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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we are all doing well.  
Below are notes that I prepared for the April 19 class.  As members know, in class I would convert a number of 
the statements in the notes into questions for class discussion.  I guess these notes should best be understood as 
points that I would hope to raise in discussion.  I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of 
each class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?”   

 
The Scripture selection is Revelation 22:1-5.  The background text is Revelation 21:9-22:5.  The forces 
of good, led by God and Jesus, have finally defeated the forces of evil, led by Satan.  The New Jerusa-
lem descends to Earth and the Kingdom of God begins.  The lesson writer states that the purpose of the 
lesson is “to respond with gratitude to the future hope God promises.”  He discusses Christian hope that 
we will be sustained by the presence of God (represented in Revelation by living water), will see the 
face of God (as promised in Revelation) in the faces of those that we serve, and will live in happiness (as 
represented in Revelation by the  promise that the New Jerusalem will be lighted always - there will be 
no night - by the presence of God).   
 
Actually, it is not clear to me whether the lesson writer is speaking of the increasing achievement of the 
Kingdom of God in our lives, or in an ultimate end time, or in the hereafter.  I believe that he is speaking 
of a process, as I mentioned in last week’s notes, in which we meet life’s struggles confident in the pres-
ence of God and live the joy that God intended for us and all people by achieving our humanity and 
helping others achieve theirs - happiness, freedom from want and fear, no exploitation, sharing.  
 
I think that a closer look at John and Revelation might help.  John was exiled by the Romans to Patmos, 
a small Greek island in the Aegean Sea.  Scholars now think that he was not John the disciple who wrote 
the Fourth Gospel.  (That is a bit personally disappointing as Linda and I once visited the cave on Pat-
mos where John had his vision that became Revelation, the homesite where he reputedly cared for Mary 
the mother of Jesus, and the  place where he was buried.  At the time, I thought that I was at the place 
where a man who had known Jesus and Mary intimately had lived, written, and was buried, and I was 
deeply moved).  John clearly knew the Hebrew Bible; it is estimated that 85 percent of the accounts and 
messages in Revelation derive directly from the Hebrew Bible, predominantly from the Prophets and 
Psalms.   Scholars disagree whether John had his vision of Revelation during the reign of Nero (60s AD) 
or of Domitian (90s AD); both were infamous for their persecution of Christians.  
 
It seems that the church has always had trouble with Revelation.  (Our lesson writer begins with, “Uh 
oh.  The Book of Revelation.”   The book is confusing, filled with complex imagery.  It is violent.  It 
focuses on punishment.  It apparently was strongly disliked by early church leaders.  It was admitted to 
the canon late and grudgingly. John Calvin refused to preach from it.  It was the only book in the Chris-
tian Bible for which he did not write an analysis.  It is almost never in the lectionary as the required 
Scripture for a given Sunday.   
 
Scholars have said that the battles, the struggles, the sweep of time, the complex imagery, the vision of 
hope after warfare is such that Revelation was intended to be read aloud to a congregation at one sitting.  
It seems to me that Revelation is not a scholarly treatise intended to convince by careful logic and argu-
mentation that constant persecution will tempt one to abandon the faith or, at the least, to accommodate 
to the powers that be. It, however, makes these points dramatically by a panorama of forces of evil led 
by monsters, of horrendous battles in blood feet deep, of complex imagery that depicted Rome in the 
most appalling ways, of Jesus taking up the sword against the forces of evil.  Like Mark in the first cen-
tury AD and Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Nazi Germany, It conveys to the constantly persecuted early church 
the message:  keep the faith, even though discipleship is costly.  
 



Some scholars argue that Revelation was a coded message to the church during a time of intense perse-
cution by Rome.  Others think that it was and is a more general warning that there will always be perse-
cution for one’s faith and that one must persevere and not abandon faith or accommodate to the domina-
tion system of the time.  Some have seen Revelation as prediction by John of the End Time and see its 
fulfillment in events of today - the foundation of the State of Israel in 1948, the threat of Russian and 
Chinese militarism, the possibility of Armageddon-like war in the Middle East.  Some, like Marcus 
Borg, express concern that Revelation’s apparent focus on the End Time leads some to focus on avoid-
ance of the eternal punishment that it threatens rather than on life with God in his Creation in the here 
and now.   
 
I do not think that Revelation can be reduced to only a coded message for a particular time and place.  I 
believe that much like Exilic writers, an inspired John is telling what is to be learned from the Hebrew 
Bible and from the life of Jesus. He clearly knew the Hebrew Bible, and he doubtless had the Gospels, 
Acts, and the messages of Paul, Peter, and James (or followers of these) before him.   
 
I believe that John was saying that there will always be a struggle between good and evil, and that the 
struggle will be painful and even terrifying.  But, good will win.  It will win to the extent that the faithful 
keep the faith, oppose evil, refuse to accommodate to the domination system of the time.  The faithful 
must live the law as Jeremiah and Micah preached.  Discipleship is hard and costly, but true discipleship 
will lead to victory.   
 
I believe that the victory is depicted in the New Jerusalem imagery.  After huge and intense battles be-
tween good led by God and Jesus against the forces of evil, good prevails and the New Jerusalem de-
scends to earth and the kingdom of God on earth begins.  Some say that the New Jerusalem is Heaven, 
life after life.  As we have discussed in class, I believe that John is describing life with God, as the Jews 
understood salvation as living the Law, doing justice, being free from fear, achieving humanity, helping 
others achieve their humanity.  This, as I understand it, is the Presbyterian (and some other denomina-
tions, I am sure) Doctrine of Creation - that God is creator of all, that he loves his creation and works 
through man to achieve on earth how he intended for the creation to be.   
 
The city is huge and magnificently adorned with transparent gold and precious stones.  In the New Jeru-
salem, God dwells with humans.  All nations are gathered.  The twelve trees of life are watered by the 
living waters and produce leaves that heal all nations.  Kings and nations stream to the light of the New 
Jerusalem. The gates of the city are always open.  Man does not have to be told the will of God; he lives 
it.  There is no Temple; God and Jesus are the Temple.  Man sees the face of God.  This, to me, is a vi-
sion of God’s Kingdom on Earth..  How and when it is to be achieved cannot be known.  I believe that 
achieving it is an ongoing  process.  It is here and now and in the future.  Can we see in this the Holiness 
Doctrine and “nation of priests” from Leviticus?  Paul’s explanation of grace and seeing the face of God 
in the faces of those that we serve?  The Doctrine of Creation?  What else?   
 
The prayer at the end of the lesson is, “God of light and life for all, grant me today the ability to trust in 
your promises, not only for the future  but for today, in whatever circumstances I find myself.  Use me 
to share your life-giving water and your illuminating and guiding light with others; in Jesus’ name. 
Amen.   
 


