Revelation 21 - 22.8 Outline

The genre of Revelation is mixed, it is a letter (1.4), a prophecy (1.1), a gospel and apocalyptic.

• It is addressed to the seven churches in the first chapter – it then broadens out its range to all the churches.

• John himself also calls it a revelation (or prophecy)

• It contains as one of its central stories the lamb which is slain, but is now able to take up the scroll (see chapter 5).  The lamb is Jesus, it is slain as Jesus was slain, by Babylon (also the beast).  However, this was a sacrificial death, one that enables the lamb to ultimately conquer the beast and vanquish the Babylon empire and establish a new kingdom.  This is the central gospel message.

• The language used throughout is apocalyptic, that is cosmic in its descriptive sense but rather more localised in its actual meaning.  Like Mark 13, describes Jesus surfing on the clouds while the world is destroyed, it’s really a way of saying that the destruction of Rome would vindicate what Jesus was saying.  The language is perhaps like that of a poet, full of metaphors and double meanings.  Unfortunately today this genre has disappeared, which is partly why so many have mis-interpreted Revelations core message.

Revelation is probably the most complex scripture we have.  It was most likely composed over a period of months and years.  It is incredibly intricate and no one Greek word is chosen by accident.  It is carefully crafted, and most of the major sections have many and various reference points in the OT.

Revelation is designed to be read again and again (or performed again and again).  As it is new meanings and connections are made.

Revelation was not written as a book for those who were in and amidst persecution, but rather it was written during a time of relative peace when the majority of Christians were citizens of the Empire and gladly went on with much that the Empire did – aside from not attending the pagan temples and a few other things.  Revelation was designed to awaken them to their peril, it unveils to them the full horrors of Babylon which functions as a metaphor for Rome (or any other type of human Empire?).  The book calls them to resistance to the power and wealth of Rome, call them to remain faithful and investigate other more creative ways of being ‘church’ without colluding with the Empire.  The final image in the book of a New Jerusalem also functions as a metaphor for what the ideal Christian community should look like, and it also acts as a promise of what the eschatological realisation of God’s kingdom will look like.

 ‘[The New Jerusalem is] not a predictive description but instead a prophetic encouragement and persuasive exhortation’ Fiorenza, ‘Revelation: Vision of a Just World’

John differs from Paul in that he does not imagine that victorious Christians will be ‘caught up in the clouds’, nor does he agree with Daniel, that they shall ‘shine like stars’ but rather he asserts that the earth itself will be transformed, and we shall remain its inhabitants, heaven will literally have to come to earth!  The central theological and rhetorical thrust of Revelation is earth itself not some far off dwelling place.

The New Jerusalem is the complete antithesis of Babylon.  John clearly alludes to this when he describes the city as ‘foursquare’, which is exactly how Herodotus, a Greek historian describes Babylon.

Babylon/Rome



New Jerusalem

Blood run through its centre (18.3)

The river of the Spirit runs through it (22.1)

(it is built on war and power)


(it is built the premise of life for all)

The nations are vassals for its power (18.4)
The nations bring their own tribute (21.24)

(it is totalitarian and a monopoly)

(it is inclusive)

It has an aristocracy (18.3)


All who worship God truly are invited (21.7)

(the poor are excluded and devoured)

(rich, poor – status is disregarded)

It is surrounded by the chaotic sea (13, 17)
The sea is no more, chaos is vanquished (21.1)

(ANE > NT symbol for disorder and

(The whole of creation is blessed, there are no

anti-god activity)



more islands)

The city is adorned with jewels and precious
Jewels adorn the city but they are clear and pure

Gold – stolen from other nations
(17.4, 16-17)
(21.18-21)

(The wealth of Babylon is at the expense of
(The focus is not wealth but rather holiness)

Other nations and peoples)

The beasts name is written on all, and the
Gods name is written on all (22.4)

Mark of the beast is required to trade (17.5)

The whore is at on the throne at the centre
The slain lamb and the throne of God are central

Natural resources used to make war

The leaves heal the nations

The power and splendour of Babylon/Rome is contrasted with the power and splendour of the Kingdom of God made fully present.  This is to unveil to Revelations readers the actual way that Rome functions, in its exploitation of other nations and wanton blood-lust in expanding its empire.  In effect we have two completely different views of how society and empire are structured and affected.

The power model within Babylon was that of expand and conquer at all costs, regardless of the cost of human life.  And once nations/peoples were conquered keep them that way by persuading them to join in with the Pax Romana, that is the peace of the Empire, which means that all their produce must be taxed, with percentages paid to Rome to keep her rich.

The power model we see in the New Jerusalem is built upon the foundation of sacrifice and servitude  through powerlessness, exuded in the slain lamb image, the central image of the New Jerusalem.  A subversive antithesis to the power model of Rome.

Babylon/Rome’s model of power leads ultimately to destruction, of both itself and those around it who join in with its model of empire.  This reflects not some cosmic judgement made from heaven, but rather the natural outcome of its actions and methods.  By contrast those who live in the New Jerusalem and adhere by its model of power and servitude are allowed to experience life, happiness and health.

The size of the city raises interesting questions about who John imagined being saved.  The city and the wall are described as clearly described separately, with the wall being identified as the Christian community, but not the whole city, the whole is much bigger than that.  John described the walls as measuring 144x144, whereas the city is some 1,200 miles across.  This indicates that the scope of cosmic salvation far exceeds that expected in the Christian community, and makes room for people being allowed in view of their works rather than their confession.

The cities gates are permanently open to all, even though there are still insiders and outsiders, the outsiders are welcome to come in at anytime.  God’s city is free from injustice, vice and curse (sea), it brings together the sacred and profane, the natural and supernatural, centre and boundary – it is in short an inclusive place of citizenship and well being for all.

The challenge that John leaves for us is to be faithful witnesses, that is people filled with the Spirit of prophecy (see chapter 7) that says to Babylon (who or whatever that may be) that there is a different way, an alternative vision for life, one that places love and justice hand in hand.

To be a faithful witness is to live critically in your own situation, aware of Babylon, and aware of what the kingdom would look like today, having the New Jerusalem as a reference point.

Questions

Who or what is Babylon today living in London?  Is it capitalism? Consumerism? Tony Blair?

How then does moot and the church respond to being in Babylon whilst trying to be the New Jerusalem?

What are the new ways of being faith witnesses today – given that in the 2nd century this would have meant sexual purity, no pagan worship etc… has it changed as society has changed?

Does moot embody the qualities of the New Jerusalem?  Can it be inclusive as well as particular – that is can it only seek to be a place where certain types of creative and intelligent people gather together to contemplate stuff?

If the justice of God is the central thrust of Revelation, and the New Jerusalem an outworking of that, where is this in moot both now and in our future?

