NOTE: The following has been provided by the presenter to be viewed in conjunction with his/her audio presentation. As this text has not been edited, there may be minor variations in wording, spelling and grammar from the audio. However, the theme remains the same.

A VISION FOR THE CITY?
- 24. “The End of History”

(Revelation 20)

 The Crucible by Arthur Miller – is a great play and has been made into a great film, starring Winona Ryder and Daniel Day-Lewis. It is a great play, not only because the lead character is called Abigail, like my daughter, but because it enables us to look at our own times.


The play is set around the Salem witch-hunt in America in 1692. However, the play isn’t really about that period of history. Miller was trying to hold a mirror up to the McCarthy era of America in the 1950s. This was the beginning of the cold war and the greatest fear was Communism. ‘Better dead than red’ was the slogan, and you were very suspicious of people who were left handed!


Now, in some ways the book of Revelation is a bit similar. John wrote a book that, in parts at least, was just like the book of Daniel. He wrote about events centuries earlier but he was really writing about the present day. But there are other ways in which The Crucible can help us in studying Revelation. The first is best summed up by the famous quote from George Santayana “Those who cannot remember the past, are condemned to repeat it.” That’s why I think all Christians should have at least a rough grasp of church history. Otherwise when we come to passages like this one, we are doomed to make all the same mistakes of our ancestors; to try and reinvent the wheel. 

And the other lesson from The Crucible is just how tempting it is to read our own current situation back into the story. That is known as Revisionist history and almost all contemporary historical movies do it in spades. I’m looking forward to Australia being released later on in the year. During World War II, Nicole Kidman plays an English aristocrat who is left in control of a cattle station in Australia. Now I’m happy to be proved wrong, but on current form what’s the chances that Nicole turns out to be the first vegetarian stockman? (reading back our current values.) 

So when we come to Revelation 20 we must remember all this. Indeed, amongst Christians it is such a famous and controversial chapter that I’m going to handle it a little differently from usual. 

At the end of his sermon on Revelation 20 the Vicar’s wife had a question for him, “I just don’t understand eschatology?” To which he replied, “Don’t worry dear, it’s not the end of the world.” That’s the kind of joke that SMBC students tell about Moore College students. Because it is the end of the world. That’s what eschatology means – what the Bible teaches about the end times. For that is what Revelation 20 describes. God bringing this current age to an end.
1. THE END OF EVIL


(vs. 1-6)
So we have the end of evil in verses 1 – 6. God is wrapping up history and that involves two parts: 
· Satan bound



(vs. 1 - 3)
First of all Satan must be bound. “And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time.” 

Right, we have a picture of the devil being bound completely but not destructively. The ancient serpent, the dragon, is put on a leash and prevented from doing what he loves to do – that is to deceive the nations. However, after a thousand years, he is going to be let off the leash so that he can entice the nations into rejecting God and openly defying him, leading to all out rebellion against him. What is that all about? Well hold on, before we unpack it, let’s see the other side of the coin in verses 4-6.

· Saints vindicated



(vs. 4 - 6)


That is only half of the image. Satan bound is meant to be contrasted with the Saints vindicated. “I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years.”

This is the vindication of the Saints. All those Christians who backed Jesus, they were right all along. That is the point here. Satan has had his fun, he has inspired the beast to attack followers of Jesus. But they will have the last laugh. Therefore this is a general picture about vindication and not necessarily an actual prediction of what will happen in the future. This does not describe all Christians but only Christian martyrs, and not even all Christian martyrs but only those who have been beheaded. John sees them in particular because they are the ones who most need vindication. In the world’s eyes they are the losers, not the winners, they are the conquered not the conquerors. To put develop the image literally, how can they be rulers and kings? Where do you put the crown? One thing’s for certain, the power won’t go to their head!

No, the point is that death is the great reverser of fortune. The gospel turns everything upside down. For not only are the Christians proved to be right, but they are for a thousand years. That’s a very long time. You can imagine the scene. All these Christians sitting like kings on their thrones. And there’s the devil looked up in prison. So, day one, the angel goes down to the prison and asks Satan – so who was right? “(sigh) They were.” And who is king? “(sigh) Jesus.” Day two, same question. Who was right? Who is king? Day three, Day four, day 364…. Year 2, year 3…. For a thousand years.   

