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DEDICATION



We are now entering the days I write about in this book, days of betrayal and sorrow when the love of many is growing cold. More than ever I am so thankful for those who have faithfully walked by my side. I dedicate this book to them, men and women like Ben, Andrew, Mondo, and Maricela, who work every day to produce and edit our programs, doing whatever it takes to broadcast around the world. I wish I could tell you about every member of our ministry team and all the guests on our television show, and my wonderful board of directors, but it would fill another book. Without them and my faithful friends who pray for me, watch my program, and support my ministry, I would still be in a prison cell and not back in public ministry. I dedicate this book to them.


I also dedicate this book to my wonderful family. God has blessed me with children—Ricky, Marie, Claire, Lil’ Lori, Maricela, Jamie, and Tammy Sue, my kids—who are the joy of my life and make my journey so worth traveling, even though bumpy at times. Moreover, I could not find a better wife or mother to care for this amazing family and to work by my side and minister with me every day around the world than my beautiful wife, Lori. God does restore.


God has beautifully and completely restored Lori’s life as well. Pressured to abort her own babies in her youth, Lori now wants to help young women and girls make the right choice to give life to their unborn babies. The ministry of Lori’s House will provide a place of safety and respite for girls who, like her, have had untimely pregnancies, but this time with a different outcome. It is a safe place that offers a different option to abortion. All of the proceeds from this book will go toward building Lori’s House, and there is no greater cause anywhere, for her or me, than to help save innocent lives.


Lori’s mom, Char Graham, is the best mother-in-law any man could have, and she has been by our side helping to guide and direct our ministry through calm and troubled waters. Having my sister Donna, who has been looking out for me for more than seventy-two years, living here in the Ozarks, and Lori’s brother Mark, my grandson James, and just recently my cousin Pat, editor extraordinaire, also working with our ministry is, as Lori says, “more than I could ask.”


It is not possible to name everyone to whom I want to acknowledge my debt of thanks, but you know I appreciate you more than I can possibly express.


I want to dedicate this book especially to all the interns in our broadcast ministry school who are building the “Generation NOW” network to reach this generation. My legacy!


This book would not be possible without my dear friend and co-writer, Ken Abraham.


Most of all I dedicate this book to Jesus, the One who never, never, never left me; nor will He you!
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THE DAWNING



Sunday morning dawned unusually quiet on the rocky, sparsely populated island. Not that the burly Roman guards cared one way or the other. One day was the same as the next to them, another opportunity to badger and abuse the prisoners under their domination, as the overlords mercilessly extracted every bit of work possible from their wards.


The mineral mines and rock quarries were the only reason Rome cared about the isolated, barren turtle of terrain stuck out in the Aegean Sea. That and the fact the rugged island—thirty-five nautical miles from the tiny island of Miletus, the closest dry land, and approximately fifty-five miles from the major seaport at Ephesus on the southern coastline of Asia Minor—made for an ideal penal colony.


The deep and rough waters surrounding Patmos limited access to ferry boats and frigates. It was a virtually inescapable island where the forced labor crews had but two alternatives: work or die. The guards needed no weapons to corral and control the criminals in their charge, but they kept an iron boot on the throats of the prisoners. Few men banished to the dreaded isle ever left alive.


The grueling, arduous life on Patmos might drive young men insane, but for older men—such as John bar Zebedee who had lived for nearly a century—it was meant to be unbearable. Sometimes the torturous punishment perversely meted out on Patmos caused even conscience-seared, jaded soldiers to grimace.


John bar Zebedee was not dangerous. What was his crime? He hadn’t killed anyone. He was no threat to anyone. He certainly was no thief. Even on this godforsaken rock, the old man gave away more of the foul, bug-infested food grudgingly dished up to prisoners than he ate himself.


So he’d written a record of a so-called Christ, a Messiah—Jesus, they called Him—a man the Romans had crucified half a century ago. John was convinced this criminal had risen from the dead and was still alive. Was that cause for him to be banished? Apparently, the emperor deemed the old man’s public statements as seditious, even treasonous.


Since Domitian had come to the throne in AD 81, the emperor had become increasingly obsessed with power. Now almost fifteen years later, he referred to himself as a god and demanded worship from everyone in his domain. Anyone who refused to acknowledge Caesar as Lord was severely beaten, tortured, or banished to a work camp until he or she recanted or dropped dead.


