Looking forward to Sunday, October 2, 2011
An Introduction to The Revelation – Part 2!
The Public Reading of Revelation 4-11
12 In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!”  Revelation 5:12 (NIV) 
-----------
To my great surprise and to the surprise of quite a few others, we have stepped out onto the diving board, looking down on the deep waters of the pool below called The Revelation of Jesus Christ. And last week, we jumped off the board. I do think we made a safe landing in those waters of Revelation and I hope you are getting used to the water temperature.

Take your 3-ring loose-leaf notebook that contains the entire book of Revelation, and with it you can follow along as I give the second of four introductions to The Revelation. We want each of you to have a notebook and to bring it back with you every week. The plan is for your notebook to grow with additional pages from time to time. 

For our guests today we have copies of the text of Revelation 4-11 so you can follow along and add your notes as we work through sections 2 and 3 of the book of Revelation.
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Now last week I likened the book of Revelation to a huge, unexplored mansion. For many of us, we’ve looked at this large house from a bit of a distance and wondered, “what’s inside?” But we’ve stayed at a distance and the book is still largely unknown to us. Some of us have done some window peaking and we’ve seen some very different images and some very unusual actions going on inside this house but we have backed away and left being quite confused with what’s inside this house. Others of us have been captured by a very specific schematic of how everything is going to take place in the future, and, quite frankly, we may be a bit concerned that other approaches to this book will be considered as we step inside the book called Revelation.

Whatever has been your prior relationship to the book of Revelation, I’m inviting you to join me in this present study with some measure of willingness to let the book speak a fresh word to you. I truly want this time we spend in this book to be filled with discovery and encouragement and obedience to Christ. I want us to see Jesus more clearly for who He is as our ascended Lord. The book of Revelation will really help us with that.
Also, keep in mind that right now we are attempting to get an overview of the entire book before we go into greater detail chapter by chapter. That’s why the introduction is 4 weeks long. Today is part 2.
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Here’s something I’ve learned in my crash course study of Revelation. The book of Revelation is a very contemporary book even though it was written over 1900 years ago. It describes what’s going on right now both visibly on stage and invisibly behind the scenes. Essentially, what we learn from the book of the Revelation of Jesus Christ is that we live in a war zone. 

What we also learn from this very graphic and dramatic book is that we are not bystanders in this war, but we are troops with an allegiance, either allegiance to the dragon or allegiance to the Lamb. The storyline of Revelation does not appear to offer us a DMZ, a demilitarized zone, or a neutral island on which to escape. We are all on the gridiron and have emblazoned on our helmets the mark of the beast or the mark of Christ.

I presume most of us come to the Book of The Revelation with a fair understanding of our human predicament. It’s traceable by following our family tree all the way back to Adam and Eve. We are all born as rebels against our good and loving God who created us to be a display of His glory. But this isn’t just a birth defect. We act out this rebellion in a battle of our wills against God’s will.
God not only recognizes our sorry state, He has initiated a rescue mission for all who would listen and respond. But the response God calls for from each of us only highlights the rebellion that exists in our hearts. He calls on us to repent, to turn around, to cease putting self-interest ahead of our Creator’s interest. And we find ourselves digging in our heals.
Any of you who is an employee, or has been one, knows the rebellion resident in your heart. It’s not easy to just do what you are told to do. But the ideal employee is the one who sets aside enough of his self-interest so he can give his energies to making his boss successful. Any employee who has this attitude has undergone the transformation of repentance. We joyfully invest ourselves for the success of our employer.

Now that may be a poor illustration, but it does help us see what is involved in being a member of God’s team. Christ is our boss. We are His subjects. We say, “not my will but Yours be done.”
What we see in Revelation are the rewards and consequences for being a member of God’s team. We enter the team with a lot of baggage that needs to be removed or reconstructed. God uses teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness as tools in our transformation into the likeness of His Son, Jesus Christ. Some of that process is painful. Discipline can hurt. But, after we are trained by it, we get to enjoy the fruit and harvest of that transformation.

But that’s not the whole picture. We need to add to God’s work of transformation, the opposition we experience from those who very much so don’t like Christ. In other words, by following Christ we are moving against a headwind of opposition. And thus, simply by associating ourselves with Christ, we are the recipients of the hate and rebellion that is directed at Christ.

What’s important to know, as we will also discover in Revelation, is that Satan is not an equal counterpart to God. Satan may have hopes of dethroning God and taking control of every creature in heaven, on earth and under the earth, but he doesn’t have the power to assume that position, even though he can wreak great devastation and discord with the limited power he does have. God remains in control and will use the schemes of the devil, including his persecutions and deceptive enticements, to make us strong so that we will be among the overcomers who will enjoy the eternal rewards of being united with Christ.
As you read the seven letters to the churches in Asia found in section 1 of the book, do you not get a sense that our Lord is speaking to churches that live in a war zone? Each church is challenged to be a congregation of overcomers against the forces that are trying to either persecute Christians or entice them away from the righteous ways of God.

