The Grand Finale of Human History #30

“The Time of God’s Winning (part 1)”

Revelation 19:1-10

“The thrill of victory and the agony of defeat.”

Those iconic words spoken by the late Jim McKay introduced ABC’s Wide World of Sports for a generation. I still remember watching the poor ski jumper tumble over the ramp and down the hill at the end of that statement!

Much has been made of “the agony of defeat,” but there is nothing quite like the thrill of victory. Whether it is being on the winning team or rooting for the victors, the sense of elation, excitement, and (may I say) relief at that moment is nearly indescribable.

In our study of the book of Revelation, we have (finally!) come to what I am calling “The Time of God’s Winning.” We have been through the time of God’s waiting, God’s warning, and God’s wrath. This journey through history has had a rather dark tone as the forces of evil battle the forces of good, and for a time seem to be holding the upper hand. Now that tide is turning.

A Heavenly Invocation

Revelation 19:1-6 depicts a heavenly invocation. John writes, 

After this I heard what sounded like the roar of a great multitude in heaven shouting: “Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and power belong to our God, for true and just are his judgments. He has condemned the great prostitute who corrupted the earth by her adulteries. He has avenged on her the blood of his servants.” And again they shouted: “Hallelujah! The smoke from her goes up for ever and ever.” The twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fell down and worshiped God, who was seated on the throne. And they cried: “Amen, Hallelujah!” Then a voice came from the throne, saying: “Praise our God, all you his servants, you who fear him, both small and great!” Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns.”
In one sense this is a continuation from chapter eighteen, the fall of Babylon the Great. In Revelation 18:20 the command was given in heaven, “Rejoice over her!” and what we read in this section is heaven’s response to that command. The word alleluia is the Greek form of the Hebrew word hallelujah, which means “praise the Lord.” This is heaven’s “Hallelujah Chorus.”

The word “hallelujah” transliterates a Hebrew expression meaning “Praise Yah,” or “Praise the Lord.”
 In the Psalms it occurs 24 times, but only in here (four times) in the New Testament.
 The song ascribes to God salvation, glory and power. The events just described form an illustration of all three.

Three groups cry “hallelujah” before God: the saints in heaven (1-3), the twenty-four elders before the throne of God (4), and the great multitude (6). As believers we needn’t wait until the events of Revelation come to pass. We can join with that heavenly throng today in anticipation of what God will do in the future.

The note of praise is strong and sustained. The reason given is not only the overthrow of Babylon, though that cannot be out of mind. It is rather that our Lord God Almighty reigns. The positive note is struck.
 George Eldon Ladd comments,
So long as Babylon stands, the Kingdom of God cannot be established, for her corrupting influence affects the whole earth, but her removal makes way for the coming of God’s Kingdom. Her fall also means the answer to the prayers of the martyrs who cry day and night to God that he avenge their blood.

Most English translations render the phrase in verse six, “our Lord God Almighty reigns.” Actually, the Greek verb is a past tense and is what scholars call an inceptive aorist, emphasizing the initiation of an action. The New English Bible correctly renders it: “The Lord our God…has entered on his reign!” This does not suggest that heaven’s throne has been empty or inactive, because that is not the case. The Book of Revelation is, as Warren Wiersbe calls it, the “book of the throne,” and the Almighty God has indeed been accomplishing His purposes on earth. God has been reigning on the throne of heaven, but He is now about to conquer the thrones of earth as well as the kingdom of Satan and “the beast.” In His sovereignty, He has permitted evil men and evil angels to do their worst; but now the time has come for God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.
 The long-prayed request from what we call “The Lord’s Prayer” is about to be answered!

At this point in the Revelation, the reign of God has in fact not yet been fully established; it awaits the return of Jesus, the binding of Satan in the Abyss, and the inauguration of Christ’s messianic reign—all events yet to be described in the book. However, the judgment of Babylon has been announced as the first great act in the establishment of God’s Kingdom. Human and demonic adversaries must be removed before God’s rule can prevail; their overthrow is the beginning of His triumphant reign on earth.

A Holy Invitation 

Verses 7-9 record a holy invitation:
“Let us rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his bride has made herself ready. Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.” (Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of the saints.) Then the angel said to me, “Write: ‘Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!’ ” And he added, “These are the true words of God.”
Ladd writes, “The voice announces the marriage of the Lamb; it does not describe it. It proclaims that the marriage of the Lamb is about to take place.”
 This marriage imagery of God’s relationship with His people is fairly widespread in the Bible. Israel is often thought of as Yahweh’s bride in Isaiah 54:6; Ezekiel 16:8ff.; Hosea 2:14ff.), and marriage symbolism is not uncommon in the Gospels in Matthew 22:2ff.; 25:1ff.; Mark 2:19; and John 3:29. In this book marriage imagery is employed in Revelation 19:9; 21:2, 9; 22:17.

