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INTRODUCTION 

The book of Revelation, like most Jewish and Christian apocalypses, means to convey 

the message that God is sovereign over all creation and in all times.1 John’s use of imagery 

forces the listener to make connections from the imagery into their own world. In order to 

convey the desired message, the imagery must be intentional and must be within the ability of 

the audience to, even if with deep consideration, clearly decipher. John makes clear that the 

message is intended for God’s servants (1:1). More specifically, the first century Christian 

Churches in Asia that are composed of those servants (1:4; 1:10). While scattered throughout the 

Roman empire, and certainly infused with Hellenized culture, the first-century Christian Church 

is still intimately tied with Judaism. John clearly makes use of language and imagery that expect 

a certain amount of familiarity with Judaism from his audience.2 

An important part of John’s method is to juxtapose the heavenly scene with the earthly 

scene. In the heavenly scenes, John describes worship, triumph, and peace. The earthly scene 

juxtaposes those with descriptions of apostasy, judgement, and chaos.3 This paper will focus 

upon John’s juxtaposition of chaos and peace/shalom through his intentional use of Old 

Testament imagery. I will argue that drawing much of its imagery from the Old Testament, 

Revelation articulates the message that can be seen consistently in the Old Testament and the rest 

of the New Testament: Outside of a proper relationship with God chaos will ensue, and only in a 

proper relationship with God can peace be found.  

 

 

 
1 Grant Osborne. Revelation: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2002), Kindle loc 1134. 
2 Osborne, Revelation, loc 2357. 
3 Osborne, Revelation, loc 1137. 
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PROBLEM OF IDOLATRY 

Revelation is just that, it is the revelation of a reality. Although the socio-political 

nuances found within the book are necessary for the understanding of the message, it is also 

important to recognize the historical foundation upon which those nuances are built, more 

specifically, the history between God and humanity recorded in the Old Testament. The reality 

found there is that humanity exists in a world overrun with chaos, that chaos surrounds all lives 

and is the result of being outside of a proper relationship with God. Chaos is the result of people 

supplementing God with creation (this is idolatry). Ironically, this adulterous idolatry is most 

commonly practiced for the very sake of establishing peace. Regardless, this idolatry is the 

worship of forces within creation rather than the Creator. When we do this, “When we worship 

and serve forces within the creation (the creation for which we were supposed to be 

responsible!), we hand over our power to other forces only too happy to usurp our position.”4  

This positioning, outside of the parameters in which we were created to exist, causes us, 

as the image bearers who bear the vocation of reflecting God’s image back into creation, to 

reflect it poorly. It causes us to reflect chaos rather than order. This is the one reality that John is 

trying to expose through the book. “Revelation is, like the rest of the Bible, about the creation of 

a people, a people living in harmony with God, one another, and the entire creation.”5 The call is 

to repent, change position, give God proper doxa, and reflect that back into creation. Otherwise, 

upon his final return, God’s presence will cause all those who are positioned toward chaos to be 

cast, eternally, into chaos while those positioned to give doxa to God, will inherit eternal shalom. 

 

 
4 Wright, The Day the Revolution Began, 77. 
5 Michael J. Gorman, Becoming the Gospel: The Gospel and Our Culture Series (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2015), Kindle loc 3954. 
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GENESIS 

The very first verses in the Old Testament address the conflict between chaos and peace. 

The description of “creation” before being created is  ֙הּו הּו ֹת֨ ָוֹב֔  (tohu wa-bohu), “chaos and 

emptiness”. To further the imagery, the tohu wa-bohu is accompanied with ֶׁשך  the ,(choshek) ֹח֖

darkness that covered the face of the ְּתהֹום (tehom)—the abyss.6 All of these are ominous images 

that could easily become metaphors for various forms of chaos that humanity might experience 

throughout our history. That Genesis 1:1-2:4 is generally associated with the P source, and dated 

to the exile, supports the idea that this imagery is intentional. It is meant to deal with the real 

“problem of despair and hopelessness” that God’s people experienced while living in exile.7  

Immediately following the ominous imagery, an encouraging reality is revealed. The  ַרּוח 

(ruach), covers the waters. “Then God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. And God 

saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness” (Gen. 1:2–4).8 These 

first verses act like prologue for the Old Testament that succinctly describes the founding theme 

for every narrative thereafter: Outside of the presence of God, there is chaos, emptiness, and 

darkness; however, in the presence of God, chaos takes order, emptiness becomes purpose, and 

the darkness is overwhelmed by the light.  

