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Scriptural Foundation: Revelation 15:1-8

We have been making our way through this great book that explains God’s plan for the End of the Age, for the culmination of human history. We have been working our way through this period known as the Great Tribulation and now, in Chapters 15 and, specifically, 16, we come to the end of God’s wrath. The wrath of God will be completed, and these two chapters are important for us to consider as we learn much about the character of God and His call upon our own personal lives, living in our day and age.
Seven Angels with Seven Plagues 

1I saw in heaven another great and marvelous sign: seven angels with the seven last plagues—last, because with them God's wrath is completed. 2And I saw what looked like a sea of glass mixed with fire and, standing beside the sea, those who had been victorious over the beast and his image and over the number of his name. They held harps given them by God 3and sang the song of Moses the servant of God and the song of the Lamb: 

   "Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty. 
   Just and true are your ways, King of the ages. 
 4Who will not fear you, O Lord, and bring glory to your name? 
   For you alone are holy.  All nations will come and worship before you, 
   for your righteous acts have been revealed." 

5After this I looked and in heaven the temple, that is, the tabernacle of the Testimony, was opened. 6Out of the temple came the seven angels with the seven plagues. They were dressed in clean, shining linen and wore golden sashes around their chests. 7Then one of the four living creatures gave to the seven angels seven golden bowls filled with the wrath of God, who lives for ever and ever. 8And the temple was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one could enter the temple until the seven plagues of the seven angels were completed.

In arguing for the existence of God, the famous 17th century French philosopher Blaise Pascal proposed a certain wager to atheists. Pascal’s wager contends that it is more reasonable to bet on the existence of God in life, and then find out there is no God in death, than it is to bet on the non-existence of God in life, and to discover that there actually is a God after death. According to Pascal, the Christian who gets to the end of his life only to find out that God does not exist has not lost anything. Yet the atheist who gets to the end of his life only to find out that God does exist has lost everything. In Pascal’s words, “If you gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager then without hesitation that He is.”
I remember reading this argument from Pascal as a young man, and it did not set well with me. I did not think myself clear at the time as to why I thought that this argument was so unsatisfying. As I have grown in my faith, the reason for my discomfort has become clear: this argument contradicts Scripture. While Pascal was well meaning, I believe he was horribly wrong. The Bible argues that the Christian who lives out his or her life fully committed to the Lord Jesus makes a horrible wager if God does not exist.  Paul argues this specifically in I Corinthians 1517-20 (NIV): 

17 And if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. 18 Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. 19 If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men. 20 But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep.
Why are we to be pitied more than all men if God does not exist? Why are we, of all men, most miserable if Jesus is not raised from the dead? Jesus provides the answer to these questions when He says, in Mark 8:35-35 (NIV), 

35 “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. 36 What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul?”
Jesus’ call upon us makes no sense at all if there is nothing for us beyond the grave.  Jesus calls us to lose our lives that we would otherwise invest everything in in this present world when we commit ourselves to following Him. Jesus calls us to deny ourselves, to take up our cross and follow Him. In other words, Jesus tells us plainly that following Him may cost us our lives, our families, our jobs, our comforts and our possessions. But here is His argument: don’t worry for in losing your life you find it!  Such loss is really gain! Jesus promises rich treasure in heaven to those who remain faithful to Him. It is because there is a heaven that Jesus’ call is reasonable and wise.  
In our study previously in Revelation 14, we learned of many who will be martyred during the Tribulation period, that seven-year span of time yet in the future when the Antichrist sets up a one-world government and brings global persecution upon all those who refuse to take his mark and who refuse to bow down to the image of his own person and worship him. God encourages those who willingly suffer and die for the Lord Jesus during that time with these words in Revelation 14:12-13 (NIV), 

12 This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus. 13 Then I heard a voice from heaven say, "Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Yes," says the Spirit, "they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them." 