John had refused to bow to the emperor, and he had steadfastly proclaimed absolute allegiance to only one Lord, the one to whom he had committed his life—this Jesus. In addition to his writings about the life of Christ, John’s defiance of the emperor’s egomaniacal edict had landed the aged apostle on the desolate rock known as Patmos. For nearly eighteen months, he had existed here on meager allotments of bread and brackish water. His simple linen and wool robes had long ago become a patchwork of rags that barely shielded his body from the scorching sun during the day or the fierce cold of the sea air at night.


Old John trudged over mounds of stone, lugging heavy loads of mineral rock. Accustomed to rigorous work, his strength rivaled that of men thirty years his junior. He was much stronger than he appeared, not simply because of good genes and good living, but because he seemed to draw on an inner reserve the other prisoners lacked. Once, though, he tripped, lost his footing, and fell onto some sharp-edged rocks, slicing open his leg. Pain rippled through his leg as blood coursed from the open wound.


“Come on, old man,” a guard roared, unsheathing his sword and clanking it against a wagon filled with stones. “Get up! It’s not time to rest yet.” The sentinel roughly kicked John in the back, jolting the old man onto the sharp rocks again. More blood. John knew better than to remain on all fours. The guard’s next kick would be to his head. The gray-haired elder stumbled to his feet, doubled over from the pain in his back and leg, but lurching forward, away from the guard and back toward the mine shaft where he had been excavating with the makeshift tools so generously provided by the Romans.


“May God forgive you,” John said, his voice raspy, as he gasped for breath and swept a strand of long, matted hair away from his face.


Earlier, John might have responded much differently. Even the peace- loving Jesus had referred to John and his brother, James, as “Sons of Thunder,” descriptive no doubt of their fiery dispositions. Over the years John’s volatile side had mellowed, not with age, but with the knowledge that vengeance belonged to God. John refused to carry a grudge or to allow resentment toward the deviate emperor or his guards.


When Jesus was crucified in Jerusalem, even as He hung on the cross, He had asked John to care for His mother, Mary, and John had done so until she passed away. After Mary’s burial, John began his own itinerant ministry, traveling from Jerusalem to various parts of Judea and as far away as Ephesus, telling the story of what he had experienced with Jesus.


By then the long-smoldering, latent revolutionary elements within Judea had ignited, the flames fanned by those obsessed with the delusion that the tiny province could throw off the heavy yoke of Rome, fomenting uprising after uprising against the occupiers. The zealous Jewish people became so odious to the emperor, he finally authorized the Roman general Titus to lay siege to Jerusalem until the Jews capitulated.


Titus spared no evil effort, leading his army to the city’s walls during the height of Passover, the most sacred celebration in the Jewish religion. As hundreds of thousands of pilgrims clogged the city, Titus launched a vicious attack. The Jews responded by sequestering themselves behind the thick city walls. But within five months, in AD 70, Jerusalem’s walls were breached and the city laid waste. On Mount Moriah, just inside the Eastern Gate, the Temple of God—rebuilt by the Jews after their return from exile in Babylon—was a mere shadow of the ornate beauty of Solomon’s Temple before it, though nonetheless, a magnificent structure. As Titus’s troops stormed the city, the temple was torn down stone by stone so each legionnaire would have a nugget of inlaid gold from the walls. The Romans slaughtered more than a million Jews, and a hundred thousand more were captured. Titus’s troops crucified so many Jews during the campaign that the area around Jerusalem was left bereft of trees. Subsequent persecutions and dispersions of the Jews made moving northward an easy decision for John.


At first John traveled throughout Asia Minor in relative safety, headquartering his missionary efforts out of a small hillside house overlooking Ephesus. But then the persecutions spilled over onto the followers of Jesus during the reign of Nero, becoming more overt during the reign of horror spawned by Domitian. As each of Jesus’ original disciples was martyred rather than renounce what he had seen, heard, and knew—that Jesus Christ was alive, that He was no longer entombed in Jerusalem, that His body had not been stolen, that He had risen from the dead and had appeared to them and to more than five hundred other people—John anticipated that he, too, faced a martyr’s death.


Ironically, John was now something of a celebrity, albeit an unwitting one. He was the youngest of the Twelve, and he had outlived the others. As the last living eyewitness to so many secrets of Jesus’ inner circle, John recounted incidents about the Lord’s life, death, and resurrection to which he had been privy. There were always people who wanted to hear his version of the “good news.” Recognizing that he was growing older and the personal witnesses were becoming fewer and fewer was motivation for John to write an account of what he knew about Jesus. But his primary reason for writing was, as he stated at the conclusion of his gospel, “that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing you may have life in His name.”1 Consequently, John’s Gospel was well received almost everywhere, that is, except Rome. There it had evoked the wrath of Domitian upon the aging apostle.



