The Grand Finale of Human History #23

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 5)”

Revelation 10

“Sweet and sour” was a concept I did not experience until I was in college, the first time I had Chinese cuisine. There was a Chinese restaurant a few miles from my school, and my older brother Bob introduced me to the world of chow mein, egg rolls, and sweet and sour sauce. I have been thankful he did ever since!

This concept of “sweet and sour” appears in the book of Revelation, though it has nothing to do with Chinese cooking! It should be the experience of every Christian, though I’m afraid too many have never known it. Turn to the tenth chapter of Revelation.

A Breathtaking Interruption

We read in verses 1-7,

I saw another strong angel coming down out of heaven, clothed with a cloud; and the rainbow was upon his head, and his face was like the sun, and his feet like pillars of fire; and he had in his hand a little book which was open. He placed his right foot on the sea and his left on the land; and he cried out with a loud voice, as when a lion roars; and when he had cried out, the seven peals of thunder uttered their voices. When the seven peals of thunder had spoken, I was about to write; and I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Seal up the things which the seven peals of thunder have spoken and do not write them.” Then the angel whom I saw standing on the sea and on the land lifted up his right hand to heaven, and swore by Him who lives forever and ever, who created heaven and the things in it, and the earth and the things in it, and the sea and the things in it, that there will be delay no longer, but in the days of the voice of the seventh angel, when he is about to sound, then the mystery of God is finished, as He preached to His servants the prophets.
Revelation 10 begins with another angel, but not (as we might expect) the one with the seventh trumpet. The angel with the seventh trumpet does not appear until the middle of the next chapter. Instead this angel descends from heaven with a little, open scroll in his hand. 

Who is this angel? Some suppose it is Christ,
 but I think it is dangerous to equate the eternal Son of God with any created being such as an angel. Some cults, notably the Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Mormons, claim that Jesus was a created angel before His incarnation. But this would mean that Jesus is less than God, and that is heresy. Both the context (the Son, for example, would not swear by him who lives for ever and ever, as in verse 5) and the description as “another angel” are against this interpretation.

This angel is impressive in size and voice. A rainbow crowns his head, perhaps indicating God’s covenant of mercy with humanity in Genesis 9:13–16, in which the Creator promised never to destroy all flesh with a flood. The character of God hasn’t changed from the days of Noah. His grace and mercy endure even in the midst of judgment.
 When he roars, the seven thunders respond (no explanation given). John is about to record what the thunders said, but is instructed not to do so. When the Apostle is told, ‘Do not write it down’, the implication is that he was about to set down in writing what he had just heard, and, further, that he was recording the visions and utterances, as they were disclosed to him, instead of waiting to do so later on.
 This is a good reminder that God does not reveal everything there is to know to us. We will never know it all. As Deuteronomy 29:29 says, “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the words of this law.”
The angel makes an announcement in verses six and seven: “There will be no more delay! But in the days when the seventh angel is about to sound his trumpet, the mystery of God will be accomplished, just as he announced to his servants the prophets.” The kjv renders this, “There will be time no more,” leading some to conclude that John is referring to the onset of eternity—a realm beyond time—so this must mean that the seventh trumpet is the end. But the context argues against this. A. W. Tozer takes a familiar concept to explain this point:

If you have ever watched a basketball or a football game, you know that when a team calls “Time out!” there will be a pause, a time of waiting. If the coach or manager wants to communicate a message to the players, he calls “Time out!” At that point, everything comes to a temporary halt. That is the rule of the contest.

The game clock stops. The ball is inactive. There can be no scoring. “Time out!” is a period of waiting until the referee blows the whistle, calling the players back to their positions so that the game can continue. When that whistle blows, the referee actually is announcing, “There will be no more delay!”

I use that illustration to make plain the meaning of the activity related in Revelation 10. One of God’s mighty angels proclaims to the entire creation: “There will be no more delay! The God who lives for ever and ever, the God who created the heavens and the earth and the sea, will now bring to pass all that He has planned on behalf of His creation. There will be no more delay!”