How could the dead be blessed if there no afterlife, if there is no treasure that is real that God has offered to us? If God does not exist, the martyr’s death will not bring blessing.  There is no rest from their labors, and their deeds will not follow them. They will have given their lives for a lie and an empty ruse.  These believers will be betting their whole existence on the resurrection and will have lost!! But praise God. There is a God, and there is a resurrection. The promises of God are absolutely true, and we can place all of our lives on the condition of the truthfulness, the veracity, and on the faithfulness of God in bringing His promises to fruition.

Do you remember the rich man in Jesus’ parable in Luke 12:16-23 (NIV)? 
16 And he told them this parable: "The ground of a certain rich man produced a good crop. 17 He thought to himself, 'What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.' 
18 "Then he said, 'This is what I'll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19 And I'll say to myself, "You have plenty of good things laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry."'
At this point, if God did not exist then the rich man would have a pretty good plan. If there was nothing for this rich man to experience after he dies, then that was a pretty good plan to tear down the barns and build bigger ones and take life easy. But God does exist and here is what He says to this man’s reasoning:
20 "But God said to him, 'You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?' 21 "This is how it will be with anyone who stores up things for himself but is not rich toward God."  22 Then Jesus said to his disciples: . . .  23 “Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes.”
Today, in Revelation 15, we gain a glimpse into heaven and into the joy of faithful men and women who have suffered and died for their faith in Jesus, and they have suffered and died, not in vain, not with empty longings. We listen to a song that they sing that is worth singing. It is their song, but it is also our song because there is a part when we also join in. We discover that they lived their entire lives looking toward the reward in Jesus, suffering miserably as a result of their faith in the Lord Jesus, but none-the-less, looking toward the reward with great joy. They knew that following Jesus would not make this life easier for them and more prosperous, and there is a form of the Gospel that communicates just that and it is wrong, it is unbiblical, and it is no gospel at all. It is a gospel that says come to Jesus because then your present temporal life will be made fruitful and full of blessings. 

I don’t doubt that God doesn’t bless us temporarily, but the big picture of the Gospel is the reward that God has set before us, because often in this life when a person commits themselves to following the Lord Jesus Christ whole-heartedly, there is not this blessing that flows, but rather there is hardship and suffering, and difficulty. The call of Jesus Christ is to accept God’s sovereign design for us, whatever it might be, if it includes suffering, to accept it as a gift knowing that it is only producing for us a far greater weight of joy that we will enjoy forever and ever and ever. 

In heaven at the end of human history, these who will suffer during the Tribulation are seen singing in triumph because the promises of God are now realized. They will be like Moses who chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time. Moses regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than all of the treasures of Egypt because he was looking ahead to his reward. By faith he left Egypt, not fearing the king’s anger. He persevered because he saw Him who is invisible. He saw the One who rewards those who diligently seek after Him. That makes all the difference.
We are going to look at this song which these martyred saints in the Tribulation sing in heaven, and we discover that it is a song worth singing. There are three reasons why this song is worth singing that I believe are helpful to us in our lives today. The first reason is that this song sustains the saint’s joy. The second reason is that this song rejoices in God’s past workings. Finally, this song gives worship to the God of glory. 

The first reason why this song is so important and why it is worth singing is that sustains the saint’s joy. Look at Verse 1 of Chapter 15 (NIV):