THE VISION



As John toiled in a cave-like shaft on a Sunday morning, his mind drifted to the many times he had joined with fellow followers of the Way to worship on the Lord’s day, the designation believers applied to Sunday as a weekly reminder of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. John had served the church in Ephesus for a number of years before his arrest, so sweet memories of men, women, and children of that church often flooded his thoughts. Sometimes, when he had been assigned to cart rock from one of Patmos’s treacherous ridges, if the sky were clear, John could look across the Aegean and see the silhouette of the bustling seaport that had once been his home. He had also worshipped with the Way in Antioch, on the borders of Syria, where the believers were first called Christians, and he had visited a number of churches in Asia Minor. He had taught about Jesus the Christ in many fledgling churches in the lands north of Israel—at least until the day the soldiers seized him and sent him to Rome to stand trial.


Now, even in the midst of the awful circumstances on Patmos, the elderly saint kept his faith strong by recalling the words of Jesus as well as the Old Testament scriptures he had learned as a child. It was not uncommon for John to become immersed in the presence while he worked in the mines or the quarry. He sometimes slipped into a sublime awareness of God’s majesty and was oblivious to all else around him. Without saying a word he was in the Spirit, in a state of praise and worship and exaltation of God that seemed to allow the Spirit to permeate his entire being. Despite the din of clanging picks and shovels and the obscene curses of the guards around him, John could be enveloped in the presence of God.


Thus he was on the Lord’s Day when he heard a loud voice, crystal clear like the sound of a trumpet. Startled but not fearful, John understood the words, “Write in a book what you see, and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea” (Revelation 1:11). John knew those churches. He had visited them, encouraging the believers in each congregation to hold fast to their faith, even in the face of Caesar’s persecution and oppression.


More important, John recognized something familiar about the voice. He’d heard it a thousand times before, but never like this. It was His voice—the voice of Jesus!


John whirled to see the source, but to his surprise, he did not see Jesus. Instead, he saw seven golden lampstands. But wait! In the midst of the lampstands was a majestic figure like no human John had ever seen before. The figure was clothed in a garment down to his feet, the sort of robe a Jewish high priest might wear, with a golden belt of some kind around his chest. His head and hair looked like white wool, only brighter, like snow. His eyes were like fire. John dared not look at those eyes, yet he found it impossible to avoid them and not be attracted to them. The figure’s penetrating eyes seemed to sear right through him, seeing his innermost being. The man’s feet looked as though they were finely polished brass, as if refined in a furnace. But the voice sounded as powerful as a waterfall. The figure held in the right hand seven stars, and from his mouth was a two-edged sword. Yet his face was not contorted. Far from it. His countenance was radiant, like the sun on a bright day, shining in all its strength.


John’s mind raced. His heart beat frantically. His mouth was suddenly dry. Yet for all of the figure’s awesome majesty, John knew Him immediately. This was Jesus! Not the lowly Jesus whom John had known in Galilee, not the Jesus who was pummeled by Roman soldiers as He dragged His cross through the Jerusalem streets on His way to Golgotha, the place of the skull. This person was not like the close friend whom John had leaned against the last time he and the disciples had eaten together before the soldiers came that fateful night. He didn’t look like the person who had appeared to the two believers on their way to Emmaus or the Jesus who had appeared to the disciples as they had hunkered down in fear three days after the crucifixion. No, this Jesus was regal in a sense John did not know was possible. Yet it was Jesus nonetheless.


As much as John loved Him, there was only one reaction that made any sense at this moment. Overwhelmed, somewhere between terror and awe, John fell at Jesus’ feet as though he were a dead man.


John had anticipated the Lord’s return for many years. Immediately after Jesus had ascended into heaven, John and the other followers expected Him to return within days, weeks, or months. As the years passed, they recognized that although Jesus had promised to come back for them and take them to the place He was preparing for them, they must have misunderstood the schedule. That did not dim their faith or deter His returning, however. Jesus had never lied to them, and everything He had ever predicted had come true, specifically and completely. John never doubted he would see Jesus again, but he never imagined he would meet Him like this!


John had often considered what it might be like to see Jesus again. He’d even wondered how he might greet Jesus on His return. Would he kiss His cheek in the traditional Jewish greeting? hug Him? shake His hand? Would he gush about his lost friend or inquire if now was the time for the fulfillment of all things? None of those gestures, heartfelt as they might be, seemed appropriate now.


Still lying prostrate, not certain that he was alive, much less conscious, John felt a hand on his shoulder. He raised his gaze to find Jesus standing next to him, His right hand on John.


“Do not be afraid,” Jesus said to the aged apostle (v. 17).


