
Phil Smith

I teach philosophy at George Fox University in Newberg, Oregon. I have 
two adult sons and four grandchildren. Occasionally I lead study tours 
with college students. Here is a recent photo taken during a trip to 
Europe.
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Sunday
March 11 Readers and Listeners

BIBLE READING: Revelation 1:1–3

As a Bible reader, one of my pet peeves is “Revelations”—that 
is, when people use a plural word to refer to what the prophet 
John clearly called “the revelation from Jesus Christ.” The book 
does contain multiple pictures and symbolic representations 
of Jesus, along with tantalizing images: dragons, beasts, proph-
ets, angels, demons, and many others. Bible scholars debate the 
meaning of some of these symbols, but many are pretty clear. 
From the start we should remind ourselves that the book is 
about Jesus, and its mysterious images circle around its central 
figure. In the next two weeks I invite you to join me in looking 
at a few of the clearer lessons to be learned from the Revelation.

John pronounces a blessing on “the one who reads” and 
“those who hear” the words of his prophecy. It helps to remem-
ber that in the first century, perhaps one in eight people could 
read. John clearly had in mind church meetings in which one 
person read and others listened.

Many lone Bible readers have hatched inventive interpre-
tations of the Revelation, often claiming that John’s words pre-
dicted the events of their time—in the eleventh, seventeenth, 
or twentieth centuries! I have no doubt that John’s prophecy 
is applicable to Christians in every century, but we must re-
member that it was written to Christians of his time, most of 
whom were listeners and not readers. Let us remember our first 
century sisters and brothers as we strive to “take to heart” the 
message of Jesus to us.

SONG: Break Thou the Bread of Life
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Eternal God, by your grace 

reveal Jesus to us, your listeners.

—Phil Smith
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Monday
March 12 A First Vision of Jesus

BIBLE READING: Revelation 1:9–18

John titled his prophecy a “revelation from Jesus Christ” in 
verse 1. In today’s passage, he describes the one who com-
manded him to write. It’s fun to list the various names and de-
scriptions John gives for Christ:

• John is in prison because of the testimony of Jesus.

• The vision comes to him on the Lord’s Day (i.e., Sunday—
see Acts 20:7).

• He sees someone like a son of man. (The gospels make it 
clear that this phrase was Jesus’ favorite self-description.)

• The man wears a long robe and a golden sash (a high 
priest’s clothes).

• The man says, “I am the first and the last.”

• Then: “I am the Living One… I am alive for ever and ever!”

• And: “I hold the keys of death and Hades.”
It’s a vision of Jesus, but not as John knew him before the 

resurrection. This Jesus has blazing eyes, a face as bright as the 
sun, hair as white as snow, a voice like the sound of a waterfall, 
stars in his hand, and a sword coming from his mouth. The 
picture is symbolic. We are not to wonder how Jesus speaks 
with a sword in his mouth; most likely, his words are the sword 
from his mouth. The stars in Jesus’ hand are not astronomical 
objects, but “angels of the seven churches.”

The vision and the names all point to Jesus. This is the 
one who commanded John and who speaks to the churches 
through him.

SONG: Victory Chant
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, you are the Living 

One. Live in me.

—Phil Smith
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Tuesday
March 13 Be Faithful

BIBLE READING: Revelation 2:8–11

Jesus gave John particular messages for seven churches in cities 
located in what is now Turkey. Of course, once John’s book was 
copied and sent to the churches, listeners in each church could 
“eavesdrop” on Jesus’ words to the other churches as well as 
their own. In a sense, we who read the Revelation today are 
doing the same. We can hear Jesus’ message to us through the 
words he sent to the churches.

Today’s passage to the church in Smyrna is the shortest of 
the seven letters. It’s a message to a church that is facing hard 
times. The church is struggling (they have afflictions, v. 9), and 
they think they are poor. Quite likely, they didn’t have much 
money, although Jesus reminds them that they are rich. (He 
leaves it for them to figure out in what way they are rich.) The 
church faces external opposition, people from a “synagogue 
of Satan” who are spreading lies about the church. Jesus tells 
them straightforwardly that persecution will continue, some 
will be imprisoned, and some may be killed.

Having acknowledged all this, Jesus tells these Christians: 
“Be faithful.”

For some early Christians the test was straightforward: 
Will you say Caesar is Lord, or Jesus is Lord? Many times over 
the centuries, the test has been subtler—a test of actions rather 
than explicit confession (as we will see tomorrow). Either way, 
Jesus’ message to the Smyrnans is also his message to us: In the 
hard times, be faithful.