I saw in heaven another great and marvelous sign: seven angels with the seven last plagues--last, because with them God's wrath is completed.
The “plague” that John talks about is not a plague of disease but it is a “blow”, it is a “smithing”, it is a “striking” upon the earth. John sees “another great and marvelous sign”. The word “another” reminds us that two other signs have already been presented to us. In Chapter 12:1, the first sign introduced was the sign of a woman who appeared clothed with the sun and at her feet was the moon. The woman signifies the nation of Israel and God’s special protection upon this nation, God’s plan and design for this nation. In Chapter 12:3, a second sign is introduced: the sign of a fiery red dragon signifying the empire of the Antichrist under Satan’s control. We are introduced to the third sign: seven angels having seven plagues to pour out upon the earth. These three signs all represent three very important elements in the last weeks of the Tribulation:  first, is the divine protection of the nation of Israel, the second sign indicates the workings of Satan through the Antichrist who sets up a one-world government, and the last sign brings in view the final judgments that God pours out upon the earth as mankind continues to rebel against Him. We will study these final judgments more extensively in Chapter 16. In these “plagues” the wrath of God is “completed”. The word “completed” means that God’s wrath is brought to the grand finale; a conclusion and a culmination of God’s righteous response against sin.
These chapters deal with the wrath of God. The subject of God’s wrath is troubling for many. Many consider that wrath is a response that is unworthy of God, yet God is not embarrassed by this attribute that He possesses. He describes this characteristic so often in His book that a casual reading of the Bible would not miss it. The Bible presents God to us as One who acts mightily against sin, who is constantly striking out against the forces that would rebel against Him and that would resist His will and design. God reveals Himself as One who is righteous, just, holy and true; One who cannot and will not let sin go unpunished. Time and time again throughout the book, God expresses wrath and anger upon sin and upon sinners. From Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden to the worldwide flood of Noah’s day to the fire and brimstone raining down upon the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah destroying them utterly and thoroughly. The Bible is replete with evidence of the wrath of God. God is using the Scripture as a warning to man concerning His wrath so that we would flee from His wrath, so that we would prepare ourselves to meet Him, so that we would not treat Him lightly, that we would not mock Him, but rather that we would respond in fear, respect, and awe, and we would receive His gracious invitation for salvation and deliverance. This, also, is present all through the Book. There is this great, merciful invitation of God upon every sinner to receive forgiveness. 

In spite of the thoroughness in which the Bible presents the wrath of God from Genesis through Revelation, this subject is one of immense controversy even within the church, even among those who would say they are born again. We simply do not want to accept what God has communicated about Himself on this matter, but Revelation 15 through 16 confronts us once again on this topic. We are told of seven last plagues which God will bring to mankind and “with them God’s wrath is completed.” Friends, the wrath of God is as much a perfection of God as is His loving kindness, His mercy, His grace and His patience. God would not be God if He were not a God of wrath for that would make Him indifferent to sin, to depravity, to violence, to injustice and to tyranny. God’s wrath is merely God’s eternal displeasure and indignation against evil.  

This is a practical doctrine, and I believe it is very helpful for us to consider often the wrath of God. It is not a doctrine that we should set out in the very far corners of our hearts and minds. While we acknowledge it every so often, it has very little to do with our practical understanding and worship of God. It is helpful for us so that we might learn to hate sin, and particularly to hate our own sin.  I believe one of the reasons why we do not hate our own sin with the vengeance that is called by God to men and women is because we don’t think enough of God’s righteousness and His wrath against sin and of His response. We take it too lightly because other people around us seem to take it lightly and we certainly have grown to take it lightly. It reminds us to hate sin with a vengeance and particularly our own sin so that we might flee from sin and confess it. This doctrine is also practical in that it helps us to be motivated to tell others of the Gospel of Jesus Christ and the hope that He offers them. 

Were we to consider that our friends and our family who are without Christ are without hope, forever and ever without God? How much more motivated would we say, “I just can’t set this aside. I have to bring it to them. I know that they don’t want me to talk to them about it, and I know that it is not for me to barge into a room, but it is for me to knock and say, ‘Would you be willing to talk to me again about the grace of God now? I know you turned me down last month, but this month would you be willing to talk to me? I really want to talk to you about this.’” “No, I don’t want to talk to you!” We continue to pray, and then the next month or however long the Holy Spirit may lead you, you still come back to them. Why? Because the wrath of God reminds us that it is too important. We cannot neglect it, not if we love them. Furthermore, this doctrine is so important because it causes us to worship.  It helps us to hold God with a holy awe, and it helps us to reverence Him. 
Verse 2 (NIV):