In verses 26 and 27 God creates man and woman in his image. Brueggemann rightly 

points out that “God and God’s creation are bound together in a distinctive and delicate way.”9 

That relationship translates into the vocation/purpose of humankind. N.T. Wright has written 

 
6 It’s worth noting that the LXX uses ἀβύσσου (abysou), the same term, and form, that John uses in Revelation 11:7 
to describe the place from which the beast came up. 
7 Walter Brueggemann, Genesis: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Louisville: John 
Knox Press, 1982), Kindle Loc 492. 
8 All scripture quotes will be from the NRSV unless noted otherwise. 
9 Brueggemann, Genesis: Interpretation¸ loc 652. 
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extensively that this vocation is to reflect God’s image back into creation.10 Andy Johnson calls 

this vocation the missio dei saying that through the breath of God, graciously breathed into them, 

humanity is enabled to, “re-present his gracious presence (like priests) in his cosmic temple and 

to rule over it (like kings) in a way that creation would flourish with well-ordered life (Gen 1:28; 

2:15) and reach its intended destiny.”11 The summarized version is that the creation narrative 

teaches that God desires order in creation, and that God has intentionally created humankind to 

participate in the order/shalom of creation by living in a proper relationship with Him so that 

they might reflect his shalom-causing image into creation.  This vocation, says Wright, comes 

into focus in Rev 1:5-6, 5:9-10, and 20:6. The royal priesthood is our vocation, to rule over 

creation through our acts of worship to God.12 

EXODUS 

In Exodus a new aspect of this reality is addressed in the form of worship which becomes 

the central theme of the book. 13 The newly freed Hebrews had to be prepared to continue their 

vocation in creation. “They were to be the instrument through which God would reestablish his 

reign over a world gone awry into chaos and disorder, thereby bringing healing and shalom to his 

creation.”14 Having been saved from bondage to Egypt, God’s people are led to Mt. Sinai where 

they receive the law that focuses upon their faithfulness to God alone, “particularly as manifested 

in proper worship.”15 Proper worship postures the people properly. It ensures that God is the 

center focus and that his will for order, for shalom, is recognized and prioritized in the very 

 
10 See N.T. Wright, Resurrection Son of God: Christian Origins and the Question of God. (London: Fortress Press, 
2003), 23; as well as,The Day the Revolution Began, (New York: Harper Collins, 2016), 73-87, for just two of his 
more recent writings concerning this matter. 
11 Andy Johnson, Holiness and the Missio Dei (Eugene: Cascade Books, 2016), 4. 
12 Wright, The Day, 78. 
13 Terence E. Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching (Loiusville: John 
Knox Press, 2010), 20. 
14 Johnson, Holiness, 20. 
15 Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation, 22. 
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livelihood of the worshipper. It places them in a correct position in reference to God; thereby 

causing them to properly relate and interact with the rest of creation.16  

REVELATION 

John’s primary imagery points back to the imagery in Exodus. Since re-creation is the 

appropriate language found in the plagues, especially where God removes them, John’s imagery 

also points, as a tertiary at this point, back to creation.17 We cannot escape the image of chaos 

that is brought to order by the presence of God as well as the created vocation that requires 

humans to be in a proper relationship with God.  

Beginning in chapter 4, the imagery that John presents becomes more difficult to 

interpret. He describes a door opened (ἠνεῳγμένη) in the heaven and he is told, “Come up here, 

and I will show you what must take place after this.”18 There are two points that must be 

considered in this passage. First, the Greek word ἠνεῳγμένη (ēneōgmenē) is in the perfect tense. 

