
Revelation: Strength for Today; Bright Hope for Tomorrow 

   To Whom Do You Belong 

 

We are in the midst of our worship series in Revelation: Strength for Today; Bright Hope for 

Tomorrow. Revelation is a book that was written to give strength, hope, and encouragement to 

churches in the first century that were going through great difficulty. Through the centuries it has 

been the go-to-book for people who are going through severe persecution, great upheaval, and 

tremendous difficulty. In the United States, Christians seem to approach this book in one of two 

ways. They either go through the details with a fine tooth comb to try to predict when Jesus will 

return, or they mostly leave it alone entirely. People who are comfortable in their lives, generally 

are not drawn to this book in the way that it speaks to people under great distress. With world-

wide pandemic through COIVD-19 and social upheaval as our country resumes its struggle with 

racism and civil rights, it is a perfect time to delve into the power and hope that Revelation has 

for God's people.  

  

We have learned that the Greek word for the title of this book comes from the word apocalypse, 

which does not mean "the end of the world" or even "the end of the world as we know it." Our 

modern understanding of that word comes from the portrayal of this book rather than from the 

description that this title is intended to communicate. In Greek apocalypse means unveiling, 

pulling back the curtain, or revealing, which is where we get the title that is used in most of our 

English Bible translations, Revelation. 

  

A lot has already been revealed to us. This book is addressed to seven churches in the region of 

what is modern day Turkey. While those churches are named, it would have circulated to all of 

the churches in the region. Moreover, by specifically recognizing seven churches, the author, 

John, is letting the reader know that its overall message is for all churches. In Hebrew thought, 

the number seven indicates completeness or the full amount. We have already encountered that 

number several times, and we will encounter it more.  

  

In this book Jesus has specific messages to the seven churches. Whether they are currently 

suffering or not, they are all encouraged to hold on and be faithful. Things may get more 

difficult, especially if they are faithful, but Jesus will be with them, and they will receive their 

reward. Then Jesus invites John behind the curtain to see the forces at work on the side of the 

churches.  

  

There we see the Divine Throne Room with all the resources that God has at God's disposal. God 

is ready to put his Divine Rescue Plan, the Scroll, for the whole Creation into motion. No one 

good enough can be found until … until the Slain Lamb steps forward. The Lamb begins to open 

the Scroll. This brings warnings and judgments like the plagues in Egypt, three sets of seven. 



Rather than encouraging the people to repent and turn towards God, they harden their hearts and 

curse God … just like Pharaoh in Egypt. 

  

What causes repentance in some is something completely different. The people of every nation 

of the so called Army of the Lamb do what the Lamb did … tell of God's justice and mercy 

before the nations. They conquer through the sacrifice of themselves. In the end it is God's 

mercy that brings repentance and change of heart. That brings us through chapter 16. 

  

Today, we're circling back to chapter 12 and 13. Here John the Revelator shares seven signs or 

symbols. There are a lot of evocative images that have made their way into popular culture and 

caused a lot of fear and confusion. This was not John's aim. He and his original audience knew 

exactly who these symbols represented. He wanted to relieve his audience of fear and confusion, 

and so we are going to look at these in greater depth. 

  

Chapter 12 is the middle of this book of 22 chapters. It begins a new section of the book and 

introduces the symbols or characters that John will use through chapter 20. We will have the 

dragon, the beast of the sea, the beast of the land, the mark of the beast, and Babylon.  

  

So far, the curtain has been pulled back to allow John, and thereby us, to see into heaven and 

God's court as it is now. The focus is the heavenly perspective on the Church and the world.  

Beginning in chapter 12, the curtain behind the curtain is opened to reveal the deeper spiritual 

background of what is going on that affects our everyday lives here on earth. As we look at these 

characters, remember that they are pictures of symbols. They can be frightful, but they are 

intended to explain the terrible things that go on in the world. 

  

Since we are looking at things in a new dimension, a spiritual dimension or spiritual realm, we 

are also chronologically going back to the time of Jesus' first arrival or advent. We begin with a 

woman and the birth of her child. The child is Jesus, but the woman is an archetype, a 

representative, of a reoccurring theme in the Bible. She is Eve, the mother of everything living. 