2 And I saw what looked like a sea of glass mixed with fire and, standing beside the sea, those who had been victorious over the beast and his image and over the number of his name.
John is looking up into heaven, and he sees a sea of glass mixed with fire. Notice this is not a sea of water that looks like glass, but this is a sea of glass. This is a transparent, sparkling, dazzling, beautiful, crystal platform. John sees through this glass platform and observes the martyred saints who are now in heaven, and they are standing on this platform, or beside the platform depending upon the translation.  He observes the worship of these saints who had been victorious over the Antichrist during the Tribulation, and they are singing in worship to God.  
These saints had been victorious over the beast and over his mark, but not in the way that we humanly would think of victory. We might think that this means that while the Antichrist was hunting them down, seeking to persecute them, to chase after them, to abuse them, and ultimately to put them to death, that these men and women got together, conspired, led a coup against the Antichrist, and successfully toppled him from power. That is what victory means, and that is how we define it. We would be wrong to think that. These saints are not alive on the earth, but they are in heaven. They were hunted down, captured and killed by the Antichrist. These were those mentioned in Chapter 12:11 (NIV), who “did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death.” This prompts the question: if, during the Tribulation period, the Antichrist came to oppose them, and the Antichrist successfully hunted them down and killed them, how then had they been victorious? How do we define victory in the Christian life? They were victorious because they endured and remained faithful to the Lord Jesus. They endured the persecution the Antichrist prosecuted against them. They obeyed the commandments of God. They resisted the temptation to disobey the Lamb during a time when it would have been very easy to disobey the Lamb. They refused to succumb to the fear of the threats that the Antichrist brought against them and thus be unfaithful to their Lord. They were victorious because they received the eternal reward that the Antichrist wanted to rob from them. 
Remember the apostle Paul’s words in I Corinthians 15:19-22 (NIV): 
19 If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men. 20 But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. 21 For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. 22 For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.

If you are in Christ, this is your victory.

These triumphed over the Antichrist by refusing to allow him to steal from them the joy God offered them in the present world; joy that was rooted in their hope, in their eager expectation of what is to come, and they were victorious all the way through the Tribulation because they did not lose their song of joy in God. They did not let bitterness against the Antichrist take away their song. When we are in the midst of struggle in this world, it is easy for us to allow bitterness to come in and to loose our joy and to loose sight of our hope and the preciousness of the promises of God, to become bitter against other people who wage war against us; who hurt us, demean us, who make life hard on us. But they were victorious because they kept their joy in the Lord. Friends, we must keep our eyes upon the promises of God and on the eternal joy that is ours in Christ. We must ask ourselves: “Am I living victoriously?” We measure that not by whether or not we are successfully escaping from the persecution of the antichrists. We measure that on the basis of our faithfulness and our obedience to the Lord Jesus and on the basis of our hope and on the basis of our joy in Him. There will be a day, as it is described for these Tribulation saints, when that hope is realized.  
The last phrase of Verse 2 is particularly encouraging on this note:

They held harps given them by God.
Notice that God provided the harps. They did not have to manufacture them on their own.  In the Bible, harps are instruments that represent joy. Here I believe God is communicating to us that He is the One who supplies us with harps of persevering joy. I believe that these harps in Revelation 15 represent the joy that these saints experience in heaven after the suffering was over, but more than that, I believe that these harps that were given to them by God represent harps that they held onto all through their life, even in the midst of the persecution and suffering that they were enduring. Notice that their song indicates that they worship God not only for the joyful conclusion that God brought to them after death, but they worship God for the way in which God designed for His victory to be won.  Look at Verse 3 (NIV):