The implication is not just that a door was opened, but that the door continues to be open into the 

present time. This vision works in harmony with the second point; that is, that the things that 

John is commanded to see are the things that must take place after the present period. The perfect 

tense of ἠνεῳγμένη conveys the notion that what John is about to see continues to be open for 

anyone to see and to consider for themselves.19 

Throne Room 

John begins to describe a depiction of heaven, specifically the throne room. The throne is 

the center, not only of the continuous imagery that John uses, but also in the positioning that 

 
16 There is a great deal more that should be explored in Exodus concerning humanity’s posture for worship in order 
to be in the presence of God including the presence of God with the people (tabernacle), and so forth. Space 
constraints us to the short summary offered. 
17 Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation, 111. 
18 Rev. 4:1. 
19 Bruce Metzger, Breaking the Code - Participant's Book: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1993), 47. 



Granillo 6 
 

John describes in the scene. The throne is also the center of focus for every character in the 

throne room. He describes 1) the location of the throne, and 2) the location of all things in regard 

to the throne. The location of all images is important to the message that John is trying to convey 

because, as Johnson says, “Here there is shalom.”20 What brings this shalom in heaven must be 

established before John can describe the chaos that juxtaposes it in the world. 

Bruce Metzger points out that one of the reasons John hesitates to simply describe God as 

the one sitting on the throne is, quite simply, “In accord with the reluctance of Jewish writers to 

picture God, John carefully avoids any descriptive detail.”21 What should not be overlooked, 

however, is the term that John does use. God is not just sitting on his throne, he is the 

καθήμενος—the one who, himself, is sitting. The middle voice of the participle emphasizes that 

God is the one doing the act of sitting. Unlike Caesar, or any other king, or mythological god, 

this God was not placed on the throne by an outside force, nor does his status on the throne 

depend upon the allowance of others to let him maintain that position of ultimate power and 

authority; he sits there by his own power and will.  

Throughout the Old Testament, the power and authority of God is typically shared with a 

sense of awe and fear. The imagery that John shares is similar to that of Isaiah whose immediate 

response to being in the throne room—in the presence of God—is one of fear and certain doom 

due to God’s righteous judgement. “And I said: ‘Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean 

lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of 

hosts!’”(Isa. 6:4–5). Isaiah, with good reason, believes that only destruction can come from 

being in the presence of God. This is, after all, the same God who flooded the entire earth 

because it was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence” (Gen. 6:11). Yet, 

 
20 Johnson, Holiness, 156. 
21 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 48. 
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instead of making a proclamation similar to Isaiah’s, John quickly shares that there is a rainbow 

around the throne, a reminder to the Jews of the covenant of God’s mercy.22 This covenant, in 

which God promised humanity that, “waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all 

flesh”( Gen. 9:15), acts like a buffer between creation and God, allowing them time to realize 

that peace is the theme in the throne room, not chaos. 

The rainbow, however, does not mean to reduce to authority and power of God that 

demands the awe and respect of all of creation. The “flashes of lightning, and rumblings and 

peals of thunder” that came from the throne (Rev. 4:5-6) are quick reminders of this reality. Once 

again, however, God’s power and authority are perfectly at home with the peaceful image of the 

sea of glass in verse 6 that would take the Jew back to the foot of Mt. Sinai, where, “Moses and 

Aaron, Nadab, and Abihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel…saw the God of Israel. Under his 

feet there was something like a pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness” 

(Ex. 24:9). What Terence Fretheim describes in regard to the scene in Exodos, is also true in 

John’s depiction of the throne room, “Divine sovereignty is not compromised by intimacy and 

closeness.”23 

Verse 11 of the Exodus passage continues to place divine sovereignty alongside divine 

intimacy. “God did not lay his hand on the chief men of the people of Israel; also, they beheld 

God, and they ate and drank” (Ex. 24:9-11). It is no insignificant matter that seventy-four of 

God’s people are able to break bread in the presence of God. Truly an image of peace under the 

cover of great power. This image is one that John surely relied upon as he shared what was 

revealed to him the throne room of heaven. 