She is the nation of Israel. She is the Church. In other words, she represents the followers of 

God.  

  

The woman and her child are attacked by a vile and powerful dragon, Satan, the Accuser. This is 

another archetype.  It starts with the serpent in the garden and represents all anti-God forces we 

encounter in the Bible. They all come from the same source. Here, the dragon cannot reach the 

child, who is whisked away to be with God, so he pursues the woman, who escapes on eagles 

wings. John's church knew all about accusations. They were being accused all the time for not 

participating in the normal Roman culture. They endured accusations from their neighbors, 

which was bad enough, but when they were from officials, it could result in their death. The 

early church had to endure many false accusations, slanders, and lies. They came to recognize 



them as accusations from "the father of lies," as Jesus calls Satan in John's Gospel in chapter 8 

(8:44). 

  

Through these symbols, John tells a story, where the original audience sees themselves as a part 

of this story. As we continue to look at these symbols, we may see ourselves in the story, too. 

Hear the Word of the Lord … 

  

Revelation 13:1-18 

13:1 The dragon stood on the shore of the sea. And I [John] saw a beast coming out of 

the sea. It had ten horns and seven heads, with ten crowns on its horns, and on each head 

a blasphemous name. 2 The beast I saw resembled a leopard, but had feet like those of a 

bear and a mouth like that of a lion. The dragon gave the beast his power and his throne 

and great authority. 3 One of the heads of the beast seemed to have had a fatal wound, 

but the fatal wound had been healed. The whole world was filled with wonder and 

followed the beast. 4 People worshiped the dragon because he had given authority to the 

beast, and they also worshiped the beast and asked, “Who is like the beast? Who can 

wage war against it?” 

  

5 The beast was given a mouth to utter proud words and blasphemies and to exercise its 

authority for forty-two months. 6 It opened its mouth to blaspheme God, and to slander 

his name and his dwelling place and those who live in heaven. 7 It was given power to 

wage war against God’s holy people and to conquer them. And it was given authority 

over every tribe, people, language and nation. 8 All inhabitants of the earth will worship 

the beast—all whose names have not been written in the Lamb’s book of life, the 

Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world. 

  

9 Whoever has ears, let them hear. 

  

10 “If anyone is to go into captivity, 

    into captivity they will go. 

If anyone is to be killed with the sword, 

    with the sword they will be killed.” 

  

This calls for patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of God’s people. 

  

11 Then I saw a second beast, coming out of the earth. It had two horns like a lamb, but it 

spoke like a dragon. 12 It exercised all the authority of the first beast on its behalf, and 

made the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose fatal wound had been 

healed. 13 And it performed great signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven to 

the earth in full view of the people. 14 Because of the signs it was given power to perform 



on behalf of the first beast, it deceived the inhabitants of the earth. It ordered them to set 

up an image in honor of the beast who was wounded by the sword and yet lived. 15 The 

second beast was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that the 

image could speak and cause all who refused to worship the image to be killed. 16 It also 

forced all people, great and small, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on 

their right hands or on their foreheads, 17 so that they could not buy or sell unless they 

had the mark, which is the name of the beast or the number of its name. 

  

18 This calls for wisdom. Let the person who has insight calculate the number of the 

beast, for it is the number of a man. That number is 666. 

  

The Word of Life 

Thanks be to God. 

  

So the dragon waits on the beach, and a beast appears from the sea. Later another beast appears 

from the land. Are we expecting to see a real dragon and real beasts? No. Remember that these 

are symbols or signs. They are pictures, imagery, but they are described in such an odd way to us 

that they can be a bit off putting. It might be helpful if we think about them as cartoon characters, 

drawn in an outrageous way to make a point. And, it's important for us to understand the way 

they are drawn. 

  

First, we see the dragon, which was described in detail in chapter 12. It too has lots of heads and 

horns. Representing Satan, he is the one from whom the beasts derive its power. The dragon 

oversees the rise of the two beasts, first from the sea and second from the land. 

