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Keeping going… Revelation 14-16
I recently read an article where Bear Grylls talked about his selection to the SAS. He was one of many candidates of which only four would be chosen and it was a case of last men standing. Fortunately, for him, he was one of the last four. The person in charge of selection told them that they were not being selected because they were better than those that had dropped out, there were many fine soldiers with great skill that had not made it this far, they were being selected because they had a greater capacity to keep going. When tired, exhausted, overwhelmed and so much more they did not give in. They kept going. What a fantastic description of a Christian! No matter what is thrown at us we keep going. Nothing will discourage us. Nothing will stop us. Nothing can get in the way to us claiming the prize to which we strain with every sinew to win… except, let’s be realistic for a minute. There are things that do come along that make us feel like giving up. When the going gets even tougher we can slacken the pace. Like many of those on Bear Grylls selection trial we can give up. Revelation does not want that to happen to us. Its purpose is to encourage us to keep going.
Let’s review where we have got to so far. John says, ““Blessed is the one who reads the words of prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take it to heart.” (1:3) You are blessed because John hopes this will be an encouragement to keep going. Revelation 2-3 is an encouragement to the seven churches to look at their strengths and weaknesses and address what needs addressing to help them move forward. Revelation 4 gives us a glimpse of heaven, this is what we are working towards. Revelation 5 how the ministry of Jesus helps us in this journey and then Revelation 6 deals with the great frustration of every generation, “How long?” How long do we have to suffer?” “How long do we have to wait for Christ’s return?” “How long will it be before we get to heaven?” “How long?” is the cry of the heart that is finding it hard to keep going. It is the cry of every Christian generation and Revelation wants to encourage us to keep going. Revelation 7 encourages us to see ourselves as we really are, incredibly privileged people, even though our circumstances and trials may be screaming at us some other message. Keep going – you are wonderful. Revelation 8 encourages us to keep going because God hears our prayers, holds our pain and has our victory. God is in this with you, by your side, contending for you, keep going! Revelation 9-11 then looks at the challenges of life. The reality of the evil we will face, the challenge it will be to walk by faith and the need of the church to keep its work and witness alive. Keep going. The challenge will be hard. Sometimes the persecution very fierce. Discouragement will want to diminish your enthusiasm, your zeal, your passion for the Christian life. Last week we looked at why this might be so. There is a spiritual battle raging all around us and we need to be discerning. Bad things will happen to good people because we sin and they sin. But bad things will happen to good people because there is also a spiritual battle where our enemy, the devil, wants to spoil every aspect of life. The call of these verses is to be spiritually discerning. Keep going! These next few chapters encourage us to keep going because they describe what we are heading towards. There are three things that should encourage us. They are: Jesus is at work; Goodness will triumph and Evil will be confounded.
Jesus is at work (14)
The first thing I want to look at is that Jesus is at work. One of the favourite taunts of football supporters to the opposition is, “You’re not singing, you’re not singing, you’re not singing anymore.” When things are not going particularly well, football supporters stop singing. They reflect life. When we are finding things difficult, we stop singing. It’s why we are told, “Rejoice always.” (1 Thessalonians 5:16) It’s easy to give up being joyful.
Revelation 14 begins with a big choir singing a new song (v.3). It is the restoration of joy. I think by now we understand that 144,000 is not literal but figurative. It represents the enormity of all God’s people. They are filled with joy because they are “redeemed” (v.3), They have experienced the love of God in their lives and their love for God in return cannot be held in. Even though life can be challenging and deeply frustrating and at time impenetrable to understand what is going on Jesus is spreading abroad the love of God in our hearts and in the hearts of others to a greater and greater extent that our hearts cannot contain the joy of knowing God – it just has to come out in singing.
Jesus is in the business of proclaiming the gospel (v.6). It is the proclamation of joy. The choir is not big enough. It’s a gospel that calls us to return to our creator. It is a gospel that will triumph and be victorious.  It is a gospel that will bring justice. It is the truth and the gospel needs proclaiming. So Jesus is making it known to as many as possible. In verse 11 we are called to patiently endure again so as many people as possible can respond. 
Jesus will bring things to an end. It is the consummation of joy. Two images are used. A sickle being applied to a harvest to bring in the grain (15-16) and a sickle applied to the vine to bring in the grapes (17-20). They give us two sides of what will happen. As the grain is gathered in there is great rejoicing. God has gathered in his harvest. The second is a trampling of the grapes which represents a time for judgement. There are those that simply do not want to know the love of God, who have rejected him, and will be judged for their rebellion. The measurements at the end of the chapter indicate that no-one, not a single person will fall outside Jesus’ judgement, all will be judged. You cannot escape.
Keep going. Jesus has come to build a joyful people whose praise cannot be held in, he has come to preach the Good News to all that would hear so on the Day of Judgement he will bring a glorious harvest of people home to heaven. Jesus is still at work. Keep going!