 
22 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 49. 
23 Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation, 260. 
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This Exodus reference also draws one back to the purpose of that meeting in the book of 

Exodus. God would give Moses his written law that would allow them to become the people he 

willed for them. The people had just been consecrated in a rite that had the two-fold task of 

atonement for the people as well as commissioning them for a specific task.24 This would act as 

the formalization of the commission to become a holy nation and a priestly kingdom.25 The 

written law would be their instructions for living out that vocation. It is of no small matter to 

John’s imagery that it also contained the instructions for building the tabernacle—the dwelling of 

God with his people. There is more to be said about this imagery, but this will have to suffice for 

now. 

Living Creatures26 

Surrounding the throne, John sees four living creatures. Michael Gorman is correct, and it 

is likely best to understand the four living creatures as some form of representation of all of 

creation.27 That being the case, it is more important to understand what these creatures are doing. 

Their ceaseless worship would certainly support Bauckham when he says that their “existence is 

entirely fulfilled in the worship of God.”28 However, it might better, especially when considering 

that they represent all of creation, to consider Metzger’s contention that their ceaseless worship, 

“does not imply that this worship is their sole activity, but rather that it is their constant 

disposition—their every action is an expression of adoration.”29 God is the one who is sitting 

upon the throne, and he is surrounded by seraphim that represent all of creation which, while 

 
24 Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation, 259. 
25 Fretheim, Exodus: Interpretation, 258. 
26 The 24 elders were intentionally left out of this section of the work in order to spend time on the four living 
creatures which appear to have more relevance to the theme being drawn out.  
27 Gorman, Reading Revelation, loc 2558. 
28 Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 33. 
29 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 51. 
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participating in the natural acts of creation, also worship God through their disposition, which is 

directly affected by their position in regard to the God who is sitting upon the throne. “The 

worship of God is the heartbeat of the cosmos, even when we humans on earth do not see it, 

participate in it, or value it.”30 This imagery must be recognized by the audience. 

Bauckham rightfully reminds us that this image of worship is far from anthropocentric.31 

The four living creatures worship God and the elders fall before the throne and do the same. At 

the center is God, not humankind. It is the very arrogant notion, that creation was created for 

humankind, that has led, and continues to lead, humanity to abandon their position as the royal 

priesthood in exchange for the elite royalty that is due contributions from creation. In the throne 

room scene, John describes the position, in regard to all of creation, that God himself has chosen 

to take—as well as is proper for him. He is the absolute king over all creation. This includes 

power and authority over human kingdoms, rulers, armies, or any other created thing.  

The imagery allows for no other interpretation other than the one sitting on the throne is 

supreme without exception and is due worship from all creation. The chapter reveals God’s 

sovereignty and shalom as it already exists in heaven, and as it must, and will exist upon earth. 

Lamb 

In chapter five, John adds two more important elements to the throne room. The first is 

the infamous scroll which is what Metzger calls “the book of the eternal decrees of God.”32 What 

is important here is how John reacts to the scroll. After the angels asks “who is worthy to open 

the scroll and break its seals,” in verse 2, John weeps bitterly because no one, neither in heaven, 

nor on earth, was found worthy to open the scroll or to look into it (5:3-4). 

 
30 Gorman, Reading Revelation, loc 2562. 
31 Bauckham, The Theology, 33. 
32 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 52. 
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John’s weeping reminds the audience that our sinful state has left us in a place where all 

of creation is tainted by our sin. The vocational covenant from Sinai is still fresh on the mind of 

John’s audience. They are then subjected to a reality; this scroll needs to be opened because they 

have failed as God’s people. They did not keep their end of the bargain as the royal priesthood. 

They have failed at their vocation in the missio dei. They, at some point, shifted their position 

away from God and inward to themselves. They became the bearers of chaos rather than God’s 

shalom. 

John is then comforted by the angel who tells him not to weep. “See, the Lion of the tribe 

of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals” 

(5:5). John juxtaposes what he hears with what he actually sees—a having-been-slaughtered 

(ἐσφαγμένον) lamb. The Greek word ἐσφαγμένον (esphagmenon) is also written in the perfect 

tense indicating that the effects of the action continues into the present. The Lamb that is now 

central to the scene, becomes “a new symbol of conquest by sacrificial death.”33 Its sacrificed 

state becomes the example par excellence of the posture God demands of humanity.  