As John stared up at Him in awe, the words somehow made sense. He felt his heart calm, his mind clear. Jesus said, “I am the first and the last, and the living One” (vv. 17, 18).


John gulped. Jesus was all that. In fact, He was more alive than John had ever seen Him. The old apostle dared not speak; he could only listen.


“I was dead,” said Jesus (v. 18), as John tried to nod in understanding, recalling the crown of thorns on Jesus’ head, the spear through His side, His body wrapped for burial and placed in the tomb offered by Joseph of Arimathea. There was no question that Jesus had been dead. John well knew that.


“Behold, I am alive forevermore,” Jesus said, allowing John to scan His features again. “And I have the keys of death and of Hades” (v. 18).


Still in the Spirit, John’s heart leaped nonetheless at the reminder that Jesus had conquered the hellish netherworld. Mesmerized by Jesus’ voice and presence, John listened intently as He looked him in the eyes and said, “Write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things” (v. 19).


Whether Jesus noticed the look of amazement on John’s face as he beheld Him standing among the seven lampstands, the old man couldn’t be sure. But as if Jesus could read his mind, He explained, “The mystery of the seven stars which you saw in My right hand, and the seven golden lampstands: the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches” (v. 20).


It was obvious that Jesus did not expect a reply, so John remained silent as He dictated specific messages for the seven churches in Asia Minor. But there was more—much more.


Time seemed to stand still as John continued in the Spirit and Jesus opened his heart and mind to see amazing events in heaven as well as astounding and staggering wonders that were soon to happen on earth. It was as though sights and sounds joined to produce a theater in John’s mind. But this was no three-act play. The images kept coming. Some scenes John saw and heard were difficult to comprehend, images of things for which he had no context, but they were obviously real. Visions of heaven overwhelmed him, filling his heart with unutterable praises and worship. Some scenes John saw were disconcerting: portions of the world experiencing pressure-packed times of floods, famines, diseases, wars, earthquakes, signs in the skies and in the seas. Yet the overriding message that Jesus continually impressed on him both surprised and reassured him. Simply put, the prevailing message was, “Do not fear.”


It was as though God Himself was speaking to John’s heart and mind, saying, “I know you have had a difficult time, dear friend, and there are increasingly tumultuous times ahead. But I have never left you alone, nor will I ever. I understand the pain and loneliness you are experiencing, and I want you to know, in the end, it will have been worth it.”


The visions continued to come. They were as powerful as a volcano yet as fresh as a waterfall, flowing at John faster than he could comprehend. To his amazement, his mind absorbed and processed the information easily, as though his mind had been enlightened in some way to understand things of the Spirit. At times Jesus Himself revealed specific events to John; at other times an angel transmitted the messages. Never, however, did John have any doubt that the words he was to record came from anywhere but the heart of God.


WHAT LIES AHEAD



John had no idea how long he was in the Spirit that Lord’s Day, immersed in the power of God, oblivious to everything around him. The visions ran the gamut from the letters to the churches, to prophecies regarding the rise of a satanically inspired Antichrist, to the return of Christ, how Jesus would ultimately conquer all evil, and to the glories of the future existence of God’s people when He initiates a new heaven and a new earth. Throughout every message was the inexorable declaration that Jesus Christ is King of kings and Lord of lords.


Finally, after what seemed like weeks but might have been only minutes, the elderly apostle awakened and saw that he was alone, lying on his back in a cool area of the mine. He slowly roused and sat up. His body felt like that of a teenager, robust and vigorous, ready to take on the world. John ran his hand through his matted hair. He looked down at the disheveled rags on his body. None of that mattered now. He must write exactly what had been indelibly etched on the photographic plates of his mind and what he could still see and hear so vividly.


“Hey, old man,” another prisoner called out. “Are you all right? You were sleeping for a while.”


“Yes, yes,” John answered. “I’m fine. I can’t recall when I’ve ever felt better.”


“Good, because the guards will be coming back soon. They were ready to toss you on the scrap heap awhile ago. But just as they were ordering us to pitch you into the fire, a thunderstorm blew up outside. I’ve never seen lightning like that, and apparently neither had the guards. They took off for their barracks and left you right where you were. You are one lucky fellow, that’s for sure.”


