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Hope 

 

Revelation 1:9-19, 22:16-17 

Psalm 126 

Last week, we remembered that Jesus made us three promises: that life 
would not always be easy, that we would never be alone, and that in the 
end all would be well, and then we thought about how the judgement of 
God is a restorative justice, which puts things right. 

And this is a thought which can give us hope. 

Hope is known as one of the great Christian virtues, and it is one of the 
gifts of God the Holy Spirit, to those who walk through life seeking to 
follow Jesus. And there are times when we need to have hope. We need 
hope especially when we live in times when what we know and the 
security we have grown used to seems threatened. Times like these. 
Times when we fear for ourselves and our way of life, or for our children 
and grandchildren. In such times Christians have often turned to the 
Book of Revelation to try to see what it can tell us about where the world 
is heading. 

Mind you, Christians often turn to the book of Revelation, believing they 
already know what it will tell them. I remember in my own growing up an 
over-enthusiastic Christian teacher who wanted to convince my little 
Scripture Union group that the joining of the Common Market (as it was 
then) meant that there were ten countries signed up to a treaty named 
the treaty of Rome and that Revelation showed that this meant that the 
end of the world was at hand. I remember when I worked in a Methodist 
Church in suburban Chicago, the older teenagers asking that their Bible 
Study should be on the book of Revelation, because this was at the time 
of the first Gulf War and they had heard that “Saddam is in that book.” 



There are many people who turn to the book of Revelation as a kind of 
coded “history of the future”, telling us how the world will end one day. 

But that was not why it was written, and sometimes to understand a 
piece of writing you need to know what was going on when it was written 
- and we need to understand what we read if the lessons we draw from it 
are to be valid. Most scholars agree the book of Revelation was written 
during the reigns of either Nero or Diocletian, in the 60s or the 90s of the 
first Christian century. Life, which was always hard for the poor and 
which was always a bit precarious for Christians, became a lot harder 
and more precarious when the man at the helm was vicious, paranoid 
and insane. History has shown that more than once, in various times 
and places, not all of them long ago or far away. And when the madman 
on the throne demanded to be worshipped as a god, the Christians were 
in a very difficult position. 

As attacks on those who followed Jesus grew and spread, you can 
imagine that they might well question the faith they clung to. After all, 
Jesus had been gone for many years now, and the world didn’t seem to 
be getting better, especially for them. And maybe Jesus was wrong and 
this stuff about turning the other cheek and loving your enemies had 
passed its sell-by date. Maybe it was time to gird up for battle and fight 
for a future, or maybe it would be better to eat, drink and be merry 
because they might all be dead tomorrow. 

This was the circumstance that Revelation was written to address, and 
although it is indeed written in a kind of code, it is not a code for the end 
of the world, but for the crisis at hand. And that is why it can also speak 
to us in the various and frequent crises that the world has found itself in 
ever since. Any time when outside events make us wonder about the 
wisdom of trying to follow Jesus, here we can find hope. Why? Because 
whatever is going on, even if peace-seeking disciples face the sword – 
and that still happens in places – it is not the end of the world. Even 
when wars rage and personal security vanishes, it is not the end of the 
world. And if the world as we know it comes to an end, that end is a new 
beginning. The promise in Revelation is that whatever happens, God will 
be faithful and the way of Christ, - a way of love, non-violence, 
compassion and sustained fervency – that way will triumph. 

Because it was written in a time of persecution, Revelation is also written 
in the language of the oppressed, a language designed for a time and 
place where there is no freedom of speech. The Christians can’t say 
what they think openly, for fear that they will betray themselves and 



others. But while they can’t say, for instance, that the emperor is mad, 
they can talk of a strange monster who comes out of the sea and is 
defeated, defeated by a lamb and by the praises of the faithful, sung to 
that lamb. And we see that the message is that to follow Jesus and 
praise him, the Lamb who was slain, is in the end more powerful than 
any worldly and violent power. That is a really important message to 
those who think that time spent worshipping God is time wasted. 