Goodness will triumph (15:1-4)
The second thing we need to look at is that goodness will triumph. I love winning whether it is tiddlywinks or twister, monopoly or Uno, even, “Will my queue at the supermarket checkout be quicker than your queue?” However there is one game I want to lose. It’s “The logo board game” Trouble is you and I are far better at it than we would like to be. We would like to say that we are not influenced by the advertising that surrounds us but we are far more influenced than we think. One of the most powerful brands that advertises most effectively is “evil”. It is all around us. Child abuse, human trafficking, knife crime in our cities, it’s in our faces and wants to scream at us that you will never get on top of us.
The truth is, goodness will triumph. We are certain because the cross is the place of decisive victory. Don’t give in, don’t become discouraged by evil, keep going because goodness will triumph. We know that is easy to say. The people John was writing to were tortured, thrown to the lions, burned alive in bronze effigies of bulls, what they had to endure was truly horrific. Chapter 14 ends with Jesus bringing things to an end and then Chapter 15 begins with  God’s people standing in heaven. The sea of glass represent the separation of a holy God from all that is unholy and his people stand with him separated from all the evil that frustrated and confounded them. Goodness will triumph and God’s people will be free to enjoy the goodness of God unhindered and unspoilt because it is separated out. Again, we return to this picture of joy, unhindered, unbridled joy, as God gives the people harps to help express their joy. Is this literal? Will we all play harps? Or will there be an accordion section and a bagpipe section, and a vuvuzela section – who knows. God’s people are filled with joy because goodness has triumphed and evil has ended and they are filled with joy. So they burst into song. The song of Moses refers to Exodus 15 and the song of the Lamb an even more decisive song of deliverance. It’s a song that rejoices in the power of the cross to save us completely. These verses encourage us to keep going because the triumph of goodness is so final and assured. Ignore the advertising, ignore the sabre rattling of evil, it wants to intimidate and frustrate, goodness will triumph. And that’s final.
Evil will be confounded (15:5-16:21)
[bookmark: _GoBack]The last thing we want to look at is how evil will be confounded. For those of you who drive I wonder how your anger management is with other drivers? When someone pulls out in front of you causing you to brake hard and then proceeds to drive at 20mph under the speed limit do you bless them or comment on how unfit they are to be on public roads? If that doesn’t get you going it may be something else. The trouble is that when we talk about the wrath of God we can think his anger is a bit like ours. It petulantly flashes up due to some minor indiscretion. If we do not understand the wrath of God we will struggle with the seven bowls (v.7) filled with his wrath.
Wrath needs a context and Revelations locates it as coming from inside the temple. Here a holy God made his home. Here a holy God described in the Ten Commandments what it was like to live a holy life by loving God and loving other people. When we violate the Ten Commandments we either  cheat God of the love that is rightfully his by worshipping other Gods or taking his name in vain or we violate other people by lying or cheating or stealing or coveting what they have. We live lives that are less than the best. God’s anger against such behaviour is not arbitrary  or petulant but is a righteous response to his laws of love being broken. The angels that administer God’s wrath are not petulant and arbitrary, but are holy and righteous in their work. How many of were appalled to hear of the seventy-eight-year-old man arrested when an intruder in his house pulled a screwdriver on him and was fatally stabbed. We feared the worst, that he would be charged because there are people who play games with the legal system and make a mockery of justice. How did you feel when the family of Henry Vincent, the burglar described the pensioner as doing “wrong” for leaving Vincent in the street to die. They described him as a good man depite the fact the police described him as a career criminal. We have to wonder what is going on. Surely our hearts want an end to such evil acts, evil thinking and fickle justice. This is not the case here. The angels minister the wrath of God fairly and justly. And the temple is closed (v.8) as an emphatic symbol that there is no turning back.
The bowls of wrath are poured out and the angels declare, “You are just in these judgements” (16:5) God deals with evil fairly and the suffering people of God can see the justice of God righteously poured out as they agree with the angels declaration (v.7) Evil carries it’s own power of destruction. The fifth bowl is darkness leads to its own destruction. The sixth bowl dries up the River Euphrates giving clear access to the land for the invading Parthian Army. Frogs were regarded as disease ridden vermin so the collective picture is one of self-inflicted destruction. Evil does evil to itself. Though it may appear attractive and advertise so well its merits it ultimately produces seeds of its own downfall. Ultimately it will all be destroyed. So the seventh bowl of wrath declares “It is done!” We know this has not happened yet but we are assured that this will happen.
It is hard to keep going when there is evil all around us. It is hard to keep going when we feel overwhelmed by the trial s of life. Though our lives may not be as challenging as those Revelation was written to the challenge to keep going is still as real and still as hard today. John wants to encourage us to keep going. Jesus is still working. Be encouraged and be patient. Goodness will triumph – be full of hope. Evil will be confounded – do not be discouraged. Trust and keep going. 