The Greek word translated “bride” is usually rendered “wife.” Some interpreters have tried to make a theological distinction between the Lamb’s wife and his bride, or between the bride and the guests of the wedding. This is unnecessary. No real distinction can be made between Israel as the wife of Yahweh and the church as the bride of Christ; the church is also his wife. However, the consummation of this relationship is an future event awaiting the return of Christ. Paul again likens the relationship of Christ to his church as that of a husband to his wife in Ephesians 5:25ff, but the actual wedding is viewed as future when the church is “presented before him in splendor, without spot or wrinkle or any such thing, that she might be holy and without blemish” (5:27).

When we read about the similarity of Christ’s relationship with the church to a groom’s relationship with his bride, we need to understand the cultural context in which this analogy was made. The marriage traditions of the ancient Near East differ substantially from those of our twenty-first century Western culture. Rather than a single celebration, we see several distinct stages in the Jewish marriage tradition.

The betrothal. This was much more official and legally binding than a modern “engagement.” The parents of both the bride and groom sealed a contract; then they began making arrangements for the ceremony, which often took place a year or more later. During this betrothal period, the man and woman were considered legally married (though they didn’t live together), and a betrothal could be broken only by a writ of divorce.

The presentation. After preparations for the couples’ future home were finished and the arrangements finalized, the next stage in the marriage could commence. Leading up to the festivities prior to the wedding ceremony, the groom would leave his home and travel to the bride’s home, where she would be waiting with her friends, the bridesmaids. The groom would then claim her as his own beloved bride.

The ceremony. The presentation of the bride would initiate a lengthy time of festivities known as the “wedding supper,” which could last several days. The new bride and groom would depart the supper with full rights, privileges, and responsibilities as husband and wife.
The analogy of the church’s marriage to Christ reflects these ancient Jewish wedding customs. In God the Father’s foresight, He chose the church “before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4). Then, when sinners are saved, they are betrothed to Christ—a binding relationship that awaits its complete realization. At the presentation, the church will be raptured to meet the Lord in the air. Then, at the wedding feast of the Lamb, the final consummation will begin as Christ and the church take their places to reign over the earth.

The bride is dressed, as we might expect, in “fine linen, bright and clean,” in contrast with the scarlet clothes of Babylon the Great. John adds the explanation that this linen is “the righteous acts of the saints.” However, as Leon Morris points out, the Greek word dikaiōma never seems elsewhere to have the meaning “righteous acts.” It always means “ordinance,” or something of the kind. “Sentence of justification” would be much more in accordance with New Testament usage. The dikaiōmata were given to the saints, not provided by them. The white robes of the multitude in 7:9, 14 were not provided by any righteous act on the part of the wearers, but were the result of washing in ‘the blood of the Lamb’. So is it here.

That being said, while redemption is altogether the work of God in Christ, there must be a human response. John writes in 1 John 3:2-3, “When he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is. Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he is pure.” Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 7:1, “Since we have these promises, dear friends, let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit, perfecting holiness out of reverence for God.” While the wedding garment is a divine gift, this is no arbitrary or formal matter but a dynamic one.

These righteous deeds are indeed performed by the bride, but they do not make up a gown of self-righteousness; for that would be cause for them in their rejoicing to give themselves the glory, whereas they are exhorted to “give him the glory.” The whole of their salvation, from beginning to end, is from God, and therefore all the praise belongs to God. The righteous deeds of the saints, then, do not constitute or contribute to their justification before God, which would be self-justification; as the deeds of the saints they are performed by those who are already redeemed and justified in Christ. They are evidence of the bride’s sanctification and at the same time of her serious concern to prepare herself for the marriage of the Lamb.

The Bridegroom is coming. 

Will the bride be ready?

A Helpful Instruction 

Verse ten seems to be strangely out of place, but in fact provides a helpful instruction:
At this I fell at his feet to worship him. But he said to me, “Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God! For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.”
Caught up in the excitement of the moment, John falls at the feet of the angel to worship him.  We might read this and think, “Come on, John!  You know better than that!”  (This is especially true a couple of chapters later when he does the same thing!) 

Yet I believe there is an important lesson to be learned here.  There are times when we may be tempted to give one of God’s messengers the kind of admiration and commitment reserved only for God Himself. Anyone truly used by God will not accept such acclaim but will redirect it toward God, where it belongs. We read in Acts 10:25-26, “As Peter entered the house, Cornelius met him and fell at his feet in reverence. But Peter made him get up. ‘Stand up,’ he said, ‘I am only a man myself.’” Likewise we see Paul and Barnabas in Acts 14:11-15, 

When the crowd saw what Paul had done, they shouted in the Lycaonian language, “The gods have come down to us in human form!” Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes because he was the chief speaker. The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city, brought bulls and wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd wanted to offer sacrifices to them. 

But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: “Men, why are you doing this? We too are only men, human like you.” 

How unlike some people today! 

The helpful instruction is this: God alone is to be worshiped—not the most glorious angel or the most exalted saint. Only the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—one true God in three Persons—deserve our praise.
 

Chapter nineteen begins with a heavenly invocation of praise and worship. God is praised for His victory over evil and the establishment of His reign on earth. This is followed by a holy invitation to be ready for the return of the Bridegroom…whenever that may be. And we conclude with a helpful instruction not to be so enamored by the messenger that we lose sight of the Master. 

This, indeed, is the thrill of victory…without the agony of defeat!
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