe it’s your job. Maybe it’s success. Maybe it’s the whole system of Madison Avenue or Wall Street.  

· Maybe it’s a relationship. Maybe it’s a fear. Maybe it’s lust. Maybe it’s greed. Maybe it’s disappointment.

We all face Rome. We all face the power and lure of sin and evil in this world. 

· And we’re tempted to think: "I can’t handle it anymore. I’ve fallen for it… I know I can’t overcome it." 

· We’re tempted to think Rome is going to win, and we get discouraged and give up.

· But with this incredible unveiling of Jesus and all he was shown in his vision, John sets out to bolster the courage and the faith of those believers and congregations in Asia Minor and to those of here today.

John says, "What you think is the mightiest power on earth is in fact a pathetic, desperate, bloated thug about to be destroyed by the very adulterous lovers she thought she could dominate and exploit. Rome isn’t going to win.

· "God’s triumph is certain, and you and your struggling congregations… with not much power and not much money… are on the winning side.” 

· Whatever the struggle is that you’re facing, however tough it is, John is saying, "just be faithful,” just that one thing. 
· “Just endure to the end. Don’t give up. Rome is going to fall. Just don’t quit.”
You know, of the seven churches John writes to, there was one that seemed to really understood this.  

· In fact, it was with this church at Smyrna that John seemed to have a special connection with… 

· Probably because they we under such strong persecution and yet, through it, they were remaining so faithful to Jesus.  

· That had to mean a lot to this last surviving disciple of Jesus who was in exile for what might have been the rest of his life.  

· I think their faithfulness really encouraged him.

Smyrna is the only one of the seven cities that still maintains a thriving population.  It is the modern day city of Izmir… Turkey’s third largest city.  

· I’ve been there several times… it is beautiful… and the food… fantastic!!  

· It was also the first city in the ancient Roman world to build a temple in honor of Dea Roma, the Roman god.  

In fact, they were the only city that received permission to build a temple to the Emperor Tiberius, which shows their very strong ties to Rome.

· And so, between the strong Emperor worship there and a large Jewish population that was actively hostile toward the Christians, Smyrna became a very difficult place to live out their faith in Jesus.

· As we read this very short letter, keep in mind the five parts that characterize each of the seven letters, which we looked at last week.

1. “Write this letter to the angel of the church in Smyrna.” 

2. “This is the message from the one who is the First and the Last, who was dead but is now alive: 

3. 9I know about your suffering and your poverty (even though you are rich). In other words, they are spiritually rich, but they’re experiencing tremendous trouble and poverty. I know the slander of those opposing you. They say they are Jews, but they are not, because their synagogue belongs to Satan. 10Don't be afraid of what you are about to suffer. The devil will throw some of you into prison to test you. You will suffer for ten days. But if you remain faithful even when facing death, I will give you the crown of life.  

4. 11Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he is saying to the churches. 

5. Whoever is victorious… whoever overcomes… will not be harmed by the second death.”

Jesus says to this church, "I know your affliction, your poverty, the slander you’ve experienced from your enemies, the synagogue of Satan."  

· John is addressing here the intense religious persecution this church has been facing there in Smyrna.

· I mentioned earlier that the Roman emperor at the time of John’s writing was a man named Domitian who persecution anyone who refused to worship him.

· These were real people getting persecuted… people just like you and I. 

· And yet, in refusing the worship the Emperor, some of them were burned at the stake or thrown to wild dogs or even crucified. 

These believers were facing so much suffering… and yet their faith was so strong.  

· And yet, John encourages them to not simply “be faithful,” because they were. But to "be faithful until death." 

· Did their faithfulness mean something to Jesus?  It did.  

· In fact, they were one of just two churches that John wrote to where Jesus offered no reproof… no warnings at all.

A number of years later, after John had long passed away, one of his disciples, a man by the name of Polycarp, was made bishop over the church at Smyrna.

· As an old man, sometime in the middle of the second century, he was brought into the arena for refusing himself to worship the Emperor. 

· The proconsul, said to Polycarp, "If you don’t renounce Christ you will die. Worship Caesar, and you will live.”
Polycarp replied, "Eighty-six years I have served the Lord Jesus Christ, and He never once wronged me. How can I blaspheme my king who has saved me?” 
· The proconsul threatened, “I have wild beasts ready and I will throw you to them if you do not change your mind.” 
· “Then send out your beasts,” he said. 

· “If the wild beasts don’t scare you, then I will burn you with fire.” 

· You threaten me with a fire that burns for a time and is quickly quenched… Come, do what you will. Bring on the beasts or the fire, or whatever you choose; you shall not move me to deny Christ, my Lord and Savior.”
So, let me ask you: How are you handling the trials you’re facing these days? Are you remaining faithful? 

· Maybe your challenges are big… illness, bankruptcy, divorce, or death. 

· Maybe you’re being challenged by a series of smaller ones… from disappointments to relational struggles.

· Maybe you’re tempted to give up on prayer… and you find yourself doing more complaining that anything else.  

· Maybe fear has gripped your heart… and you’ve forgotten that, in spite of your circumstances, as challenging as they may be, that you can trust Jesus… That He is the ruler over the kings of the earth. 

John then makes this challenging statement in verse ten, "Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Beware, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison so that you will be tested, and for ten days you will have affliction." 

· Now, we’ve seen before that John often uses numbers in a metaphorical way. 

· And so, he’s not saying that you’re only going to be in prison for a week and a half.

· Ten days is most likely an expression for a short time. The idea here is you’re going to be in affliction, in tribulation… But put it next to eternity, how do you compare it? 

· It’s like ten days. It’s a short time… so, don’t quit, keep hoping, remain faithful. 

Yes… you’ve experienced unanswered prayer, feeling alone, relational heartache, broken dreams… but your suffering is going to come to an end.

· Though, remember… John isn’t saying this casually. He is in prison, exiled on an island. He has lost everything. 

· But he says, "If you’ll hang on and be faithful, you’re going to receive the crown of a victor one day." 

· Maybe you’re struggling to believe that God really is control… and because of that, you’re ready to give up.

Maybe you’re suffering? God knows… He knows everything you’re going through. God sees how it’s affecting you… He’s with you… and He’s asking you to keep trusting Him.

· He says in verse 10, “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer… Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.”

· It’s just ten days, more or less. It’s just temporary. There’s a crown waiting for you. 
· The day is coming, we’re told in Revelation 11:15, when “the Kingdom of the world shall become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ; and He will reign for ever and ever.”

“Say to those with fearful hearts, ‘Be strong, do not fear; your God will come, he will come with vengeance; with divine retribution he will come to save you.’” Isaiah 35:4

In Isaiah 41:10, he says, “So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.”