The focus of chapter five is upon the Lamb’s conquering power through his death. The 

violence inflicted upon the Lamb, who also has supreme power and authority, stresses his 

faithfulness that results in redeeming God’s people.34 The scene continues to point back to the 

work that God has done for his people and that he expects from them as well. Further, the 

Lamb’s victory over death insinuates that when God encounters chaos, God conquers and chaos 

is defeated and transformed into order, into shalom. The imagery may not quite be there by this 

 
33 Gorman, Reading Revelation, loc 2591. 
34 Gorman correctly points out that the imagery of the Lamb and the priestly kingdom “is reminiscent of the 
Passover and Exodus stories, only this time the redeemed people come, not from one nation, but ‘from every tribe 
and language and people and nation’”  The vocation is meant to encapsulate all of humankind. (Reading 
Revelation, loc. 2598. 
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point, but the Genesis 1:1-3 narrative—order/shalom out of chaos in the presence of God—

continues through the presence of the slaughtered Lamb. 

The Lamb takes the scroll, and John describes another act of worship. This time, it is not 

only the four living creatures, the elders, and the angels, but also all of creation that worships 

God and the Lamb. Here is the proper place of God—the throne; here is the proper place of 

humanity—reflecting His image back into creation. The Lamb is clearly divine, and no less so 

than the one sitting upon the throne. The Lamb is the power of God. “Together these images 

constitute the hermeneutical, or interpretive, key to the entire book.”35 “Richard Bauckham 

rightly comments, “When the slaughtered Lamb is seen ‘in the midst of’ the divine throne in 

heaven, the meaning is that Christ’s sacrificial death belongs to the way God rules the world.’”36 

In chapters four and five, John paints imagery that takes the audience back to Sinai to 

remember their covenant with God. They were to be a holy nation, a priestly kingdom; and by 

this, they were to participate with God in bringing order from the chaos. The instruction given to 

the Hebrews would teach them how to posture themselves, in every aspect of their lives, so that 

God would be the center. John paints this image in chapter four, and then in chapter five he adds 

the having-been-slaughtered Lamb as a statement about the nature of God, the cost of sin, and 

the expected posture of the priesthood in order to effectively execute their vocation.  

As judgement is poured out, later in the book, this having-been-slaughtered posture will 

play a key role in how each is judged. The failure to believe, and to be faithful, to this type of 

God is were sin originates. To turn away from this type of God is the turn toward other deities of 

our own making. Gorman reminds us that when the world does this it rejects the divine gift of 

 
35 Gorman, Reading Revelation, loc 2516. 
36 Bauckham, The Theology, 64. 
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God—shalom—and judgement will proceed from the throne.37 The throne room reminds us, as 

Wright succinctly states, “We humans are called to stand at the intersection of heaven and earth, 

holding together in our hearts, our praises, and our urgent intercessions the loving wisdom of the 

creator God and the terrible torments of his battered world.”38  We are to do this, because our 

primary human failing is in our failure to worship the having-been-slaughtered Lamb. 

Horsemen 

As the seven seals are being opened by the Lamb, John reveals judgements that appear to 

take place alongside each one. It is important to note, that the imagery that accompanies the 

opening of the seals, or even the blasting of the trumpets, are not the content of the scroll. 

Bauckham notes appropriately that this is just a literary device.39  

Directly following the throne room imagery, John begins the process of juxtaposing the 

shalom that occurs when creation is in a right relationship with God—that is, proper living 

worship, with what is transpiring on earth. The imagery of catastrophic events, from chapter six 

through twenty, are not cosmic events caused by God, They appear to be judgements that are 

simply taking the form of the “imperial practices themselves, or the consequences of such 

practices.” 40 In contrast to the shalom that comes from a worshipful relationship with God, 

humanity creates chaos by turning from the posture of the having-been-slaughtered-Lamb. The 

four horsemen that parallel the opening of the first four seals may be the most obvious example. 