· Background = Daniel 7 + Revelation 12

But if that is main point, what about all the details? Is it a literal thousand years? If so when? Is this a physical resurrection or some kind of spiritual symbolism?


Well in order to answer those questions we need to read this chapter in context. To do that it helps to compare these verses both with their OT background and with other similar passages in Revelation.


So first of all please turn for a moment to Daniel 7. This vision in Daniel is probably the most influential background to the book of Revelation. Certainly since chapter 13 it has been alluded to pretty much every chapter. So look at verses 9 and 10 of Daniel 7 – “As I looked, "thrones were set in place, and the Ancient of Days took his seat. His clothing was as white as snow; the hair of his head was white like wool. His throne was flaming with fire, and its wheels were all ablaze. A river of fire was flowing, coming out from before him. Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. The court was seated, and the books were opened.” 

A great vision of God intervening in human history and we have thrones set in place – I wonder who they are for – and we have judgment based on books which are opened – more of that later in Revelation 20. 

Then if you skip ahead to verse 26 of Daniel 7, “But the court will sit, and his (that is the evil King who speaks against God)… his power will be taken away and completely destroyed forever. Then the sovereignty, power and greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be handed over to the saints, the people of the Most High. His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all rulers will worship and obey him.” Again it is the same picture used in Revelation 20. power and authority is transferred from the devil and the beast and is given to the Saints.


Right, skip back to Revelation, but to chapter 12 this time. Do you remember that? We saw how that was basically the gospel story in a nutshell. The woman gives birth to the Messiah, Jesus, Satan tries to devour Jesus but he is snatched up to heaven. Therefore he tries to take it out on God’s people but they need not fear him because he has been decisively defeated by the death and resurrection of Jesus. Chapter 12, verses 11 – “They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony…”


Okay, back to chapter 20. I’ll come clean. Quite frankly these are hard verses to interpret without getting into problems elsewhere. There is no interpretation that is completely without its difficulties. 

For reasons we will see in a moment, I think that chapter 20 is merely re-telling the story of chapter 12 and then moving it on a bit. We’ve seen through out Revelation how much John loves the action replay. So far numbers have been symbolic, like 666 or the 144,000 – it would seem strange to start taking them literally now. 


And therefore this period of vindication merely stands for the time between the first and second comings of Jesus. Why do I think that? Well one reason is right there in verse 3. What was Satan stopped from doing? “to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended.” Deceiving the nations. Now I don’t want to push this too far, but ‘the nations’ is usually a general term referring to all other nations apart from Israel. Gentiles, non Jews. And from Acts 1: 8 the gospel has gone out to all the nations – Jesus said, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” From the death and resurrection of Jesus, Satan has been bound so that the nations are not deceived, so that they have the opportunity to respond to the gospel. And that is what we’ve seen. It has not been an even spread, the graph does not show a straight line, but there has been incredible expansion of the gospel over the past two thousand years.

Ah, you say, but what about the equally amazing spread of Islam and secularism… and so on? True, so let’s move on
2. THE END OF THE CIRCLE

(vs. 7-10)


To the end of the circle, in verses 7 – 10. “When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison  and will go out to deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth--Gog and Magog--to gather them for battle. In number they are like the sand on the seashore. They marched across the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of God's people, the city he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured them. And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulphur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.”  
· Déjà vu 




(v 7; cf. 19: 21)
Don’t get distracted by Gog and Magog, they are just proverbial for from the ends of the earth. Instead focus on the nations of the earth being gathered together by Satan for a last battle against God. Wait a minute. Hasn’t that already happened? Déjà vu? Didn’t we read that last week at the end of chapter 19? Remember the feast for the birds – “The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.” We had a great battle in chapter 19 and everyone ended up dead at the end of that. All gone, no survivors. So who’s left for the devil to round up? You see, you only get that problem if you read Revelation as if it is a play with acts in chronological order. As if scene 19 describes what happens before scene 20. Instead it makes much more sense to see this as telling the same story again and again from different angles. 

So is it true that the gospel has spread rapidly across the globe and now there billions of Christians today? Yes. Here it is in the book of Revelation. Is it also true that in the Arab world Islam dominates and the Christian church is persecuted in many countries. Yes. And here it is in the book of Revelation. Human history has a cyclical pattern to it. It is easy to see why Hindus believe in karma and reincarnation for it does seem to fit with the general circle of life. History does not produce a straight line graph either. Empires come and kingdoms go. The church goes through periods of massive expansion and also of intense persecution. 