  

The first beast has seven heads, which represent different leaders of the Empire. Each has a 

blasphemous name because the Roman emperors all either called themselves god or a son of god. 

One has a terrible wound is still visible, but it has healed. A strong theory suggests that this 

represents a time after the Emperor Nero had died when it looked like the Roman Empire would 

collapse, but then it recovered under the Emperor Domitian. So in effect, the fatal wound has 

healed. The beast has 10 horns, which indicates its power. It is evil and powerful. 

  

So, the first beast in John's time is a symbol for the Roman Empire. With its army, it has the 

power and might to roll over and crush anyone. Throughout time, the beast has been represented 

by many different nations and empires. In the OT, Egypt which enslaved Israel, Babylon which 

captured Israel, then Greece, and then Rome. We have had many which have come and gone 

since that time. Every generation of the church has an example. Humanity is not waiting for the 

most perfect example of the beast before Christ returns. If Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union did 

not fulfill the requirement as the most beast-like, then that cannot be the criteria. There have been 



plenty of terrible and violent regimes through the centuries. They just may not be as well 

documented. 

  

Then we have the second best that comes from the land. This one has only two horns. It looks 

lamb-like, but it sounds like the dragon. Its power comes through the first beast, and its mission 

is to get the nations to worship the beast and offer allegiance to the first beast. It is to convince 

the nations that following the first beast is a good thing, to their benefit.  

  

Again, there are many candidates for the second beast. In John's time, it could be the local 

officials and elites that wanted to show support for Rome. They enforced local participation in 

the worship requirements of the local gods and especially of Rome and Caesar. If you didn't do 

this, you could be barred from the marketplace as a buyer or a seller. They could represent 

religious or spiritual leaders that have formed a partnership with the powerful and governments. 

It can be the economic forces and powers that benefit from the system under the beast.  

  

In short, as the Bible Project says, "The nations become beasts when they exalt [or lift up] their 

own power and economic security as a false god and demand total allegiance." (The Bible 

Project, "Overview: Revelation Ch. 12-22", https://youtu.be/QpnIrbq2bKo ) 

  

Or, as M Eugene Boring puts it, "All propaganda that entices humanity to idolize human empire 

is an expression of this beastly power that wants to appear Lamblike." (M. Eugene Boring, 

Revelation: Interpretation, Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press. 2011 (orig 1989), pg 157) 

  

You don't have to read the history books to see examples of this. You can look out your window, 

turn on your T.V., or look at your computer most any day. 

  

Now, we come to it, the mark of the beast. The number 6-6-6 is nothing to be afraid of. It is 

another one of John's symbols. We have talked about the number seven being very important in 

the book of Revelation as a sign of completeness and full measure. Seven churches, seven seals, 

seven trumpets, seven bowls. Six is the number of humanity (created on the sixth day). It is the 

number of incompleteness. It is one short. Jesus is the real thing. Rome misses the mark. So, the 

number of perfection might be 7-7-7, "the real thing. [6-6-6] is one short of the right number 

three times over." (NT Wright, Revelation for Everyone, Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 2011, pg 122)  

  

We have seen this mark written about in books and seen in movies depicted as a physical mark 

on the body that people can see. Fiction writers have imagined bar codes, implanted computer 

chips, tattoos. Now, I have even heard during the pandemic that some people calling the masks 

we wear to protect others from this deadly covid disease as the "the mark." 

  

https://youtu.be/QpnIrbq2bKo


However, the mark of the beast is not a physical mark any more than the fruits of the Spirit are 

actual pieces of fruit that you can eat. (cf. Galatians 5:22-23) The mark is not seen on the skin. It 

is discerned or detected through behavior. Who does one serve? That is their mark. The beasts 

demand full allegiance.  

  

The mark of the beast is a parody, a mockery, of an OT reference. It is the anti-shema. This is a 

symbol referenced in the Law of dedication of all your thoughts and actions to the one true God, 

from Deuteronomy 6:4-8: 

  

4 Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one.  

  

5 Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

strength. 6 These commandments that I give you today are to be on your hearts. 7 

Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk 

along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. 8 Tie them as symbols on your 

hands and bind them on your foreheads. 

