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Chapter 31: The End of Time

Timeless Truth: The King is coming!

Teacher’s Background Notes

The opening verses of Revelation state that John received it from Jesus Christ through angelic mediation and wrote it down. Nearly all scholars accept the author as the Apostle John. Luther and Zwingli did not, however, because Revelation teaches a literal one thousand-year reign of Christ. Early church fathers Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius, Irenaeus, and Victorinus wrote that John had been exiled to the island of Patmos during the reign of Domitian and was allowed to return to Ephesus after the emperor died in 96 A.D. Therefore many conservative scholars date the book around 95 A.D. 

The New Testament begins with the four gospels that reveal the first coming of Christ. So it is fitting that it concludes with the book of Revelation that reveals the second coming of Christ. It is the culmination of many themes that have been woven throughout all of the Scriptures, climaxing with the New Heaven and New Earth. The thrust of the message of Revelation is Jesus’ ultimate victory over His enemies and the establishment of His Kingdom. It is in light of Jesus’ ultimate victory and the anticipation of God’s eternal Kingdom that Christian—or “bondservants” as John calls us—find incentive to live holy lives committed to Christ in spite of suffering and persecution. 

Verse 1:19 outlines the book of Revelation. John was told to write “the things which you have seen, the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things.” The “things which you have seen” is the vision of the glorified Christ that John saw in chapter one. The “things which are” are the letters to the seven churches in Asia in chapters two and three, and the “things which will take place after these things” reveal the future events of chapters four through 22. Many Christians avoid the book of Revelation because of its apocalyptic genre. However, to do so is to miss the glorification of Jesus. Christ is the main subject of the whole book. It was written to His “bondservants” and is the only book of the Bible that promises a special blessing for those who read and heed its message. Are you a bondservant of Christ? Would you like a special blessing? Then this book is for you! Without it, we would miss the end of God’s Upper Story. 

Chapters two and three of the book of Revelation contain seven messages to seven churches. Perhaps because these messages are tucked away in Revelation, they are often neglected portions of Scripture. This is sad, because they offer practical encouragement and correction to the problems that face the church in every generation. These were seven literal churches in Asia Minor, now modern-day Turkey. Although these churches were specifically addressed, they are also representative congregations. Just as the New Testament epistles were addressed to specific churches but also have timeless lessons for all churches, so too are the lessons of Revelation 2 and 3 applicable to all churches and the individual Christians in them today. 

These messages come from Jesus personally. They are a part of the final book of the Bible, so they take on a climactic significance as God’s final word through the Church Age. These messages blend and balance the communal responsibility with the individual’s responsiveness. The final appeal is for “he” (singular) who has an ear to hear and respond. We would be wise to hear and overcome. 

Lesson Plan: Hear and Overcome

John the Apostle had a longer history with Jesus than any of the other apostles. He was probably a first cousin of Jesus, the son of Salome (Matthew 27:56; Mark 15:40) the sister of Mary (John 19:25). John, along with his brother James, and Peter became the most trusted of Jesus’ disciples. He had an especially intimate relationship with these three men who would later play significant roles in the life of the early church. John was the “beloved disciple.” He was there when Jesus healed Jairus’ daughter. He witnessed firsthand the glimpse of Jesus’ glorification at the Transfiguration. John and Peter were charged with preparing the Passover supper (Luke 22:8) where John later reclined against Jesus’ breast. Hours later, John saw the agony of Gethsemane. John was at the cross and it was to him that Jesus entrusted His beloved mother and gave John to her as a son (John 19:26-27). After the ascension of Christ, he was a “pillar” as a leader in the young church (Galatians 2:9). He outlived all the other apostles and is probably the only one of the original disciples who was not martyred for his faith.

Yes, John had a long history with Jesus. They were more than familiar, they were intimately close. But none of that prepared him for the vision that he saw on the island of Patmos many years later. The unveiled glory of Jesus took his breath away! He could not stand in the presence of this One who stood amongst the lamp stands. He fell to the ground in fear like a dead man. 