SONG: Jesus Calls Us
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help me to tell the truth, 

that when the test comes I will confess you as Lord over all.

—Phil Smith
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Wednesday
March 14 Repent

BIBLE READING: Revelation 2:12–17

Jesus told the Christians in Smyrna to be faithful when hard 
times come. The Christians in Pergamum could be forgiven for 
thinking, “We know all about that.”

Satan “lives” in Pergamum. The Christians there have 
been put to the test, and they passed. In spite of persecution, 
the believers remained true to Jesus’ name. One of them, a man 
named Antipas, was martyred. But…

Do you remember the story of Balaam? Balak, a ruler, 
hired Balaam, the prophet, to curse the Israelites. Apparently, 
Balaam was a true enough prophet that his “curses” were actu-
ally blessings (Numbers 22–24). Balaam then earned his wages 
by arranging sexual liaisons between the Israelites and women 
of Midian, thus bringing God’s wrath on Israel (Numbers 25, 
31). A strange story, indeed! But Jesus sees it playing out in 
Pergamum. Some of the Christians in Pergamum compromise 
their words by their actions. They accept the doctrine of the 
“Nicolaitans,” who say that spiritual liberty in Christ gives li-
cense for worldly living. They cozy up to idol worship. They 
commit sexual immorality.

Lest we judge the Pergamum Christians harshly, we 
should carefully examine our own lives. In what ways do we 
compromise with worldly living? At least some idols of twenty- 
first-century America are obvious. People worship violence, 
luxury, sexual promiscuity, individual expressivism, and na-
tional pride. (I’m just judging by advertisements on television. 
There are probably other idols just as bad.)

To those in Pergamum, and to us, Jesus says: Repent!

SONG: Search Me, O God
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I want to grow into the 

virtues of Christ. Show me where I need to repent.

—Phil Smith
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Thursday
March 15 An Open Door

BIBLE READING: Revelation 3:7–13

Jesus says to the church in Philadelphia: “I know that you 
have little strength.” Sometimes we feel like we belong to that 
church. We look around the meetinghouse, and what do we 
see? A few gray heads who have attended for decades, an over-
worked mom, some bored-looking teens, a homeless person 
who wandered in this Sunday, a blended family with young 
kids from past marriages on both sides—altogether, it’s a very 
ordinary collection of people.

The church in Philadelphia faced external threats from the 
“synagogue of Satan.” We don’t know for sure who they were, 
but apparently these outsiders spread lies about the church. 
Two thousand years later, we again feel a commonality with the 
Philadelphia church. There are voices in our culture who put 
down Christian faith and point with delight at Christians who 
fail to live up to their confession.

Like the church in Philadelphia, we may feel threat-
ened, and truth be told, we don’t have much strength. But the 
Revelation is not about us. It’s about Jesus. Jesus told the weak 
church in Philadelphia: “I have placed before you an open door 
that no one can shut.”

Christian worship and witness in the twenty-first century, 
as in the first, depend on the power of Jesus, who really did 
conquer the world by his cross and resurrection. When Jesus 
opens a door, we can go through with confidence. In the end, 
Jesus told the Philadelphians, the scoffers and accusers would 
acknowledge that Jesus loved the Philadelphians.

Jesus loves your church too.

SONG: You Make Beautiful Things

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, this church is your 
church. Help us to see and enter open doors.

—Phil Smith
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 4:1–11

After Jesus’ messages to seven churches, the Revelation takes 
the reader and listeners through a door into heaven. Whatever 
the particular challenges faced by the churches, the Christians 
in each church needed to know that there was another side to 
things.

At this point John’s vision takes us from the familiar world 
of families, commerce, governments (more on them later), and 
churches to an unseen world of angels, mysterious living crea-
tures, “elders” (some of God’s people who have died), and God 
on a majestic throne. Theologians and philosophers use words 
like immanent and temporal to describe the familiar world; for 
heaven they use words like transcendent and eternal. We can’t 
escape such language. The Revelation forces us to think outside 
our usual boxes.

While we live our ordinary lives (feeding children, 
working at jobs, paying taxes, teaching Sunday school) wor-
ship goes on continuously in heaven. These two worlds, earth 
and heaven, are intimately connected. Notice verse 11: “You 
are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and 
power, for you created all things, and by your will they were 
created and have their being.” The verb tenses are important, 
because the things God created still depend on God for their 
being.