“Far more than you know,” John replied with a confident smile. He nodded and stood to his feet. There was much work to do. “Blessed, indeed,” he said. John glanced at the bleak conditions around him. The oppressors were still there. The eyes of so many were still clouded by hopelessness. Nothing had changed, and yet everything had changed. John looked heavenward and whispered quietly, “Even so, Lord Jesus, come.”2


This is the untold story of Revelation. This drama is the most fascinating and uplifting story ever told. It is the exciting conclusion to the mystery of the gospel. And the message for you and me is the same as it was for John: Do not fear. Yes, you will encounter a dangerous dragon stalking the earth for a season, but the Son is in a safe place. He is in the same safe place for you that He was for John. Granted, the Dragon is roaring and breathing fire, but he eventually will be destroyed, as will all who align themselves with him. The Son is absolute Lord today, and He will reign victoriously forever.


Now here’s the really good news: He has promised that where He is, you can also live. He will never leave you or forsake you, and beyond that, He will soon return to earth to deal once and for all with evil. Your future with Him is secure, and the retirement plan is out of this world!
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DON’T HIT THE ROCKS!



What am I supposed to do with this message? The aged apostle pondered this question as he rolled up the scroll on which he was writing. Certainly, there is hope in these times. Real hope, not some illusory hope built on lies and spiritual-sounding fabrications with less substance than fog. The hope is that the Christ child now reigns as king. But some of the other things I have seen cause my heart to shudder. Some teachers say that everything is getting better, that peace and prosperity are at hand. But I have seen and heard much that reveals even more difficult times will precede the Lord’s return. I must warn my friends and family. I must let the church know that the Dragon is trying to lull us into complacency.


In January 2012, all the charts were readily available. The sea lanes were clearly marked and warnings prominently posted. The information had been common knowledge for years. Yet the captain and crew of the cruise ship Costa Concordia ignored the truth of their charts and allowed the luxury liner to venture too close to the dangerous rocks off the coast of Giglio, an island near Tuscany. The ship slammed into a large rock formation, ripping a gash in the hull, capsizing the huge vessel. More than forty-two hundred terrorized passengers and crew scrambled to reach lifeboats, some of which were already under water. Dozens of people were severely injured, and thirty-two died.


As the world watched in horror, we wondered, How could this happen? How could the crew have missed the obvious, well-marked dangers?


Ironically, many churches in America are doing something similar. They are ignoring the clearly marked warning signs. The information has been readily available for years in the book of Revelation, yet our captains are content to perpetuate a party atmosphere that keeps everyone happy while leading us ever closer to danger and possible destruction.


Revelation is one of the most maligned and misunderstood books in the Bible. Martin Luther, the hero of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, refused to preach from it and barely acknowledged it as part of the Bible. He claimed, “Christ is neither taught or recognized in it.”3 Some Christians are reluctant to read it for fear they won’t understand it—or fear they will. Most contemporary congregations do not want to hear about Revelation. Many pastors are reticent to preach about it, and they do not want anyone else to discuss the book from their pulpits. As I have traveled across the United States in recent years, I have been shocked at the number of pastors who say things such as, “Jim, you can preach anything you feel led to preach here in our church, but please, please don’t preach about the book of Revelation. You will scare our people.”


Can you imagine that? Preach anything but the information we need to know if we are going to safely navigate the treacherous waters into which we are heading in the days to come.


Whether our leaders are willing to speak of these matters or not, we need to get ready now! When the prophecies of Revelation begin to happen, there will be little time to prepare, because cataclysmic events will happen so rapidly the world will still be reeling from one calamity when the next will hit. Revelation opens with the announcement that the things God has shown John will “shortly come to pass” (1:1, KJV) and warns “the time is at hand (1:3).”


In the Greek in which John wrote, the word shortly does not necessarily mean soon or immediately. It means suddenly, within a fixed place in time, a space or period in which something takes place. It can also mean swiftly, quickly. In other words, when it all starts to happen, watch out! Once started, all these things will happen suddenly; the events of Revelation will roll out quickly, the fulfillment of the prophecies will proceed on an irrevocable, inexorable, unstoppable course. When these things begin to happen, we will feel as though we are riding a wildly out-of-control roller coaster.


Many first-century believers—including, no doubt, the apostle John—expected Jesus to return within their lifetime. When He didn’t, some people became disillusioned and discouraged. They did not understand that certain things had to happen in history before Christ’s return. For instance, according to Jesus’ own words, Jerusalem had to be under Jewish control before the end-times events begin to happen. That did not occur until 1948, when the nation of Israel was reestablished and Jerusalem once again came under the governance of the Jewish people, although both Christianity and Islam have sacred sites there. Consequently, most, if not all, of the prophecies recorded in Revelation can easily be fulfilled in our generation. Now, when the prophetic mysteries begin to unfold, they will occur in rapid succession. That’s why you need to have your heart right and your house in order now, ready today for the return of Jesus Christ.