The One who stands among the seven golden lamp stands is none other than the glorified Jesus Himself. John describes Him with similar details to the Ancient of Days described by Daniel (Daniel 7:9). God the Son has the same wisdom, purity, eternity, and piercing judgment as God the Father. No wonder John fell at His feet like a dead man! The Apostle Paul had a similar response on the road to Damascus and Peter fell on his face at the Transfiguration—a glimpse of Christ in His glory. Jesus described Himself as the Living One, once dead but now alive forever! He alone has the keys to death and Hades. The Christian’s fate is not in the hands of Satan, evildoers, or chance. Our life, death, and resurrection unto eternal life is at in the hands of Jesus alone—the Worthy One! 

Jesus stands among the lamp stands, which He interpreted for John as the churches (1:20). He is not distant in His ascension and glorification. He is present and watching over the churches, for they are His body. He is the Judge who has the right to encourage, admonish and correct each church community. But He is also the sovereign ruler who has the power to reward those who have an ear to hear!

Learning Activity: Charting the messages to the churches
Charts are an excellent way to help your students organize the Scriptures, discover patterns and then analyze and synthesize them. Allowing your students to work on this chart independently or in small groups will help them develop good inductive study skills. Some guidance for this exercise is provided at the end of the lesson. 
Messages to the Seven Churches (Revelation 2-3)

	Church
	Christ
	Commendation
	Rebuke
	Exhortation
	Promise

	Ephesus

(2:1-7)


	
	
	
	
	

	Smyrna

(2:8-11)


	
	
	
	
	

	Pergamum

(2:12-17)


	
	
	
	
	

	Thyatira

(2:18-29)


	
	
	
	
	

	Sardis

(3:1-6)


	
	
	
	
	

	Philadelphia

(3:7-13)


	
	
	
	
	

	Laodicea

(3:14-22)


	
	
	
	
	


I. Lessons from the seven churches: Now that your students have filled out their charts, allow them to analyze the material by asking them probing questions. Consider these examples.
A. What relationship do you discover between Jesus’ description of Himself to each church and the message to that church?
B. What were the strengths of each church?
C. For what did Jesus rebuke them?
D. Which church would you have wanted to be a member of and why? Which church would you not want to be a member of?
E. Do contemporary churches experience these same strengths and problems?
F. Do you think Jesus still stands among the lamp stands (churches) today to commend, judge, and correct them?
G. What lessons can we apply today?
II. Who are the overcomers and what are they promised? 

Are the promises to overcomers in these letters to the churches limited to those people in those churches at that time in history, or could we be included in these promises? Let’s explore some other Scriptures that talk about overcomers to see who they may be. 

A. First John is a letter written by the same author—John—who wrote the Gospel and Revelation (also I and II John). We should expect that the same author would use the same words in largely the same way. Therefore, we should not be surprised that he talked about overcoming five times in this letter.
1. I am writing to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the beginning. I am writing to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I have written to you, children, because you know the Father.
–1 John 2:13
2. I have written to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the beginning. I have written to you, young men, because you are strong, and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil one.
–1 John 2:14
3. You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world.
–1 John 4:4
4. For whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that has overcome the world—our faith.
–1 John 5:4
5. Who is the one who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God?
–1 John 5:5
B. He who sits on the throne explained to John the inheritance of the overcomers. 
1. He who overcomes will inherit these things, and I will be his God and he will be My son. But for the cowardly and unbelieving and abominable and murderers and immoral persons and sorcerers and idolaters and all liars, their part will be in the lake that burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death. 
–Revelation 21:7-8
2. What are “these things” that the overcomer inherits? The New Heaven and New Earth and New Jerusalem! The contrast between “he who overcomes” and the “unbelieving” tells us that all believers are overcomers! All believers will inherit the unspeakable blessings of this eternal kingdom wherein God will be our God and the overcomers will be His sons and daughters. 

3. By contrast, those who do not believe and practice the sins of unbelief will be excluded from the inheritance and judged with the lake of fire that was prepared for Satan and his demonic minions (Revelation 21:8; Matthew 25:41). This place of righteous punishment is a place of torment day and night forever (Revelation 20:10). 