Theologians point to this reality when they say God is 
the “ground” of all being. God exists eternally and necessarily; 
everything else exists temporally and contingently.

That includes you and me. We are, because he is.

SONG: All Creatures of Our God and King
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy are you, Lord. I praise you 

with all my heart

—Phil Smith

Creator and Ground of Being
Friday
March 16
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 5:1–7

At the end of C. S. Lewis’s The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, 
Lucy and Edmund and their cousin Eustace meet a snowy white 
lamb in a grassy space at the eastern edge of the sea. The lamb 
serves them a breakfast of broiled fish (which is delicious); 
then, before their eyes, he turns into Aslan, the great Lion of 
Narnia. Aslan tells Lucy and Edmund that they will not return 
to Narnia (though by silence he indicates that perhaps Eustace 
will). Lucy and Edmund are dismayed. It’s not Narnia they will 
miss, Lucy exclaims, but Aslan himself. Aslan reassures the 
children they might meet him in their own world, though he 
goes by another name there.

Lewis’s children’s story is a jazz riff based on the 
Revelation melody. In heaven, one of the elders tells John: “The 
Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He 
is able to open the scroll.”

“Lion…David…triumph….” What should come next? 
How does our world of popular entertainment depict its he-
roes? Think of movies like Taken that so effectively preach the 
gospel of redemptive violence (whatever your problem, find 
the enemy and kill him/her/it).

No! The Lion of heaven is a Lamb, looking as if it had 
been slain. This is “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of 
the world” (John 1:29). This is the one who told his disciples: 
“Take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

SONG: Revelation Song
PRAYER SUGGESTION: By your death and resurrection, 

Lord, you have triumphed over the world. And you have won 
my heart.

—Phil Smith

The Lion of Heaven
Saturday
March 17



“While we live our 
ordinary lives (feeding 

children, working at jobs, 
paying taxes, teaching 

Sunday school) worship 
goes on continuously in 

heaven. These two worlds, 
earth and heaven, are 
intimately connected.”

—Phil Smith, 
Fruit of the Vine, March 16, 2018
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 5:7–14

In John’s vision, when the Lamb receives the sealed scroll, 
heaven hears a new song. The living creatures, the elders, the 
angels, and every created being join in praise to the Lamb.

Why? Why is the Lamb “worthy to take the scroll” (v. 9)? 
Why is the Lamb “worthy...to receive power and wealth and 
wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise” (v. 12)? 
In a word: redemption. With his blood, the Lamb “purchased” 
people for God from every nation.

[Side note for theology students: there is sufficient New 
Testament foundation for at least five different atonement 
theories. The ransom theory, witnessed in today’s reading, 
dominated Christian preaching in early centuries. Satisfaction, 
Christ as victor, legal substitution, and peacemaking theories of 
atonement all reflect scriptural teaching, as well.]

 Remember that the Revelation was to be read in public 
meetings. Surely listeners understood that the new song spoke 
about them. “You have made them to be a kingdom and priests 
to serve our God” (v. 10). What is this great thing the Lamb has 
done? He has purchased us and made us into a kingdom and 
priests to serve God.

Look around the meetinghouse. You see ordinary people, 
replete with strengths and weaknesses, failures and successes. 
Humanly speaking, we aren’t much to speak of. But from heav-
en’s viewpoint, we are the people and priests of God. In and 
through us Jesus has made and is making the kingdom.

SONG: I Will Sing of My Redeemer
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy Spirit, help us be the 

church Jesus died to create.
—Phil Smith

  
A Kingdom and Priests

Sunday
March 18
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 6:1–8

In 1924, sportswriter Grantland Rice dubbed the Notre Dame 
backfield, “the four horsemen of Notre Dame.” In three years 
they lost only two games with Harry Stuhldreher, Don Miller, 
Jim Crowley, and Elmer Layden carrying the ball. Grantland 
Rice knew his readers would understand his metaphor because 
of Rudolf Valentino’s 1921 movie, The Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse. (Yes, I looked this up on Wikipedia.)