The first horseman carries a bow and rides a white horse. “A crown was given to him, 

and he came out conquering and to conquer” (Rev. 6:2). Metzger uses the bow and the color of 

the horse to draw the conclusion that it must certainly suggest a successful invasion by the 

 
37 Gorman, Reading Revelation, loc 3381. 
38 Wright, The Day, 80. 
39 Bauckham, The Theology, 80. 
40 Gorman, Reading Revelation, loc 3369. 
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Parthians to the east.41 This is a valid assumption since the notion of invasion from an enemy is 

always on the mind of any empire; and John surely intends the connection. However, John notes 

in verse 2, that this rider came out conquering with the intention to conquer. While the Parthian 

empire may fit the description of the white horse, the actions and intent of the rider also parallel 

Rome. The white horse is not meant to warn the people against a Parthian invasion, it is meant to 

get their attention and to bring light to a reality a belief that drives the Roman empire, and with 

every empire founded by humankind—conquer, or be conquered.  

The white archer is an image of a romanticized need to bring order from chaos. It is given 

a crown, insinuating that it is working for the good of a benefactor. Had this been written in 

medieval England, the rider might have been given the resemblance of Sir Galahad going out to 

bring peace into the kingdom. So many white horses have been sent out in the history of 

humankind as a “necessary”, and even “moral”, method of bringing shalom in the face of chaos. 

In every instance, they stand in opposition to the posture of the having-been-slaughtered Lamb. 

Carol Rotz is exactly right, “The resemblance of the first horseman to Christ shows that the 

worldly power of death in the world is only an imitation or parody of Christ’s true power. The 

horseman kills others; the Lamb shows its power by dying for others.”42  

John next introduces the red horse and its rider. This horse always follows the first. 

Where humankind sends out a white knight with good intentions, humankind gives birth to 

outright war. The horse that was sent to bring peace, is always followed by the horse that takes it. 

The very purpose of the red horse is to take eirēnē (peace)—to destroy the shalom that God 

desires for us. Gorman quotes Eugene Peterson at length, and it is worth doing the same here: 

For a time, writ large in the headlines, war is perceived as an evil, and there are prayers 
for peace. But not for long, for it is quickly glamorized as patriotic or rationalized as just. 

 
41 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 58. 
42 Carol Rotz, Revelation: A Commentary in the Wesleyan Tradition. (Kansas City: Beacon Hill Press, 2012), 111. 
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But war is a red horse, bloody and cruel, making life miserable and horrid. . . .The 
perennial ruse is to glorify war so that we accept it as a proper means of achieving goals. 
But it is evil. It is opposed by Christ. Christ does not sit on the red horse, ever.43   
 

The red horse takes peace and leaves the world subject to the next rider, the one who 

mounts the black horse—famine. The black horse depicts the famine that follows war and brings 

to light, for John’s audience, the practice of caring for the elite over the poor. The production of 

wine and oil, luxuries that were not necessary for life, were to be protected while barley, a basic 

staple, was kept economically out of the reach of the average person. The famine caused by war, 

greed, and apathy, leaves the world further vulnerable to death and plagues, the fourth horseman.  

The final horseman symbolizes the death that comes as a culmination of the other three 

horsemen. As long as humanity engages in acts of chaos for the sake of shalom, they will 

continue to create more chaos and, ultimately, bring death upon themselves and upon the world 

around them. The horsemen must be seen in contrast to the throne room sequence where true 

shalom is found in the worship of the Creator and the Lamb. Rotz’ observation that “opposition 

to holiness and truth brings conflict with others that eventually leads to death” is correct.44   

Judgements 

Jumping to chapter eight we find John further describing the self-inflicted judgments 

upon the earth. In Revelation 8:6—9:21 and 16:1–21 we find further evidence of the chaos that 

humanity has brought upon themselves. In these passages, we also find that that “John has taken 

some of his contemporaries’ worst experiences and worst fears of wars and natural disasters, 

blown them up to apocalyptic proportions, and cast them in biblically allusive terms.”45 Johnson 

reminds us that “These vivid scenes may indeed symbolize punishment on those who oppose 

 
43 Eugene Peterson as quoted by Gorman, Reading Revelation, 3419. 
44 Rotz, Revelation, 114. 
45 Bauckham, The Theology, 20. 
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God and God’s people, but Revelation’s own structure and words indicate that punishment is not 

the primary function of these first two series of judgements.”46  The judgements exist with the 

desire that repentance would come and that humanity would turn from their idolatrous ways back 

into a right relationship with God thus moving toward, and participating in bringing, shalom. 

