The Grand Finale of Human History #16

“The Time of God’s Waiting (part 2)”

Revelation 6:9-11

When we think of martyrs, we often think of grisly tales from Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, published in 1563. In more recent times, we may think of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor/theologian executed by the Nazis at the end of World War II, or of Jim Elliot and four other missionaries killed by the Auca Indians in Ecuador in 1956. But this is not a matter of ancient history:

· In Syria in late 2015, after stating their names and where they were from, three Assyrian Christians wearing orange jumpsuits were shot in the back of the head by as they knelt in the desert sand masked ISIS fighters.

· An Indian pastor was kidnapped from his home by a communist gang and then murdered, leaving behind a grieving wife and four children. Pastor Yohan’s body was discovered July 30, 2016 near his home

· Perfecto Padilla, 52, a dedicated church elder from the Philippines, was brutally murdered by two Muslim men on Sept. 11, 2016.

According to David B. Barrett, Todd M. Johnson, and the Center for Study of Global Christianity, from ad 30 to 2000, 70 million Christians died as martyrs. Yet the majority of those martyrs were not in ancient times. There were 45 million martyrs in the 20th century. Now, on average, a Christian is martyred every five minutes—killed because of their faith. Massimo Introvigne told the “International Conference on Inter-religious dialogue between Christians, Jews and Muslims” that the number of Christians killed every year for their faith is about 105,000. And these are only those who were put to death because they were Christians. It does not include those killed as victims of war.
 That number shows no signs of slowing down.

Tonight as we continue our study of the book of Revelation, we come to the fifth of seven seals in Revelation six, and it deals with this very real, very uncomfortable topic of martyrdom.
A Comprehensive Overview (continued)

Previously we have considered a comprehensive overview, and I have shared my conviction that the seven seals, the seven trumpets, and the seven bowls should be understood as consecutive (meaning one following the other) rather than concurrent (meaning they happen simultaneously). Furthermore, I have suggested that the seven seals represent a time of God’s waiting; the seven trumpets a time of God’s warning; and the seven bowls as a time of God’s wrath.
Last week we began to study the seven seals. I believe that the seven seals represent the time between Christ’s ascension into Heaven and what has become known as “The Great Tribulation.” With the opening of the first four seals, we saw four horses and riders emerge representing antichrists (or wannabe world rulers), war, famine, and death. We compared these to the descriptions Jesus gave to His disciples in Matthew 24, and noted that He taught them in verses 6 and 8, “See to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come… All these are the beginning of birth pains.”  This is partly why I believe the seven seals are not part of the Great Tribulation.

A Colossal Opening (continued)

Tonight we witness the fifth seal being opened. John records in Revelation 6:9-11,

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God and the testimony they had maintained. They called out in a loud voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed as they had been was completed. 

Four questions emerge from the text: Where are they? Who are they? What did they say? and, What were they told?

Where are they?

First, where are they? Clearly the first four seals have had to do with happenings on earth; now we are transported to heaven.
 But the mention of the altar raises a difficult question. Was it the altar of burnt offering that stood outside the temple in the court of the priests? Or was it the altar of incense that stood inside the temple building before the curtain which separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies? This is the first mention of the altar; there is no reference to it in chapter 4 which pictured heaven as the throne room of the heavenly king, filled with hosts of adoring angels. Where does the altar stand with reference to the throne? How can heaven be pictured as both a throne room and a temple at the same time? George Ladd answers,

It is precisely the fluidity of apocalyptic thinking which makes this possible. Apocalyptic pictures are not meant to be photographs of objective facts; they are often symbolic representations of almost unimaginable spiritual realities. In fact, God does not sit upon a throne; he is an eternal Spirit who neither stands or sits or reclines. The picture of God seated upon his throne is a symbolic way of asserting the kingship and sovereignty of the Deity.

Heaven is both the throne room of God and his temple… Isaiah “saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and his train filled the temple” (Isa. 6:1). The altar is also pictured as standing in the temple (Isa. 6:6). Psalm 11:4 says, “The Lord is in his holy temple, the Lord’s throne is in heaven.” There is no problem in mixing the symbols and conceiving of heaven both as God’s temple in which stood God’s throne, even though there is no earthly equivalent for the blending of the two features. (Heaven is conceived of as God’s temple in such passages as Psalm 18:6; 29:9; Hab. 2:20; Mic. 1:2.) Therefore we need not press the question of the position of the altar or of its relationship to God’s throne.

Ladd believes that two altars exist in Heaven: the altar of sacrifice (which he identifies here in Revelation 6 as well as in Revelation 11:1) and the altar of incense (which he sees in Revelation 8:3, 5). Leon Morris argues that Christ’s once-or-all sacrifice has rendered the altar of sacrifice unnecessary, and sees all references to the altar in Revelation as referring to the altar of incense.
 Either interpretation is possible.