At the same time, the apostle Paul warned that “the day of Christ,” including the Lord’s climactic return, would not happen until the “man of sin” is revealed.4 This is the Antichrist who “takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God.”5


If the Antichrist is going to be on the rise, wisdom says we should be prepared to go through some difficult days before the Lord’s return. I know you are hoping that Jesus will come prior to the Tribulation period. So am I. But what if you are living right where you are today when the four horsemen of Revelation begin to ride, when unprecedented natural disasters strike the world, and when the Antichrist appears? What will you do? Will you even understand the significance of these developments? All of these things and more are definitely going to happen. The only question is when.


I encourage you to approach this book with an open mind. Be like the Bereans of Acts 17 who listened to what was being said by the apostle Paul and studied the Scriptures for themselves (Acts 17:11). I urge you to consider what I am presenting within these pages and study the Scriptures for yourself!


WHY IS THE BOOK OF REVELATION RELEVANT TO US?


While many people give the impression that Revelation is too complicated for most people to understand, others question its relevance to modern life. Certainly, some things in Revelation are difficult to grasp, and others might be quite disconcerting, but Revelation is actually an encouraging book. We shouldn’t fear studying it or talking about it. In fact, there are many reasons why Revelation is vital to understand, and there are at least two reasons why this book is especially worth investigating. First, this is the only book you will ever read that carries a guaranteed blessing from God!


“Blessed is he who reads,” the book begins, “and those who hear the words of the prophecy, and heed the things which are written in it; for the time is near” (1:3). God promises a special blessing to anyone who reads the book and who keeps, or heeds, its message. In other words, anyone who obeys the word in it. The verb here means literally to “read out loud.” And that is probably the way the book was first read: aloud to the churches. I like to read the Scriptures aloud, not to insult anybody’s intelligence, but because there is power in hearing the Word.


To begin, read through the entire book of Revelation in one sitting. Don’t get bogged down trying to figure out what everything means. Just read. You will be amazed at how you see the complete picture of Revelation, and you will be surprised at how encouraged you are as a result.


PREVIEWS OF COMING ATTRACTIONS



Second, the book of Revelation is especially relevant today because it gives us insight into tomorrow’s news. Besides giving inside information regarding the return of Christ, it gives us prior notice regarding the pressure-packed times about to come upon us, as well as essential information on how to survive them.


Current world conditions make us ripe for the rise of an antichrist. I believe that in all probability, “the man of sin” is alive right now and will be active on earth before Jesus Christ returns for His church. Jesus Himself said that, prior to His return, there will be a time of awful persecution and tribulation, like the world has never before seen (Matthew 24:15–22).


Moreover, the issues that troubled the people who originally received the book of Revelation are still with us. Similar to the internal problems that plagued the early church, personal compromise, complacency, immorality, and weak doctrine are all too common in Christian circles today. Externally, just as those early believers faced daily, fierce persecution, Christians today are increasingly the targets of abuse, physical harm, and in many places around the world, they are confronted with denying their faith in Christ or being put to death. In America, a nation founded on godly principles, our courts, media, and leaders seem obsessed with forcing Christians out of the public arena. Like the first-century Christians, we are facing a perilous future.


Nevertheless, we are people of hope! We know the truth and recognize the signs of the times. The world around us is searching for security and stability in the face of increasingly tumultuous events. It seems that every known bulwark of society is crumbling. Families are breaking up. Meticulously woven government coalitions are coming apart at the seams. We live with the potential onset of nuclear war and the threat of annihilation should that war come. The rise of Islamic radicals around the world has many people shaking in their shoes. Domestically and internationally, previously great economies seem to be teetering on the precipice of disaster. We seek to numb ourselves to the ominous fears of suitcase bombs, electromagnetic destruction, cyberwars, and chemical and biological attacks. We know these threats exist; we just don’t want to think about them, because the possibilities are simply too scary. What can we do about these threats anyhow?


If you are a believer in Jesus Christ and have studied the book of Revelation, you know the answer to these questions. We are heading to a wedding! The wedding of Jesus Christ and His bride, the church, which is comprised of Christians of every denomination, nationality, and generation. This is history’s crowning event, a celebration that believers have been anticipating for centuries. If you have not sent back your RSVP, you still have time, but you’d better respond quickly. If you are a Christian, God will provide precise instructions about how you should get ready for the wedding. In fact, He’s already done so in the book of Revelation.
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YOU ARE NOT IN DARKNESS



What can I do? John pondered. How can I warn my beloved children, my friends and family about what is soon to come upon the earth? They know we are experiencing tough times now, but they have no idea where we are in history. They’ve grown complacent and content in sinful society. They aren’t ready to see Jesus.