…and sang the song of Moses the servant of God and the song of the Lamb: “Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty. Just and true are your ways, King of the ages.”
Think of what they had endured and lived through and how God had them win the prize. It would have been tempting for an unsanctified saint to look back and say, “Well, God, it is nice to be here now, but I wish you would have had a different design for me back then. I am still a little upset by that.” That is not what they are doing. They are fully sanctified at this point, and they are saying, “Just and true are your ways, O Lord.” It is not that they gloried in the pain and suffering, but they gloried in the sovereign of God for them and that they now have come to understand as an amazing act of grace and an amazing display of His glory. They were not singing about some of the deeds of God, but all the deeds of God, even His design for their suffering. They rejoiced not only in some of the ways of God, but they rejoiced in all His ways even when His ways were not their ways.  They knew that God’s thoughts were higher than their thoughts, and His ways were higher than their ways . . . and they rejoiced in that truth!!

This attitude of joy in God sustained them while they were living through their days of persecution, and this attitude is also fully expressed when the promise was ultimately received. It is the attitude that sustained the apostles, and that is why I believe this attitude was a part of their life so strongly because they talked about the ways of God, the way that God had given them harps, but it is also what God calls His saints to do in faithfulness to Him all through the ages. Certainly we see that in the apostles.   
Remember that the Apostle James who would be martyred wrote in his epistle, James 1:2-4 (NIV):

2 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, 3 because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. 4 Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.

Peter who also suffered much for Jesus also joins in this chorus in I Peter 1:6-7 (NIV):

6 In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. 7 These have come so that your faith--of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire--may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.

And of course, we cannot forget the apostle Paul, when he wrote in Romans 5:3-5 (NIV):

3 Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, hope. 5 And hope does not disappoint us, 
In Philippians 2:17 and 18 (NIV), Paul says:

17 But even if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice…I am glad and rejoice with all of you. 18 So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.

At the end of that letter he says in Verse 4:4 (NIV):

4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice!
Friends, joy in God is an essential resource to help us endure hardship, to be faithful to the Lord Jesus, to persevere in the faith, and to obey in the face of strong temptation. It is not compulsion, and it is not that Law that causes us to obey God.  It is joy and the recognition that God has life set before us, and it is real life, it is a lasting life, it is a satisfying life that God has wrapped up in that life. He is the very center of that life. Here God gives these saints a harp and a song. Joy in God is not a fruit that we can manufacture. We can’t say, “I want joy in God so I am going to make myself be joyful.” Joy is the fruit of God’s Spirit as He controls our life and as we submit to Him. It is also true that no one can steal this joy in God from us. We can forfeit this joy to a circumstance or to a person, but no one can steal it from us because it is a gift from God and they are ours by our inheritance with Jesus Christ. If these saints can come through the Great Tribulation and still sing, surely God will give us grace to keep our song of joy in our trials as well.  
Jesus is our example in holding on to this joy in the midst of persecution and temptation. Hebrews 12:2-3 (NIV) says so:  

2 Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.

This past week we lost one of our precious sisters in the faith. We did not know her in this world, but we will meet her in the next. Her joy in the Lord is now complete. Her name is Ri Hyon Ok. She was only 33 years old when her government of North Korea publicly executed her last month on June 16th for distributing the Bible, which is banned in the communist nation.  Ri's parents, husband and three children were sent to a political prison camp in the northeastern city of Hoeryong the following day. Why would Ri dare to distribute Bible’s when she knew it was illegal? It was for the same reason these saints in Revelation 15 refused to take the mark of the Antichrist or to bow down to his statue – it was for the joy that was set before her. She endured the cross. She endured the suffering. She said that it is worth it to live for Jesus, “even if I loose my life over it.”
Reason number two is: this song is worth singing because this song rejoices in God’s past workings. We read in Verse 3, again,
3 …”Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty. Just and true are your ways, King of the ages.” 