They could not say “The religious establishment is corrupt” but they 
could tell a story about a whore. And while they could not name the 
empire then oppressing them – Rome – they could tell about a previous 
powerful empire – Babylon, - which had been defeated and whose 
power was no more. There was definitely hope and that hope was not 
found in violence but in the many pictures of the worship of heaven, 
worship given to Jesus, the Lamb, whom death had seemed to defeat, 
but who had in fact defeated death; worship given by those who had not 
turned aside from following him but remained faithful. 

There are violent scenes in the book of Revelation, but it is notable that 
the violence is not done by the saints of God, nor by the Lamb or any 
other picture which might be used to represent Jesus. For instance, in 
Chapter 19 there is a picture of Jesus as a rider on a while horse, and it 
can look as though he is coming forth to do battle, until you read the 
details and see that his sword is in his mouth, not his hand, and his 
robes are stained with blood before he meets the foe. In other words 
Jesus will conquer by his words, his teaching about the kingdom of God, 
and how to live in it – with love and forgiveness, with turning the other 
cheek, praying for enemies, and seeking to be a blessing. And he will 
conquer because the blood on his robes is his own blood, shed so that 
no other bloodshed is needed for the salvation of the world. 

It is a reminder to the faithful and to the waverers that there is no crisis 
as great as the one which Jesus dealt with once and for all on the cross. 
No crisis as great as the condemnation of people to live without God, 
which Jesus has reversed, so that we are now invited into God’s 
wonderful, worship-filled presence. 

The end of this remarkable writing is about that invitation, but it doesn’t 
see us as being taken away from this earth with all its troubles, as you 
might expect. It sees a New Jerusalem descending from heaven to 
earth. A Jerusalem which doesn’t need a temple or place of worship, 
because God is everywhere. A city which doesn’t need sun or moon, 
because God’s presence illuminates it from within. A city where the 



gates are never shut to keep out dangers, but which welcomes people 
from around the world to receive the treasures it can offer and to bring 
the treasure that they can offer. And from God’s throne in that city flows 
the river of life. 

It is a picture, not a prophecy, but it tells us what God’s ideal is – that we 
know and worship him everywhere, that our lives are lit and led by his 
presence. That we do not live in fear or rejection of any person but give 
God’s good to them and receive what good they can offer. And that in 
living this way we will know God’s life flowing through us, no matter what 
the crises we meet and endure. 

Revelation did not and does not give a code for the future, but it gives us 
insight into our present. It tells us that the story of God at work in history 
has never been about us escaping the earth that he made (and called 
good, remember) and going up to heaven. It has always been about God 
coming down to be with us. Over and over in Scripture we see God 
coming to be with his people, and what has been God’s pattern then is 
still God’s pattern now. Faithfulness isn’t passive waiting for God to take 
us, but active participation with God in his unfolding story. For God is not 
a vengeful monster waiting to take it out on the unbelievers at the end of 
the universe, but God is descending among us here and now, making 
the tree of life – making the life which is its fruit - available. 

When those teenagers wanted to study Revelation, they thought that 
they would find there a reason to hate and fear, a reason to feel more 
righteous than their country’s enemies. They thought they might find a 
justification for war. But as month by month they delved into the text – 
and it was quite a task for 15-19 year-olds – they came to see that 
Revelation is not where the New Testament teaching about loving and 
forgiving is suddenly turned on its head. Instead, when life gets 
challenging is when those principles, the principles of God’s kingdom 
and of following Jesus are most important. 

Revelation ends with the sound of one word rolling over the universe. 
And that word is Come! The Spirit says it to us – come – come to God 
and keep coming through Christ, as we let go of the past, let be in the 
present, and let God come to us for the days ahead. We say it to God’s 
Spirit – that we may know God’s presence and walk with him on his 
paths. And with the Spirit leading us we say that word “Come!” to all who 
are willing to hear. The invitation never ends. 

 