But do you see how this chapter is bringing history to a close? This explains why Hindus are wrong.  History does have a cyclical pattern to it, but Jesus brings that to an end. I know circles don’t have endings, but this one does. That is the point of these verses. You know how the beast kept dying and then coming back to life again? Well no more. The beast has been destroyed and now the power behind the beast, Satan himself, the ultimate source of evil he is going to be destroyed … forever. “And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulphur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.”  There is no coming back from this. It’s just like a classic horror movie. The evil killer keeps on coming back. No matter how many times you kill him he keeps coming after you. Until, finally you get the silver bullet, find the wooden stake, you whatever it takes to kill him, dead. This time no coming back. Satan is finished, period. He’s gone, full stop. Finito. Show’s over folks. The End.  
· Learn from history

Now this may seem all very obvious and abstract. But a quick glance across human history shows that it is not. If you look across to the other side of your outlines you’ll see that I’ve listed there the four main views of the thousand years in Revelation 20. But if we put them up against the main thrust of the passage you’ll see that none of them quite fit.

Forget all the long words. Essentially all views either see history as a straight line or as a circle. Either the world gets worse and worse until Jesus comes again or it gets better and better until Jesus returns. Two straight lines with pre or post millennialism. Or we have a circle. That is Amillenialism, this is all symbolic stuff that is happening outside of history.  Okay, I’m simplifying it all massively, but I hope you can see why I think all four of the traditional views are partially mistaken. The interpretation I’ve given so far matches pretty closely with the amillennial position, but there are problems even with this one. What is the first resurrection back in verse 5? It seems to be talking about bodily resurrection, something that can only happen to those who have died. I don’t think we can just whisk this all away with our symbolic magic wand!


This is why we need to know our history. You may think this is all rather academic and irrelevant. But history has turned on this stuff.


So to begin with there were various views of the millennium among the early Christians, as we see from the writings of the early church fathers. Probably the most common view at the time was historic premillennialism. That is, living under times of intense persecution these Christians assumed that life would get worse and worse for them until Jesus burst into human history and then he reigned on the earth for a thousand years. So the big guns like Irenaeus and Tertullian both expected an earthly reign of a 1000 years. 


But do you see the context? In the face of persecution Christians become pessimistic and assume things are getting worse, and to yearn for a literal fulfilment breaking in to your existence now. When that Roman soldier raises his sword and says to me worship Caesar or die, I don’t want a spiritual reign of Jesus, I want him to come right now and splat that soldier. 

What is interesting is that it all changed with Constantine. So the Emperor becomes a Christian, suddenly the church goes from outcast to establishment, underdog to topdog. And then, with the writings of men like Augustine, most Christians become amillenial. Of course they do, we don’t want Christ’s kingdom rudely colliding into our world and breaking up our party if we are now quite happy with the current political kingdom. A guy called Charles Strozier did some research in the late 1980s and early 1990s interviewing members of evangelical churches in New York City. What he found was that their view of the future was affected just as much by their social class as by their theological background. Working class believers, irrespective of race or gender, tended to believe that history would come to an end in their life time. In contrast, the middle class professionals thought it vulgar to put a date on God’s purposes. They still had an apocalyptic vision of the future but thought about it all ending in the generation of their grandchildren. Do you see what’s going on there? The more comfortable life is the more happy we are for Jesus to wait, the worse life is for us the more urgently we yearn the end!


Postmillennialism, the straight line of everything getting better, didn’t become common until the Great Awakening of the 18th century. With the sudden Christian expansion of the modern missionary movement, missionaries going out from America and Britain all over the world. Wow! People began to dream. What if, what if we are in the thousand years of Christ’s reign now? What if things are going to get better and better, and then Jesus will return?