In the Old Testament sacrifice, the blood of the animal was poured out at the base of the altar of burnt offering (Lev. 4:7; Exo. 29:12). This blood contained the life, or soul, of the animal (Lev. 17:11). That the souls of the martyrs were “under the altar” is a way of saying that their untimely deaths on earth are from God’s perspective a sacrifice on the altar of Heaven. Paul viewed his coming death as a drink offering to be poured out (2 Tim. 4:6; Php. 2:17). A somewhat parallel idea in rabbinic writing—that “the souls of the righteous are kept under the throne of glory”—suggest that they have reached a place of safety.
 Remember, to be “absent from the body” is to be “present with the Lord.”
John’s words are a reminder that throughout history there has been a persistent hostility toward deeply committed Christians on the part of those wielding power. It is manifest today as at other periods, and it will be so to the end of time.
 During this time those who violently depart this life will be in a bodiless state awaiting resurrection.

Who are they?

This leads to the second question: Who are they? Again, those who favor a pre-tribulation Rapture see these souls as those who come to Christ after the Rapture and are killed by the Antichrist.
 I have a problem with that, though. If the Church is raptured before the Great Tribulation, when are those saved during the Tribulation and martyred raised back to life? Yes, Revelation 20 speaks of the “first resurrection” of believers, but is this split into “first resurrection, part A—the Rapture” and “first resurrection, part B”?

The Greek martus, from which we get our English word “martyr”, simply means “a witness.” I looked up the Greek term as it is used throughout the New Testament. It appears 35 times; thirty times it is rendered “witness” or “witnesses”; three times it is translated “martyr” (including twice in Revelation); and two times it is interpreted as “record.” One of the surprising places the word appears is Acts 1:8, familiar to many Christians. But what if we read it this way: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my martyrs in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth”? Does that change anything in your mind?

Again, I find myself agreeing with Ladd, who writes, “It is doubtful if John is thinking of any particular historical martyrdom or group of martyrs… Here John appears to have in mind all Christian martyrs of every age, perhaps those of the end time in particular. One of the repeated emphases of the entire New Testament is that it is the very nature of the church to be a martyr people. When Jesus taught that a man to be His disciple must deny himself and take up his cross, He was not speaking of self-denial or the bearing of heavy burdens; He was speaking of willingness to suffer martyrdom. The cross is nothing else than an instrument of death. Every disciple of Jesus is in essence a martyr; and John has in view all believers who have so suffered.”

Even Wiersbe, who believes “these martyrs are apparently from the early part of the Tribulation,” goes on to admit, “But they represent all who have laid down their lives for Jesus Christ and the cause of God’s truth, and they are an encouragement to all today who may be called to follow them.”

Last week we looked at Matthew 24, where Jesus taught about the end times. He described the first four seals of Revelation 6 quite accurately (and in order, no less), and then He says in Matthew 24:9, “Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.” Sounds a lot like the fifth seal to me! And remember Jesus’ earlier words: “…see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come… All these are the beginning of birth pains” (Matthew 24:6, 8).

Therefore I conclude that these martyrs represent all of Christ’s witnesses who have been faithful to their Master, even unto death, throughout the history of the Church. 

What do they say?

Next, what do they say? The souls of Christian martyrs cry out to God, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” This question is not new in Scripture. The prophet Habakkuk dealt with a similar situation. He looked around at his culture and asked, 

How long, O Lord, must I call for help, but you do not listen? Or cry out to you, “Violence!” but you do not save? Why do you make me look at injustice? Why do you tolerate wrong? Destruction and violence are before me; there is strife, and conflict abounds (Hab 1:2-3).

We also see such in what are called the “imprecatory” psalms—prayers calling God to take His stand against the enemies of righteousness. Psalm 94:1-3 provides an example of this sentiment.

O Lord, the God who avenges, O God who avenges, shine forth. Rise up, O Judge of the earth; pay back to the proud what they deserve. How long will the wicked, O Lord, how long will the wicked be jubilant? 

But is it “Christian” for these martyred saints to pray for vengeance on their murderers? After all, both Jesus and Stephen prayed that God would forgive those who killed them.
 Clearly the Bible teaches that the Christian should not pursue personal vengeance. Retribution is a divine prerogative. This not a plea asking for indiscriminate revenge; they want justice.
 This can be interpreted either as a prayer of vengeance or a prayer of vindication.
 The great question, however, was not whether their enemies would be judged, but when. “How long, O Lord?” has been the cry of God’s suffering people throughout the ages. The saints in heaven know that God will eventually judge sin and establish righteousness in the earth, but they do not know God’s exact schedule. It is not personal revenge they seek, but vindication of God’s holiness and the establishment of God’s justice. Every believer today who sincerely prays, “Thy kingdom come!” is echoing their petition.

What are they told?

Fourth, what are they told? Verse 11 states, 

Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed as they had been was completed.
“Wait a little longer.” We don’t like that answer, do we? God’s answer to Habakkuk was similar to the one here in Revelation:

Write down the revelation and make it plain on tablets so that a herald may run with it. For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay (Hab 2:2-3).