The banished apostle looked up from the quarry in which he was working. John took a rag and brushed at the perspiration on his forehead. They have to wake up, he thought, and face the truth, even if it is not what they have been expecting.


Many sincere people are asleep at the wheel. Some are cavorting with the devil, veering increasingly off course toward destruction. Others see the dangerous direction in which we are headed, but they naively hope that Jesus will come and save us before we hit the rocks. Escaping the coming Tribulation would be wonderful, but I’m convinced that we must go through many of these tribulation events. After decades of studying the Scriptures, I find little evidence that Jesus is going to return for Christians before the difficult times of Revelation begin to happen on earth. Although I’m certain Jesus is coming, we may indeed be here for what Jesus called the “beginning of sorrows” (Matthew 24:8, NKJV) and perhaps much more. We need to understand the signs of the times and recognize the events leading to the Lord’s return.


In churches all across America, I’ve asked congregations, “How many of you believe that Jesus is going to come for us like a thief in the night?” It’s a bit of a trick question, but I use it to make a point.


Most hands go up. Nearly everyone has a vague familiarity with the idea that Jesus will return when we least expect Him. Those who have made headlines in recent years for their foolish, unbiblical predictions of Christ’s return tend to further convince us that we cannot know when Jesus is coming.


But if you look at this scripture carefully, you may be surprised. The Word does not say that He is coming like a thief in the night for believers.


For you yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. While they are saying, “Peace and safety!” then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labor pains upon a woman with child, and they will not escape. But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief; for you are all sons of light and sons of day. We are not of night nor of darkness; so then let us not sleep as others do, but let us be alert and sober. (1 Thessalonians 5:2–6, emphasis added)


Do you see that? You are not to be in darkness. You are not of the night. You are to be watching and waiting, already prepared for the coming of the Lord. You will have advance information, namely, signs you can recognize that His coming is near. You will not be caught unaware. Or at least you should not be.


Jesus said, “My sheep know My voice.”6 They recognize not just the sound of His voice but the truth of His words. If you are a fan of John Grisham novels, you recognize the author’s voice in each of his books. If you’ve read the great writers from the past, such as Shakespeare, you recognize their style. Similarly, if you study the Scriptures, you can know the voice of Jesus and recognize the truth of His Word. By becoming familiar with His voice, you will be able to recognize when something is consistent with what Jesus said or whether it is an idea concocted by someone else, well intentioned though they may be. There is no reason for you to be caught off guard by the cataclysmic events that are about to happen. Revelation will help you to be ready.


A BIT OF BACKGROUND



Around AD 90–95 the apostle John recorded the book of Revelation as divinely inspired from God. John was one of Jesus’ closest companions, and five of his writings are in the Bible: the gospel of John; 1, 2, 3 John; and Revelation. John was one of the younger disciples. By the time he penned Revelation, he was an old man, but his mind was still sharp.


Most scholars believe that, under Roman emperor Domitian’s rule, John was punished because of his uncompromising commitment to Jesus Christ and banished to the penal colony on Patmos, a tiny, mountainous island about forty-five miles off the southeastern coast of modern Turkey. Besides being a highly regarded leader of the Christian community, John’s only crime was that he refused to worship the emperor. The pompous Domitian had demanded to be acknowledged as “Lord and God,” so it was passed into law requiring the worship of the emperor at least once a year. Those who disobeyed received severe punishments. Christians believed that only Jesus is Lord, and they were not about to bow to any human authority.


For their part, the Romans could not understand what all the fuss was about. They were, after all, polytheists, which is to say they believed in many gods. To them, it was no big deal if the Christians wanted to add Jesus to the pantheon of gods so long as one day each year they acknowledged that their emperor is God.


Most early Christians refused to comply with Domitian’s demands, and many were beaten or killed as a result. Perhaps because of his advanced age, or possibly because the Romans wanted to make an example of him, the apostle John was exiled rather than executed.


He was ripped away from his family and friends and dumped onto the island as slave labor, along with incorrigible criminals and dangerous misfits. It was only through the goodness of God that he was not killed. Nevertheless, Patmos was no tropical retreat. Most likely, John was forced to work in the mines and allowed a subsistence lifestyle in a hillside cave. Sometime during his incarceration there, John was in the Spirit, in intimate communion with God on the Lord’s Day when he experienced the visions that resulted in Revelation being written.