In sport, film, and many other ways, our culture uses 
ideas and images from the Bible. The four horsemen is one 
such image. Sadly, the sequence of riders is easily understood: 
First, the white horse: a conqueror—Caesar, Pizarro, Napoleon, 
Hitler, etc. Second, a red horse: war—the “Great War,” the Civil 
War, the people’s revolution, the “patriotic war,” etc. Third, 
the black horse: famine and hunger—under siege and block-
ade, children and old people are at the back of the bread line. 
Fourth, the pale horse: death—historically, plague and starva-
tion kill more people than swords or guns. In the future though, 
with super weapons, who knows?

First- and twenty-first-century listeners alike are familiar 
with this story. Some interpreters say there’s nothing new 
here; the Revelation only tells us what we already know. Other 
interpreters say no; when the Lamb opens the seals on God’s 
scroll, the conqueror/war/famine/death released will be worse 
than any we have known. 

I suggest the important thing about this too-familiar story 
is that it will end. The Revelation’s seals are followed by trum-
pets (8:6), bowls of wrath (16:1), and final judgment (20:11). 
The Lamb’s war will put an end to war.

SONG: The King Is Coming
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Spirit of God, teach me 

faithfulness to Jesus the Lamb.
—Phil Smith

A Too-Familiar Story
Monday
March 19
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 7:9–17

The first horseman of the apocalypse, who rides a white horse, 
is a conqueror. The world knows him well: Genghis Khan, 
Ch’in Shih, Alexander, Ashoka, and many others. Often, like 
Alexander and Ashoka, his followers call him “the Great.” Just 
as often, as with the Great Khan, the conqueror’s name becomes 
a watchword of terror and genocide for generations.

Look back to chapters 2 and 3 in the Revelation. To each 
church Jesus says, “To the one who overcomes.” Those who 
read and listen to the Revelation know they are in a battle. Now 
we see the victors, a “great multitude that no one could count.”

They come from every nation, tribe, people, and language. 
The old divisions of earth—status of class, education, power, 
race—none of that matters to them. These are Jesus’ people, full 
of praise to the Lamb.

How did they win? “These are they who have come out 
of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb” (v. 14). We presume that 
some, like Antipas in Pergamum (2:13) and the saints of the 
fifth seal (6:9), were martyred. They all endured persecution of 
one sort or another.

The contrast with the world’s conquerors could not be 
starker. The Lamb’s winners win by faithfulness in suffering. 
Socrates, a philosopher, said it is better to suffer evil than to do 
evil. Jesus, the Lamb of God, shows us how to suffer and win.

SONG: God keep our eyes fixed on Jesus our Lord and 
Savior. God keep our eyes fixed on Jesus our Savior—always.

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lamb of God, be my shepherd. 
Lead me to springs of living water.

—Phil Smith

The Winners
Tuesday
March 20
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 12:1–12

Four chapters of the Revelation (8–11) tell of seven trumpets 
sounded by angels, each trumpet announcing another scene of 
the last days. Bible readers have interpreted the symbolism of 
the trumpets in different ways over the centuries. What is clear 
is that the trumpet scenes come to culmination in 11:15: “The 
kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and 
of his Messiah, and he will reign for ever and ever.”

In today’s reading, the Revelation takes a step back from 
the trumpet scenes to put the events of the last days into per-
spective. The battles of the last days are only the latest episode 
in a cosmic struggle.

A woman gives birth to a son, Jesus, who “will rule all 
the nations with an iron scepter.” An enemy, a dragon—“that 
ancient serpent called the devil, or Satan, who leads the 
whole world astray”—would like to destroy Jesus. But Jesus is 
“snatched up to God and to his throne.”

Behind the Roman persecution of the first century is a 
greater, spiritual war. Cast out of heaven, Satan tries to destroy 
the woman and her son. But Jesus ascends to heaven and the 
woman escapes to the “desert” (v. 6) for the duration of the war.

The woman represents not just Mary, but Mary’s peo-
ple—Israel, from whom came Messiah Jesus. The woman is 
also Mary’s people, the church, who overcome by the blood of 
the Lamb (v. 11).

SONG: Follow, I Will Follow Thee
PRAYER SUGGESTION: My life story is a small chapter 

in your story, Lord Jesus. Help me to live up to my confession.

—Phil Smith

  
War Behind the Scenes

Wednesday
March 21
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 13:1–10

A central figure in the war between the dragon (Satan) and 
the Lamb is the beast that arises out of the sea. Apparently the 
dragon summons the beast from the depths; the dragon gives 
authority to the beast (v. 4). Clues later in the Revelation con-
nect the beast (also Babylon) with the Roman Empire (chapter 
17), but many Bible scholars suggest that the beast symbolizes 
not just Rome in the late first century, but any world power that 
opposes Jesus.