While John draws on various, ominous images, most notable are those that point the 

audience back to the plagues in Egypt. Plagues such as water being turned to blood (8:8; 11:6; 

16:3-4), frogs (16:13), or locust (9:3), are the result of the hardening, not of Pharaoh’s heart, but 

of the people who are being encouraged to turn to God rather than to the chaos they have brought 

upon themselves. Juxtaposing those who are affected by the plagues, are the ones who have the 

mark of God upon their foreheads (9:4). Their open profession of faith to God places them in a 

right relationship causing them, according to the imagery, to be exempt from the damages caused 

by the chaos. John’s allusions to the Exodus plagues are allusions that lead to Mt. Sinai where 

the people covenanted to obey God and to worship him alone. The act of moving out of that 

proper relationship has placed them in the same position as Pharaoh. 

The New Creation 

In the final chapters of the book, John’s imagery shifts from one of judgement and chaos 

to one of restoration and shalom. In chapter twenty-one, the sea is no longer existent. John’s 

intention is clear, being the symbol of chaos, it has no place in a world of restored shalom. In that 

peace, we find the new city being prepared as bride for her groom. The bridal theme is one of 

relationship where the community of God is positioned as the bride of Christ. Once again, we 

find an allusion to Mt. Sinai: The great wedding between the Hebrews and God is restored. This 

may be the image of relationship par excellence—our place is as the bride of Christ. Finally, the 

 
46 Johnson, Holiness,160-61. 
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presence of God is with his people! In the presence of God, chaos is eradicated and shalom is all 

that is left. There is order, once again, to creation. 

The one seated upon the throne then speaks to John explaining that this new existence, 

perfectly situated in the presence of God, is only for those who “conquer” (νικῶν). The term is 

the same one used to describe the actions of the first horseman. The difference is that the ones 

who will inherit this new life conquered in faithfulness by maintaining a posture of worship to 

God—that is, by being in a right relationship with him. The horseman, and so many others, tried 

to conquer and bring peace outside of that relationship. For them, they will inherit the second 

death, an eternal chaos. The very nature of creation is that is can only exist in shalom so long as 

it is in a right relationship with God.  

In this new world, the people can once again be the kingdom of priests, the holy nation, 

that reflects God’s image back into creation. Wright says that the role given to humanity, at the 

creation, will be returned in a redeemed form.47 Johnson describes the scenario well: 

“There God’s garden creation with only two original inhabitants becomes a bustling city 
bursting with fruitful life with people living in complete harmony with God and each 
other (21:3). Not only is there no sin, suffering, or death, there is no capacity for these 
chaotic evil forces to ever re-emerge (21:1). All this is because the entirety of the 
renewed creation will be soaked with God’s unmediated holy, life-giving presence/glory 
(21:11, 22; 22:3-5; cf. 1 Cor 15:28) making all of it God’s now completed holy 
temple/sanctuary.48 

 

Creation is restored to an ordered state as humanity is properly oriented to worship God 

and reflect His image back into creation.  

CONCLUSION 

 
47 Wright, The Day, 79. 
48 Johnson, Holiness, 5. 
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Through the creation liturgy49 God reveals that chaos, emptiness, and darkness are real, 

yet God is sovereign over all. Its imagery is meant to provide an alternative ground to idolatry in 

times of chaos in the form of faithfulness to God and the faithfulness of God. John’s imagery in 

Revelation attempts to do the same thing. He draws upon the imagery of the Old Testament, and 

articulates the same message found throughout the scriptures: Outside of a proper relationship 

with God chaos will ensue, and only in a proper relationship with God can peace be found. The 

creation liturgy “is the friendly offer of an alternative that permits us to understand who we 

really are, perhaps for the first time.”50 The same can be said of John’s work. The book he 

penned is not a book of impending doom, it is an urgent plea to return to our first love; to return 

to the very place we were created to be, in the presence of God worshipping with our lives.  

  

 
49 This language was borrowed from Brueggemann, Interpretation: Genesis, loc 947. 
50 Brueggemann, Genesis: Interpretation¸ loc 947. 
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