Although John was the writer, the message came directly from heaven. The astounding information in the book was communicated from God the Father, who gave it to the Son, Jesus, who shared it through His angel with the apostle John.7


The title “Revelation” comes from the transliteration of the Greek word apocalupsis, meaning “apocalypse.” Today, this term is often used as a synonym for chaos and catastrophe, but it actually means “unveiling, to uncover, to make manifest.” That’s what the Revelation is: the unveiling of Jesus Christ. In the King James Version, the book was titled the “Revelation of Saint John the Divine,” but that title is misleading. John was a human being like you and me, and while he was a saintly man, he was not divine. Moreover, Revelation is not the revelation of John. The accurate title reflected in many Bible translations is the “Revelation of Jesus Christ.”


God is not trying to trick us. He wants us to know and understand this message. It is the unveiling of Jesus Christ, not the concealing of Jesus. So when we study the book, the Holy Spirit pulls back the curtain and lets us see the essential truths we need to know to survive the attacks of the Enemy in the days ahead. Certainly there is mystery here, and a great deal of symbolism, and you may not understand everything in the book. I certainly don’t. But if we read and heed the words, we will be blessed now and forever.


The book raises questions for skeptics and believers alike. For instance, the collapse of the world economic systems and the present vacuum of effective leaders have set us up for the rise of the Antichrist, a strong leader who will soon come on the scene with solutions leading to prosperity, peace, and security. He will be welcomed by the world, and things will seem to go somewhat better for a short time, after which all hell—literally—will break loose on the earth. You will not be able to buy or sell anything without presenting some tangible evidence of your acceptance of the Antichrist’s rule in your life.


But why would anyone acquiesce to take the mark of the Beast, the infamous 666? The answer is simple: to get food and the basic necessities for your family. If you must have a number—or some unique password-style indicator that will ostensibly protect you from identity theft and other modern crimes while allowing you to be part of the economic system—you will readily submit to such an invasion of your privacy for only one reason: your family’s survival.


If you don’t know the Word of God, you may be easily deceived. You won’t know the eternal danger of buying into the Antichrist’s economic system, and you may not understand the ramifications of your actions. God showed me that millions of people who have attended church services for years but were never taught the essential truths of Revelation will cry out to preachers, “Why didn’t you tell us?” Many people who are merely religious, who felt that their religion was too personal and private for polite public conversation, will despair of their own lives.


HOW I READ THE BOOK



Here is a simple, effective key to understanding the book of Revelation: watch for the words see and hear. I love to read the book and note every instance in which John calls attention to sight or sound. I try to put myself in his place and experience Revelation through his eyes and ears. If you interpret the book according to what John saw and heard, you will get a much clearer understanding of the message.


Nevertheless, I don’t feel that I understand it all. God hates know-it-alls. He won’t cater to our pride and arrogance, even if it is pride in our understanding of the Scriptures. I don’t profess to have some private interpretation of this book. I’m continually willing to consider other ways of understanding it. But I have studied it, and I get excited about the message.


Although I encourage taking the words of Revelation as literally as possible, keep in mind that it is apocalyptic literature, so John includes a great deal of symbolism. Many times John provides us with a comparison, using something he has seen in his time to describe something from the distant future, of which he has no direct knowledge, yet he has seen it in a vision.


I do believe that some of Revelation was written in code. If people think the book of Revelation is strange, odd, and confusing, it may be an indication that they have not done our amount of homework throughout the Bible. There are approximately 400 verses in Revelation with over 800 allusions to the Old Testament within the book. I personally believe that without divine inspiration and illumination, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to truly understand the text. A little saying I learned in Bible college from one of my professors was, “The Word without the Spirit, you will dry up. The Spirit without the Word, you will blow up. The Spirit with the Word, you will grow up.”


But why was code so necessary? Several reasons come to mind. John may have wanted to conceal some things in a spiritual code so only genuine Christians could understand that portion of the message. By the end of the first century, Christians were no longer popular. Quite the contrary, intense persecutions of Christians were common. So John had to be very careful with his words. After all, he was writing from a forced labor camp. His message to the struggling, persecuted Christian churches—to stand fast and to overcome—during the terrible reign of Domitian would be considered seditious if his meaning were obvious to all readers.


A second reason for symbolism involves a popular writing genre of the day. Similar to books and movies such as C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia and J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings that make strong use of symbolism in our day, apocalyptic literature, which was a common literary form in John’s day, was replete with symbolism. John had seen other materials written this way. Perhaps he knew that he could present his message in symbolic language and it would have an impact for centuries to come, which, of course, it has. Again, just because John used symbolic language to describe future events does not mean that the events and the scenes won’t happen. The truths of the passages are real.
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