There’s a major theme throughout Revelation, it’s this: no advance in the kingdom of God, no growth in our relationship with Christ, will come without overcoming some form of opposition. Christians are soldiers at war. The good news is our captain Jesus has assured that He and His church will win in the end. Where the jury remains out the question is, who will be united with Him in His victory?
The transition from section 1 to section 2 takes the identity of being a lampstand for Christ in the world to the method God uses to purify and brighten the light from these lampstands. Section 1 introduces us to the lampstands. Section 2 introduces us to a primary method God uses to “trim the lights” on those lampstands. 
Section 2 of Revelation, chapters 4-7, is given to the seven churches of Asia and to us to comfort and challenge all those engaged in this battle. Think of it as being gathered with a platoon of war-weary soldiers of Christ who may be feeling some discouragement or simply may be tired from battling against Satan. Their endurance and perseverance have been and are being tested. Now they hear these words from chapters 4-7.
Chapter 4 takes us to the entrance to heaven and invites us look in on what is going on there via John’s description of the vision he saw. It’s a beautiful picture. 
Chapter 5 opens with a major dilemma. There’s a scroll in God’s hand and the question is asked, “Who is able to open the scroll?” Pay close attention to the answer to that question and the response of all those in heaven to the news. 

What qualified the Lamb to open the scroll bound by seven seals? The same thing that qualified the Lamb to be the King of kings and the Lord of Lords! Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, governs the universe for the ultimate protection of the church. He will bring His church through tribulations and they will spend an eternity enjoying the springs of living water as their Shepherd-Lamb leads them.
Listen now to Section 2: Revelation 4-7.

The history of the church from Christ’s first coming to His second coming has now been viewed from 2 different perspectives. In section 1 (Lampstands with the light of Jesus), Jesus leads His churches by living among them to be overcomers in a hostile world, thus giving them a light to shine from their lampstands. In section 2 (Refining trials to brighten the light on the lampstands), Jesus sovereignly brings trials and testings upon His churches to refine each church so that her light shines even more purely and more brightly in a hostile world.
The transition from section 2 to section 3 is that the seventh seal is the seven trumpets of chapter 8. So, sections 2 & 3 are linked, particularly by an eighth angel in verse 3 of chapter 8 who brings a censer, a vessel containing incense representing the prayers of the saints, possibly from Revelation 6:10, where the persecuted saints are crying out to the Lord. And now in Revelation 8:5 the censer is filled with fire that is hurled to the earth in the form of judgments, warnings and wake up calls to the world to repent. But sadly, rebellion was preferred to repentance (9:20-21).
Whereas section 2 showed us Christ leading the church through tribulations, section 3 shows Christ calling on the world to repent by means of powerful and destructive warnings sounded by seven trumpets.
And, of what is the world to repent? They are to repent of their participation in the persecutions and tribulations of Christ’s church. We see in section 3 that God takes very seriously the rebellious and violent acts taken against those who are united with Him through His Son, Jesus Christ. God responds to the prayers of His persecuted people.
The first four plagues bring calamities on land, on the sea, to the rivers and to the sky. The whole universe is filled with calamities to call the world to repentance.

During two of the last three plagues or three woes, Satan releases the demons from hell to torture and deceive the world, and to incite war that destroys with great cruelty. Yet, even with all these calamities, the world still refuses to repent (9:21).
Chapter 10 and half of 11 provide an interlude prior to the sounding of the seventh trumpet warning. We see here a little scroll being held in the hand of another mighty angel. Surely, this scroll is the word of God and the gospel that brings to those who embrace them both the experience of sweetness and joy along with suffering and trials. This was the personal experience of the Apostle John as he was banished to the island of Patmos for the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.
In chapter 11, we see symbolized by the temple of God the true church that is protected from eternal doom even though it will suffer greatly for a time. The church with its witness may be silenced, but God will call His church to come up to heaven in the great and visible rapture of the church. Then the final judgment will come, bringing about the final victory of Christ as Lord over the kingdoms of the world.
Thus ends section 3. Now let’s listen to it read to us.
Here are the questions I will be asking you to work on during the second half of our morning together.

1. What progress (series of actions), if any, do you see taking place within section 2? 
2. What historical time frame can you ascribe to the actions that fall within section 2?
3. What trials, testings or even persecutions are you aware of that Christians are facing in our world today?

4. Write a summary statement for section 2.

5. What progress (series of actions), if any, do you see taking place within section 3? 

6. What historical time frame can you ascribe to the actions that fall within section 3?

7. How do the four trumpets of chapter 8 describe natural disasters as judgments of God? 

8. What is the goal of the seven trumpets in section 3?
9. Write a summary statement for section 3.