Justice will come, but in God’s time, not ours. We might wonder, as do those in Scripture, why the wait? An answer appears in 2 Peter 3:8-9,

But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.
God’s love is more patient than ours, and He will give people every possible opportunity to turn in repentance. This does not mean that everyone will be saved—Revelation is clear about that—but no one will ever be able to complain that they didn’t have the chance to make that choice. Jesus said in Matthew 24:14, “This gospel of the kingdom shall be preached as a testimony unto all nations, and then the end will come.”
So what are we supposed to do in the mean time? Habakkuk 2:4 simply states, “the righteous will live by his faith.” The Hebrew word translated “faith” can also mean “faithfulness”—something John often writes in Revelation, “This calls for patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the saints.” We are called to let God be God when it comes to ultimate justice, while we remain faithful to Him until the end comes. Although many believers in Christ will suffer persecution and martyrdom, the perpetrators of these horrors will not go unpunished.

The souls are given “white robes”—what does this mean? Some believe it refers to justification, as in Revelation 19:8; others see this as the righteous acts of the saints following their salvation (Eph. 2:10); Morris opts for interpreting white as a color of victory: “The martyrs appeared to have been defeated by their enemies. Actually they had been given the victory by God.”
 Does this mean they already have their glorified or resurrection body? I don’t think so. These are souls still resting beneath the altar; they have not yet entered into the enjoyment of the full presence of God. The martyrs must rest a little longer until the consummation of their blessedness; but in the meantime, they are in a state of rest.

They are told they must wait “until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed as they had been was completed.” Jewish thought in the intertestamental period held that God rules the world according to a predetermined time schedule (see 2 Esdras 4:35-37) and that the end awaits the death of a certain number of the righteous (1 Enoch 47:4).
 God made clear to these martyrs that their sacrifice was an appointment, not an accident; and that others would join them. Even in the death of His people, God is in control; so there is nothing to fear.

A Concluding Observation (continued)

As we close, how can we apply this to ourselves? Peter asks and answers a similar question in 2 Peter 3:11-12, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.”  If we genuinely “look forward to the day of God,” we can “speed its coming” by attending to God’s agendas; that day is delayed because God wants “everyone to come to repentance.” (This goes back to Jesus’ words in Matthew 24 that the gospel will be preached to all nations and then the end will come.) Revelation warns us, however, that our task will be finished only at a great price to ourselves. The fifth seal warns, however, that we cannot value our lives or possessions and yet complete the task; we cannot have one foot in Babylon with the other in the heavenly city. The good news will not be fully proclaimed to all nations until a generation of Christians rises who is radical enough to literally die for the sake of reaching the unreached.
 

James Hamilton writes very powerfully in his commentary on Revelation entitled, The Spirit Speaks to the Churches. I want to conclude with his challenge to us: 

The culture has not only called good evil and evil good, it has also succeeded in making this seem normal. The result is that if we are not careful, we will feel that the right thing to do is keep our mouths shut. We have to soak our minds in the Bible so that we know that the loving thing to do is speak the gospel and testify to the word of God. If we don’t do that, we are basically saying to people, “I don’t care if you go to Hell.”

We must not say that to people! We have to tell them that we love them and that because we love them we want them to know Jesus. We have to tell them that even if it means they will repay our love by killing us. That’s what happened to these souls John sees under the altar.

Are you ready to die for the Lord Jesus Christ? Do you know how to get ready? Live like there is something worth dying for. That’s how you prepare yourself for martyrdom. Put it in your mind: God, Christ, the Bible, the truths of the faith—these things are worth more to me than life. Life without these things is not worth living. I would rather have my life taken from me than surrender the good confession. God will protect and provide for my widowed wife and my orphaned children. He is God, not my persecutors. I love my family and will serve them as long as there is breath in my chest, but all the while I will be teaching them Psalm 63:3—the steadfast love of the Lord is better than life.

We must come to the point where what matters most to us is faithfulness to God. Faithfulness to the word of God and the gospel must be more important to us than pleasure, more important to us than leisure, and more important than life itself. We must value faithfulness to God and his word more than we value the ability to go on living our peaceful, happy lives. That is what it means to be “faithful unto death.” Knowing that others who have been faithful unto death before us are now in the presence of God can liberate us from any fear we may have about what comes after death. Death is not the end. This life is not the ultimate reason for your existence. You exist for the glory of God. Live in a way that testifies to that reality. Die in a way that testifies to that reality.

Martyrdom is not a relic of ancient history; it is a present reality. We must accept it and prepare for it. Even if we are not all called to literally lay down our lives for Jesus, we are called to be His witnesses. The call of Jesus is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called “costly grace.” I wonder how much God’s grace has cost us? 

I am reminded of the hymn we often sing at Communion, written from the perspective of Jesus Himself. At the end of one verse He asks, “I gave, I gave my life for thee; what hast thou given for Me?” What have we given for the sake of the gospel? What are we willing to give for His sake?
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