The Grand Finale of Human History #34

“The Last Word”

Revelation 22:7-21

Coming to the end of a book is a bittersweet experience. When the book is well written, you don’t want it to end! I recall reading a novel while I was in college that I literally could not put down. I would run to my room between classes to read a page or two! And when I arrived at the final page, I did not want it to end. (Unfortunately, the author never wrote a sequel to it, either.)

Tonight we come to the end of the book of Revelation. We have spent almost nine months in this study, and at times some of you may have felt like you were in the pains of childbirth! We have come to the final verses of chapter twenty-two, what I am calling, “The Last Word.”

This is more than the conclusion of the book of Revelation, though; this is the end of the Bible as a whole. As I have said previously, the Revelation serves as a capstone in Scripture, tying up loose ends throughout God’s Word as every promise and prophecy is fulfilled. Yet, as Donald Grey Barnhouse points out, “We must give careful consideration to this exhortation, for God’s Last Word is not only a book of prophetic vision, but it is His revelation that gives true meanings to history.” He goes on to write,

There is an entire branch of philosophy which seeks to discover the meaning of history; in fact, philosophy is not sure as to whether history has meaning. God’s revelation not only declares that history has meaning, but that He has revealed it in the Holy Scriptures, and in this last book of the Bible, He describes its culmination. For from God’s point of view, history is nothing more nor less than the record of man’s complete ruin in sin and God’s perfect remedy in Christ—which is the sum and substance of the Gospel on a world scale.

While John had already provided a preview of a whole new world in our previous study, these concluding verses wrap everything up not only as a summary but also as a stimulus.

The Ultimate Promise

The first truth we encounter is the ultimate promise, seen in verse 7, “Behold, I am coming soon! Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book.” We might be surprised at the words, “I am coming soon” or “I am coming quickly.” After more than two thousand years, Jesus’ declaration might appear to be another false claim of a charlatan. It helps to know that the Greek term translated “quickly,” however, has less to do with how soon He will come and more to do with the suddenness of the event when it occurs.
 Perhaps the best rendering would be, “Behold, I come suddenly!”
Christians should always live under the expectancy of the imminent coming of the Lord. No man knows the day nor hour and no one can set dates or calculate the time of his coming; but every generation must be awake as though the coming of Christ was at the threshold.

The verse goes on to bless those who keep the words of prophecy in this book. In this final message, the Lord Jesus Christ, the living Word of God, pays great honor to the written Word of God. This fact we should mark very carefully, for we are living in a day when men are attempting to downgrade the written Word in favor of the living Word.
 

Furthermore, this provides a sense of security we can have in Scripture, as Chuck Swindoll notes,

People today doubt whether we can know anything for certain about the present and the past—much less about the future. As believers in the God of truth, however, we can trust Him when He said, “Truly I have spoken; truly I will bring it to pass. I have planned it, surely I will do it” (Isa. 46:11). We are to live in a constant state of readiness, not neglecting our duties or failing to prepare for the future, but always looking forward to the soon coming of Christ to take us home.

Jesus reiterates this ultimate promise in verses 12-13, “Behold, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.” We saw earlier in Revelation that alpha was the first letter in the Greek alphabet while omega was the last letter, making the phrase “the Alpha and Omega” similar to us saying, “from A to Z.” The following phrases echo the significance of the first, and they set Christ apart from all created beings. No one other than God could share in these titles of God.

Then in verse 20 Jesus repeats a third time, “Yes, I am coming soon.” Any time a word or phrase is repeated in the Bible it is meant to be emphasized. To repeat something three times makes this truth stand out as the ultimate promise, not only of the book of Revelation, but of Scripture as a whole.

The Urgent Prohibitions 

John also records the urgent prohibitions in this text as well. Verses 8-9 read,

I, John, am the one who heard and saw these things. And when I had heard and seen them, I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who had been showing them to me. But he said to me, “Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers the prophets and of all who keep the words of this book. Worship God!” 

John stamped his own seal of approval on everything he saw and heard. He placed his reputation on the line when he affirmed that he himself actually saw the things he described. He was so overwhelmed by the message, however, that he momentarily lost control of his senses and fell down to worship the angel who had just led his heavenly tour. John’s impulsive worship of the wrong object should serve as a warning to each of us. How easy it is for finite, fallen creatures to get caught up in the moment and forget the One who deserves our full affection! How prone we are as humans to mistake the gift for the Giver when we receive another of His remarkable blessings. Worship is reserved for God alone.
 Thankfully, the angel immediately rebuked John, turning his attention back to God—and to God alone.

The second urgent prohibition is found in verses 10-11,

Then he told me, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, because the time is near. Let him who does wrong continue to do wrong; let him who is vile continue to be vile; let him who does right continue to do right; and let him who is holy continue to be holy.” 

Unlike the scroll with seven seals earlier in Revelation, or the revelations given to Old Testament prophets in times past, John was not to seal up the words of this prophecy. Literally this means, “Do not keep hidden.” The words of this book are intended for publication.
 John’s prophecy was not designed for some remote generation but for the entire Christian church, including John’s own generation.
 It was meant to be read, studied, understood, and applied, not sealed up and stacked on a shelf to collect dust.