The beast utters blasphemies (v. 5). The beast has military 
power and uses it to persecute the saints (v. 7). Later, we read 
that the beast has economic power (vv. 16–17), so that people 
cannot buy or sell if they do not submit to the beast.

Chapter 17 adds more. The beast lives in luxury (17:3–4). 
The beast is a world empire (17:15). The beast makes war on 
the Lamb (17:14). The beast is ruled by “Babylon the Great,” 
which is both a city and a prostitute (17:5).

The beast will enjoy great success: “All inhabitants of the 
earth will worship the beast” (13:8)—all, except those loyal to 
Jesus.

The apostle Paul tells us (Romans 13:1–7) to submit to 
earthly governments, and Peter agrees (1 Peter 2:13). We are 
to pray for governmental officials. But the Revelation shows 
us that government sometimes becomes the beast when it de-
mands ultimate devotion. “This calls for patient endurance and 
faithfulness on the part of God’s people” (13:10).

SONG: Once to Every Man and Nation
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord Jesus, I would be loyal to 

you before any state or power. Oh, help me to keep my pledge!

—Phil Smith

The Beast
Thursday
March 22
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 18:1–10

It is a story as old as human politics. Kingdoms crush each other 
until some king establishes an empire. There is no one left to 
conquer. The ruler and his acolytes boast: “I sit enthroned as 
queen. I am not a widow; I will never mourn.”

Remember Belshazzar (Daniel 5). He has inherited the 
throne of the Babylonian empire; he is absolutely secure in his 
power. To spice up a party, he brings in the temple dishes from 
Jerusalem so his guests can drink from them (and symbolize his 
gods’ power over the gods of other nations). Daniel interprets 
handwriting on the wall: disaster will befall Belshazzar before 
the night is over. Belshazzar is so drunk that he rewards Daniel 
for this prediction! And the Persians conquer Babylon.

The fall of ancient Babylon is a prototype of the fall of 
“Babylon the Great.” In the first century the new Babylon 
was Rome. In later times Babylon could be Moscow, Berlin, 
Pyongyang, Washington—any world power that exalts itself 
against God, demanding ultimate allegiance and persecuting 
Jesus’ people. Time and again rulers convince themselves: “I sit 
enthroned as queen.…I will never mourn.” They should read 
some history.

No matter how powerful or rich the empire has become, 
the Revelation says it will be crushed. “You mighty city of 
Babylon! In one hour your doom has come!” (v. 10).

There is no resurrection for an empire. It just gets re-
placed by the next one. We who follow Jesus will praise him 
long after Babylon is dust.

SONG: For All the Saints
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Holy God, thank you for the 

kingdom of God. You have given me an eternal citizenship.

—Phil Smith

Babylon Falls
Friday
March 23
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BIBLE READING: Revelation 21:1–8

How should we envision heaven? The Revelation combines im-
ages from the garden, the city, and the temple. Of course, there 
is not a particular spot marked as temple in the city, since the 
Lord God and the Lamb are the temple (21:22). How do garden, 
city, and temple fit together?

The heart of Christian hope is resurrection. Paul makes 
that clear in 1 Corinthians 15. So we will have bodies, but Paul 
calls them spiritual bodies—what does that mean? Will we run 
races, write stories, or play music?

A new earth—that sounds wonderful, especially to those 
who love the creation and lament the various ways we have 
despoiled the earth. Chapter 22 speaks of fruit trees and water 
and light. If heaven is garden-like, will there be gardening?

A holy city—shining with light, full of beautiful things. 
Could the artists among us make more beautiful things so that 
heaven will be constantly getting better? There are mysteries in 
infinity, as the mathematicians tell us. Heaven can be perfect 
and still get better. God is infinite, so we can literally spend 
eternity getting to know him better.

There will be no tears. There will be no death. Most im-
portantly, the Lamb will live among us.

Truth be told, we don’t have answers to lots of questions 
about heaven. Scripture gives us images to encourage and in-
spire us.

Meanwhile, though I don’t suppose there will be weeds 
in heaven, I need to be about today’s tasks.

SONG: Morning Has Broken
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Heavenly Father, thank you for 

the promise of a new heaven and earth. My hope is in you, 
nothing else.

—Phil Smith

  
A New Heaven and Earth

Saturday
March 24