The song is called specifically at the beginning of Verse 3, “the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb." It seems to be a combination of two songs. The song of Moses is presented in Exodus 15 and is the song that the Israelites sang following their liberation from Egypt. These two songs, while they different, are very similar in a number of ways and their similarities inform us much about worship. I want to make two observations as to how these two songs are similar. 

The first has to do with this point: the songs they were singing were songs that rejoice in the workings of God, particularly in His deliverance from sin and evil. The first observation that I make about the similarity of these two songs is that they both exult in God’s past workings. Specifically they celebrate God’s act of delivering of His own from evil. The song of Moses looked back to the God’s salvation that came to them through the blood of the Lamb that was painted on the doorposts of their homes. Any house not marked by this blood was judged by the angel of death as he passed over their home.  They were liberated from the tyranny of enslavement in Egypt, and God won their freedom for them.  They celebrated that. The song of Moses celebrates Pharaoh’s defeat, and it celebrates God’s victory. 
In Revelation, the song of the Lamb looks back at God’s deliverance but this deliverance comes through the blood of Jesus shed upon the cross. These saints celebrated being liberated from the tyranny of enslavement to sin and to Satan’s power. They celebrate the freedom that is theirs in Jesus Christ. Great worship songs make much of the majesty of the Lamb and of His sacrifice in delivering us. Great worship songs make much of God conquering sin, of God defeating evil, and of God defeating Satan and delivering us from judgment. We focus on the great acts of God.

The second observation is that this song gives worship to the God of glory. Look at Verse 4 (NIV): 

4 “Who will not fear you, O Lord, and bring glory to your name? For you alone are holy. All nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed.”
The first characteristic that marks both songs is that they both exult in God’s working on behalf of man to bring redemption. The second characteristic is that they both rejoice in God’s person: in His attributes and who He is. They both are very God-centered songs. Exodus 15 talks about the Lord being strong, the Lord being mighty, the Lord being a warrior, giving praise to the Lord’s name, and constantly talking about what the Lord has done and who the Lord is.
Notice that the song of the Lamb also carries the same focus on God and His glory as we read it again carefully. Pay special attention to the pronouns that are used.
"Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty. Just and true are your ways, King of the ages. 4 Who will not fear you, O Lord, and bring glory to your name? For you alone are holy. All nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed."

It is all about God. These songs don’t say, “O Lord, we have been so faithful to you when times got tough.” That wasn’t their story. It was all about God, and here is the practical point: great worship songs center on God’s glory and His greatness. Judge not worship hymns and songs by the melody but by the lyrics. Measure the lyrics by how much they talk about God. Great worship songs should teach us, should remind us, should instruct us, and should thrill us in the person of God. 
The apostle Paul said in I Corinthians 15:19 (NAS):

 If we have hoped in Christ in this life only, we are of all men most to be pitied.
Here are a couple of questions to ask: first, do you believe in Jesus’ promises? If you say, “I really don’t believe that Jesus rose from the dead. I don’t believe that God exists,” I would urge you that this is a matter of eternal life, and it is worth study and consideration because it will matter for all of eternity for you. The invitation is open to you that the Gospel brings: believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be delivered, rescued from the judgment of your own sin, rescued from any punishment that God may lay against your life. Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ, and you will be saved. 

Christian, here is a thought as well, and it is a convicting and disturbing thought, even as I think about my own life, am I living my life with such a commitment to Jesus Christ that if His promises are not true, I would say with the apostle Paul, “I am most to be pitied because I am giving up everything and I am taking all of my life and banking everything that the promise of Jesus is true.”

I fear that many times in our culture we have a “best life now gospel” where Pascal’s wager is true. We can have a great time in this life and not yield up too much to God, still go about our own way, not loose to much, and we find out at the end of our life that it wasn’t true, we haven’t lost anything. That is not biblical Christianity. That is not what it means to follow Jesus. What it means to follow Jesus is to “take up your cross and follow Me and you will never, ever regret it.” 
Do you believe this?
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