The reason that the book was to not be sealed is because “the time is near,” that is to say, the time of fulfilment is imminent. The Lord is coming suddenly, and those who are wise will live their lives in the expectation of his coming.
 The word “time” is not chronos, in the sense of hours, days, weeks, months, and years; instead, He uses the word kairos, which has to do with the proper time, the opportune moment, the correct season.

The final words of the angel seem strange: “Let him who does wrong continue to do wrong; let him who is vile continue to be vile.” He seems to be encouraging the wicked to continue being wicked instead of repenting. In light of the many exhortations to repent throughout Revelation, however, this cannot be the intended meaning. Rather, the language may be itself a kind of warning, perhaps paraphrased this way: “You wrong-doers, go ahead and keep doing wrong. Just see what happens. And all unclean sinners, keep rolling in the mud. Just ignore God’s offer of cleansing. You’ve seen what’s in store for you. As for you righteous and holy saints, keep practicing righteousness, keep being holy—and you’ll get your reward in due time.”

Or it could mean that the Lord’s coming will be so swift that there will be no time for change. As they are at that moment, so the Lord will find them. The words are clearly meant as an encouragement to believers. The evil continue to pursue their way. Well, let them. The Lord’s return is sure and soon. The last word is not with the wicked.

The third urgent prohibition is seen in verses 18-19,

I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.
Obviously, God is serious about His inspired words!
 This warning is an echo of Deuteronomy 4:2 where God admonishes Israel, “You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor take from it; that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God.” This is John’s vivid way of authenticating the message of his prophecy. He is not concerned about possible mechanical errors in transmission or mistakes of judgment in interpreting his message, but in deliberate distortions and perversions of it.
 This may also serve as a claim that Revelation belongs in the canon of Holy Scripture.

George Eldon Ladd comments, 

God’s Word is neither a human discovery nor a human invention; it is divinely disclosed truth. It requires all the intellectual and scholarly skill the student of Scripture can muster to determine what a given passage or book means, for the Word of God has been given to us in the words of men in non-English languages and in ancient historical situations. But when the message of Scripture has been understood, then the believer no longer sits in judgment upon its truth but lets its truth judge and control his life and thinking.

Even though it’s inconceivable that believers would intentionally add to or subtract from God’s inspired Scripture, there are other ways to accomplish the same thing without getting out the pen or eraser. Consider these more subtle ways of altering God’s Word:

· disobeying—willfully rebelling against clear commands of Scripture

· disregarding—intentionally ignoring what is written

· distorting—purposely twisting the true meaning of God’s Word to accommodate our opinions

· diluting—adding other traditions, texts, or teachers as “authoritative truth”

The Underlying Prompting

We conclude with the underlying prompting found in verses 14-17,

“Blessed are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life and may go through the gates into the city. Outside are the dogs, those who practice magic arts, the sexually immoral, the murderers, the idolaters and everyone who loves and practices falsehood. 

“I, Jesus, have sent my angel to give you this testimony for the churches. I am the Root and the Offspring of David, and the bright Morning Star.” 

The Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let him who hears say, “Come!” Whoever is thirsty, let him come; and whoever wishes, let him take the free gift of the water of life. 

The first two verses sum up the ultimate destinies of those who trust in Christ and those who do not: Heaven or Hell. There are no other choices. There is no other way to Heaven but through Jesus. To not choose is to choose. 

Jesus identifies Himself in verse 16, and affirms that He send His angel to provide this testimony to the churches. The “you” is plural in the Greek, event though Jesus spoke directly to John. But his message was not a private one; it was for Christians at large, and so the plural is meaningful.

Jesus describes himself as “the root and offspring of David,” and in doing so indicates that He is not only after David but also before him. Not only is Jesus David’s descendant or shoot, he is also his root, the cause of his existence. As the root he is David’s God and Creator; as the shoot he is, by virtue of his incarnation, the Son of David. He is both truly God and truly man, and therefore, according to 1 Timothy 2:5, the “one Mediator between God and men, who gave himself a ransom for all.”

Verse 17 twice says, “Come!” The entire book of Revelation, in fact, can be regarded as a large invitation to separate oneself from the pollution of the world and its wickedness and to join God’s eternal banquet. The Lord’s ultimate reason for revealing future events is to draw people to Himself.

John concludes the book after the third promise, “I am coming soon (suddenly)” in verses 20-21, “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus. The grace of the Lord Jesus be with God’s people. Amen.” I am reminded of the conclusion of The Final Battle, the final book of   C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia:
And for us this is the end of all the stories, and we can most truly say that they all lived happily ever after. But for them it was only the beginning of the real story. All their life in this world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page: now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read: which goes on for ever: in which every chapter is better than the one before.

As we conclude, I want to share a quote from Warren Wiersbe that has burned into my brain ever since I saw it: “Heaven is more than a destination; it is a motivation. Knowing that we shall dwell in the heavenly city ought to make a difference in our lives here and now.”
 

With the complex and sometimes controversial nature of Revelation, we might be tempted to approach this as a merely intellectual study. Yet the primary purpose of prophecy is not knowledge but obedience.
 The assurance of heaven must not lull us into complacency or carelessness, but spur us to fulfill our spiritual duties.
 God has not given us this book to satisfy our curiosity, but to spur our compliance.

Jesus is coming suddenly.

Are you ready?
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