For years we have read this announcement in the King James Version of the Bible, where the wording is “There should be time no longer.” In our hymns and gospel songs we have made wide use of that phrase, singing about time being no more, looking forward to a period when time will cease. But actually, that great angel messenger was proclaiming, “The time-out is ending. The long pause is over. There will be no more delay. The living God is now prepared to reveal the consummation of all things!”

The seventh trumpet, we are told, will bring about the accomplishment of “the mystery of God.” What is the angel talking about? The concept of “mystery” in the Bible does not imply something mysterious in our modern sense of the word, but rather that which man cannot know unless God reveals it. Paul uses this term often in his writings, and such passages complement what John is recording in Revelation 10. Consider Romans 11:25-27,

I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.”
This same idea is seen in Ephesians 1:9-10,

And he made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times will have reached their fulfillment—to bring all things in heaven and on earth together under one head, even Christ. 
Paul expands on this theme in Ephesians 3:2-11,

Surely you have heard about the administration of God’s grace that was given to me for you, that is, the mystery made known to me by revelation, as I have already written briefly. In reading this, then, you will be able to understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to men in other generations as it has now been revealed by the Spirit to God’s holy apostles and prophets. This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus. 
I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power. Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ, and to make plain to everyone the administration of this mystery, which for ages past was kept hidden in God, who created all things. His intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to his eternal purpose which he accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Paul spells out the mystery in verse six: “through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus.” God is putting together one body—not two—of both believing Gentiles and believing Jews through Jesus Christ. This very theme had been addressed at length in the previous chapter, in Ephesians 2:11-22, right after the famous passage about being saved by grace through faith and not by works:

Therefore, remember that formerly you who are Gentiles by birth and called “uncircumcised” by those who call themselves “the circumcision” (that done in the body by the hands of men)—remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 
For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit. 
Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 
Clearly this speaks of the Church, the Body of Christ, the People of God, the olive tree of Romans 11, or whatever else you want to call it. But there is only one body, not two. There is no distinction between Israel and the Church! The Church is the true Israel, made up of Jews and Gentiles who have the same faith in Jesus Christ. We are part of the same body, the same people, or the same tree as the faithful ones in the Old Testament. We will share in the same inheritance, the same promises, and the same destiny as them. Those who distinguish between Israel and the Church have completely misunderstood the mystery of God.

That mystery, the angel announces, will be accomplished with the sounding of the seventh trumpet. I do not believe the seventh trumpet signals the end of time, but rather the end of an era—the era of the Church. This is the first reason (chronologically in Revelation) that I believe the seventh trumpet will bring about the Rapture of the Church. (There are other reasons I will address as we go along.)

A Bittersweet Invitation

John then records a bittersweet invitation in verses 8-10,

Then the voice which I heard from heaven, I heard speaking with me, and saying, “Go, take the book which is open in the hand of the angel who stands on the sea and on the land.” So I went to the angel, telling him to give me the little book. And he said to me, “Take it and eat it; it will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth it will be sweet as honey.” I took the little book out of the angel’s hand and ate it, and in my mouth it was sweet as honey; and when I had eaten it, my stomach was made bitter.
John is told to eat the scroll. The little scroll is undoubtedly the Word of God, or at least the Gospel message. This imagery might seem odd to us, but not to one familiar with the Old Testament. The prophet Jeremiah records in Jeremiah 15:16, “When your words came, I ate them; they were my joy and my heart’s delight, for I bear your name, O Lord God Almighty.” A similar episode is recorded in Ezekiel 3:1-3,