· What would a person miss if he was not an overcomer? 

· Then how does someone become an overcomer? 

· Are YOU an overcomer?

III. Applications and Implications

A. Christ is coming back as King of Kings and Lord of Lords!

B. Jesus watches His churches diligently. He is not absent or distant. 

C. Individual churches have people in them who are redeemed believers and also some who are not. Therefore, the message to repent and turn to God by faith must go out.

D. From Ephesus, we will continue to serve the Lord by hard work and good deeds but service does not replace a relationship with Jesus. I will not get so busy with “good deeds” that I substitute them for the best thing.

E. From Smyrna, I am willing to suffer for Christ in this life because I know that eternal life awaits me. When I am not suffering, I can provide prayer support and financial support to persecuted Christians around the world.

F. From Pergamum, I will test all teachings against Scripture so that the purity of the gospel is not stained by idolatry.

G. From Thyatira, I will continue to grow in faith, service, and love, but I will not tolerate immorality and idolatry within the church community. 

H. From Sardis, some people in the church can look good on the outside but be dead on the inside because they lack the life-giving Holy Spirit. 

I. From Philadelphia, I will persevere in all those things in the church and in my own life that are good. 

J. From Laodicea, those Jesus loves, He reproves and disciplines. I will honestly assess myself to see if I am lukewarm. But blindness may not give me a true assessment of myself, so I need a trusted “hot” believer or two in my life to be honest with me in my walk with the Lord. 

K. As an overcomer, I will keep God’s Upper Story in view. I look forward to the rewards and benefits of the eternal kingdom even when the Lower Story seems overwhelming.

L. I will heed the warnings of these churches and overcome by faith any areas in my life that mirror those things that Jesus rebuked. 

M. Setting my hope on the New Heaven and New Earth motivates me to holy living now.

The following chart is provided to help you to prepare and guide your students.

Messages to the Seven Churches (Revelation 2-3)

	Church
	Christ
	Commendation
	Rebuke
	Exhortation
	Promise

	Ephesus

(2:1-7)


	Holds 7 stars in His right hand; walks among lamp stands
	Deeds, toil, and perseverance; cannot endure evil men; tests; endures; hates deeds of Nicolaitans
	You have left your first love
	Remember and repent; do the deeds you did at first
	Will eat of the tree of life in the Paradise of God

	Smyrna

(2:8-11)


	The first and last, who died and came to life again
	Tribulation and poverty
	NONE
	Do not be afraid to suffer; be faithful to death
	Will receive crown of life; not hurt by second death

	Pergamum

(2:12-17)


	Has sharp 2-edged sword 
	Hold fast My name; do not deny faith in face of persecution
	Some hold teachings of Balaam (idolatry and immorality) and Nicolaitans
	Repent or Jesus will judge them
	Will receive hidden manna, a white stone with new name on it

	Thyatira

(2:18-29)


	Son of God, eyes like flaming fire, feet like burnished bronze
	Deeds, love, faith, service, and perseverance; doing more now than at first;
	Tolerates Jezebel’s false teaching, immorality and idolatry
	Repent and hold fast to what you have until I come
	Authority over nations; the morning star

	Sardis

(3:1-6)


	Has the seven Spirits of God, and seven stars
	Deeds, a reputation of being alive
	You are dead
	Wake up! Strengthen what remains; remember what you received, keep it and repent
	Clothed in white; name in book of life; acknowledged before the Father and angels

	Philadelphia

(3:7-13)


	Holy and true, who has the key of David, opens and shuts doors
	Deeds, kept My word and does not deny My name; perseveres
	NONE
	Hold fast to what you have
	Will be pillars in temple; name of God, of New Jerusalem, Christ’s new name written on them

	Laodicea

(3:14-22)


	The Amen, faithful and true Witness, Beginning of the creation of God
	NONE
	Lukewarm, neither hot nor cold; wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked
	Buy from Christ refined gold, white clothes, eye salve; be zealous and repent
	Overcomers will dine with Christ; will rule with Christ
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