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THE PROPHET OP PATMOS

"Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth."
—Revelation 21:1

When we think of the persecution of Christians in the first
century of our era, most of us probably think of the Emperor Nero playing
on his fiddle while Rome burned—having, according to some, set the fire
himself—and blaming the conflagration on the followers of Jesus.

Nero's persecution of the Christians was, however, sporadic. A
dozen years after his time, under the Emperor Domition, much more
widespread persecutions were instituted.

At first the Romans did not persecute the Christians because they
were not distinguished from the Jews, and the Jewish people, with their
unflinching monotheism, had been able to obtain an exemption from
sacrificing to the Emperor. Instead they sacrificed and prayed for the
Emperor. But then the Jews expelled the Christians from the synagogues
and the latter found themselves in the position of practicing an illegal
religion. Under those circumstances they ran into serious trouble.

The largest cities in Asia Minor competed with each other for
favors from Rome. The means of doing so was to build a temple for the
worship of the Emperor. Any Christian who did not support or partici
pate in such a project was in for a bad time.

The Book of Revelation, the concluding book of the New Testament,
is a product of this intense struggle against pagan morality and Emperor
worship. Although the author's name was John, he makes no claim to have
been an apostle and most authorities believe he was not. He was,
however, well-informed concerning the Christian churches in Asia Minor,
and because of his opposition to Emperor worship and the debased
morality of his time, he was, as were many others, exiled to a small
island named Patmos where he was forced to quarry stone. If he did not
write the Book of Revelation while he was on the island, he no doubt
wrote it soon afterward.

II

We are not speaking this morning about fiction but about history.
John was writing history using symbolic language to describe the con
ditions of his day and forecasting what the consequences would be.
But the consequences were to be almost immediate, not at some far-
distant date. Those who insist on using the book as a prophecy for a
future a thousand or two thousand years away, do the book a serious
disservice. At the very outset John states that this revelation was
given to show... what must shortly happen," and proclaims, "... the
hour of fulfillment is near." Because events did not turn out as John
expected them to is a poor excuse to project the prophesied consequences
into a time 2000 years more distant.