That is why it is so important to step back. To look at the Bible and at history as a whole. It is very easy to become blinkered by our present circumstances. And, to be fair, the same problem rests with premillennialism too. I know I said that it was a common belief among early Christians, but it is inherently unstable. The problem with saying that Jesus is going to step into human history is that the desire to set dates is virtually irresistible. The human psyche finds it impossible to maintain the imminent expectation of Christ’s return. History is littered with examples of those who totter over the edge. Here’s just one example. William Miller was a farmer from upstate New York in the early 19th century. He became obsessed with Daniel and Revelation and by 1822 he fixed on 1843 as the year of the Second Coming. He gathered a following at a local Baptist Church who were mighty impressed by a meteor in 1833 which seemed to confirm his predictions. Millennial fever set in and all sorts of ideas swirled around. Eventually Miller announced that by 1843 he meant the Jewish year running between March 21st 1843 and March 21st 1844. Inevitably tension rose during this period; and when the End did not materialise by the set date, disillusionment set in. But the story didn’t end there. Some gave up, but others committed themselves to the task with renewed vigour. This time they’d get it right – 22nd October 1844. And on the evening of the great day the Millerites gathered on hillsides to await the Lord. You can imagine the ridicule they got from the public – “What not gone up yet?” Was a common taunt. So what do you think they did? Well, those who didn’t give up altogether, spiritualised their interpretation of Revelation 20 and went on to form the Seventh Day Adventists!

So be warned. Revelation teaches us the circle of history which comes to an end. Don’t think of it as just a straight line or you’ll wander off into all sorts crazy predictions. As encouraged by the Left Behind series of books. But don’t just think of it as an endless cycle either. Jesus is going to step into human history, and his second coming is going to be just as physical and historical as his first coming.  
(Video clip – Good enough?)

3. THE END OF THE ROAD

(vs. 11-15)

Now we can leave the long words behind us and finish with the end of Revelation 20. Verses 11-15, the end of the road. When the end comes, what’s it all about? What difference does it make?
“And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done.”
· Judged according to what we have done
(v 13)
It is a scary thought isn’t it? Before the throne is an enormous great hard-drive with Gigabytes of data containing everything you have ever done. It’s all there. The things everybody knows about and the things no one knows about. And each person is judged according to what they have done. “Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death.”  This really is the end of the road. Even death and the place of the dead is destroyed. Nothing left to fear, except God that is. All that is left is you standing before the throne of God almighty being judged for what you have done. Feel confident?
· Saved by what Jesus has done

(v 15; Rev. 5, 7, 12)
And that the chapter finishes on an about turn – “If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.” Weird. We are judged by what we have done, but that isn’t the deciding factor over whether we are thrown into the lake of fire or not. No that decision is based not on what we have done at all. That decision is based solely on whether our names are in some book, the book of life it is called here, or the lamb’s book of life it is called in the next chapter. Read through the book of Revelation. This is where we’ve been heading. It’s there in chapter 5 – where we see Jesus, the lamb who has been slain. It is with his blood that men from every tribe and nation were purchased. It is there again in chapter 7 – the 144,000 are sealed by God because they have washed their robes in the blood of the lamb. And yet again in chapter 12 – they overcome by the blood of the Lamb. It is crystal clear, the lamb’s book of life contains the names of those who have believed in the death of Jesus for their salvation. 

In other words we are judged according to what we have done but we are saved by what Jesus has done for us.

This is the end of history. This is what human civilisation is heading for. This is what it comes down to. At the end of this life God will judge us for how we have lived and only those who believe in Jesus will escape his condemnation.

And I hope that you are beginning to see what a dramatic impact it will have on how we live our lives now. First of all we realise that history runs in cycles. We are not caught off guard by the latest Christian fad or political trend that says everything is getting better or that it is all getting worse. It might be, it might not. Therefore we must not withdraw from engagement with the world, but equally we shouldn’t get into bed with the politicians either. What goes around, comes around.


However, we must also combine this with an imminent, historical sense of Christ’s return. I remember an old lady when we lived in Edinburgh. She was so old that she could remember the Titanic sinking. Anyway she would often tell Emily that she woke up every morning with the same thought and expectation  - it could be today? Jesus could come back to day. Think about how you would live if Jesus really could return this day? The books are open and so you’d want to keep short accounts with God and short accounts with your neighbour. Think about it. Live each day as if it could be your last on earth. If you are not right with God because of Jesus, put it right now. If you are caught up in a pattern of behaviour that is wrong; stop it now, today. If you’ve fallen out with someone put it right today, before you go to bed. 


And if you really believe that Satan has been bound then you’d seize the chance to tell people about Jesus. You’d want as many people to get their names down in the book of life as possible. What a great opportunity we’ve got. Let’s redeem the time. 

‘Cos if you live each day as if it were your last then one day you’ll be right!
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