And he said to me, “Son of man, eat what is before you, eat this scroll; then go and speak to the house of Israel.” So I opened my mouth, and he gave me the scroll to eat. Then he said to me, “Son of man, eat this scroll I am giving you and fill your stomach with it.” So I ate it, and it tasted as sweet as honey in my mouth. 
Yet there is a difference here. When John ate this scroll, it tasted sweet in his mouth, but then turned his stomach sour. The angel warned John that the book would taste sweet in his mouth but make his stomach sour—a heavenly recipe for “sweet and sour scroll”!
 This is reminiscent of Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 2:14-16, 

But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him. For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing. To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life. And who is equal to such a task?
Same aroma, but two very different impacts: to one we are the smell of death and to the other the smell of life. How can this be? It depends upon the condition of the one smelling it! In ancient Rome, a military victory was often followed by a “triumph.” This celebration, not unlike a modern-day tickertape parade, began with priests waving censers of burning incense. The smell would alert the townspeople that a triumph was taking place, so they would come and line the streets. Then the victorious general’s chariot would appear, surrounded by his soldiers and perhaps his sons. But chained to the wheels of the chariot and following behind were captive soldiers of the losing army. They were led to the Coliseum, where they were usually put to death. Now it makes sense: to the Romans, the incense was the smell of victory and life, while to the captive soldiers, that same smell meant defeat and death.

We can readily understand why the Gospel would be sweet in our mouths. We can agree with the psalmist in Psalms 119:103, “How sweet are your words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!” But do we also experience the bitterness of the Gospel? As Morris points out, 

The true preacher of God’s Word will faithfully proclaim the denunciations of the wicked it contains. But he does not do this with fierce glee. The more his heart is filled with the love of God the more certain it is that the telling forth of “woes” will be a bitter experience.
 

If the punishment of the wicked does not break our hearts (as it breaks the heart of God), we may need to reevaluate our spiritual condition. God takes no delight in the death of the wicked; neither should we.

Each of us has been given a crucial mission to share the good news of salvation with the world. Yet just like John, we must first internalize the message, allowing it to become a part of our own lives.
 Unfortunately, as Tozer notes,

We are living in a time of soft, easy Christianity. It is an era marked by a polite, weekly “nibbling” around the edges of the Word of God. Our pews are filled with nice, affable Christians who are willing to listen to outlines from the Bible purporting to be sermons. But they fail to absorb and digest the Word so that it becomes their controlling interest.

We need to continually feed on the Word of God.

A Broad Implication

John concludes with a broad implication in verse 11, “And they said to me, ‘You must prophesy again concerning many peoples and nations and tongues and kings.’” This message—both bitter and sweet—is to be “prophesied” (meaning to proclaim or preach, rather than to predict the future) to the whole world. This is nothing less than the Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20 and the expressed purpose of the Church. 

The appearance of world evangelism in the context of Revelation should not surprise us. Jesus tied world evangelism to the coming of the end in Matthew 24:14, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” [emphasis mine]. George Ladd calls this “perhaps the most important single verse in the Word of God for God’s people today.”
 There is a clear connection between these the Second Coming and our great responsibility to “make disciples of all nations.” When we fulfill our task, He will fulfill His promise to return. How will we know when the task is done? Ladd writes, 

The answer is, I do not know. God alone knows the definition of terms. I cannot precisely define who “all the nations” are. Only God knows exactly the meaning of “evangelize.” He alone, who has told us that this Gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached to the whole world as a testimony unto all the nations, will know when that objective has been accomplished. But I do not need to know. I know only one thing: Christ has not yet returned; therefore the task is not yet done. When it is done, Christ will come. Our responsibility is not to insist on defining the terms of our task; our responsibility is to complete it. So long as Christ does not return, our work is undone. Let us get busy and complete our mission.

I believe this is what Peter had in mind when he wrote about the Lord’s return 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 [emphasis mine].

This means that you and I can affect when the Lord returns! Rather than arguing about the end times, we can actualize them! The sounding of the seventh trumpet is waiting for the Church to complete our task. May we be the generation of Christians of whom it may be said, “Mission accomplished!”
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