  

The forehead indicates the activity of the mind, one's thoughts or philosophy. How one considers 

the world and their place in it. The hand is for one's actions, what they do, how they work, they 

write, and that sort of thing. 

  

The beastly nations demand their own allegiance. Who do you serve? The beasts say, if you don't 

serve us, we will make life much more difficult for you. If you stay true and faithful to Jesus, the 

slain Lamb, you might not be able to find work, to sell or buy what you need in the marketplace. 

You risk being shunned by your neighbors. 

  

You can see what a difficult position it put those early Christians. The notes to the churches from 

chapters 2 & 3 of Revelation are talking about the ones who were risking much to remain faithful 

and those who had made compromises with the local community for greater acceptance and 

prosperity. 

  

But, it's not just them. These are decisions that we are faced with every day. What does it mean 

to remain true and faithful now, to display the fruits of the Spirit rather than the mark of the 

beast? What does that look like in our lives? Are we willing to make entertainment choices with 

movies, TV, books, or what we watch online despite themes that directly contradict Jesus' 

message of justice, mercy, and love? Netflicks, AmazonPrime, HBO Max, Disney+, even 

newspapers and other online news sources? The choices seem endless, now more than ever. Do 

we consider ourselves strong enough to resist their influence on our behavior? Do we do it in the 

spirit of gaining knowledge and greater understanding of other perspectives, cultures, and 

diversity?  



  

What about the people with whom we interact and spend time? Even ones that we disagree with 

vehemently? Doing business with and buying products from companies that have questionable 

business practices of all sorts? Do we think it's okay because everyone else is doing it, and 

therefore, how bad could it be? Do we think that there is no other option?  

  

Sometimes feeling that we have a choice in our buying options is a luxury of affluence. When I 

was one of the working poor, I had to buy what was the least expensive if I wanted clothes I 

could wear to work and put food on the table. I remember when I considered it a big deal the day 

that I could buy a $10 shirt without considering whether or not I could pay my rent that month. It 

was the first purchase I had made in a long time. I couldn't afford to question where it came from 

or how it was made. However, I can now. Do I?  

  

As is so often true in our Christian life the real question behind all the rest is, what is our 

motivation? All of those things could be good (almost all) if they are in the spirit of loving our 

neighbors, genuinely loving our neighbors, not merely as an excuse to let us do what we know 

we shouldn't.  Does it put us at risk of moving away from God and toward the influence of the 

beasts? These are real questions and choices that we all have to make each and every day, 

sometimes minute by minute. These questions aren't meant to point a finger at anyone. It is a 

struggle I have too when I remember to consider it at all. I often make the wrong choices because 

it's easier, because I've rationalized it in numerous different ways. In the end, I think that we 

have to balance the freedom from the Law we have in Christ, and complicity with the enemy. 

We have to consider the difference between Jesus saying, "I came that they may have life and 

have it abundantly" (John 10:10), with joining the beasts and accepting their mark. 

  

It could be easy to see all of this, to recognize the beasts in our world, not the Roman Empire of 

the first century, but the beasts of today and again say, "Who can stand?" Today, I will respond 

to that question by concluding in a different way than I normally do. I will read a passage from 

Paul's Letter to the Romans.  

  

12 Therefore, brothers and sisters, we have an obligation—but it is not to the flesh, to 

live according to it. 13 For if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the 

Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live. 

  

14 For those who are led by the Spirit of God are the children of God. 15 The Spirit you 

received does not make you slaves, so that you live in fear again; rather, the Spirit you 

received brought about your adoption [as God's children] And by him we 

cry, “Abba, Father.” 16 The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s 

children. 17 Now if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of God and co-heirs with 

Christ, if indeed we share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory. 



  

18 I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will 

be revealed in us. 19 For the creation waits in eager expectation for the children of 

God to be revealed. 20 For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own 

choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation itself will 

be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the 

children of God. 

22 We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right 

up to the present time. 23 Not only so, but we ourselves, who have the firstfruits [or first 

crop of the harvest] of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our adoption as 

children, [in other words, for our bodies to be set free]. 24 For in this hope we were 

saved. But hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who hopes for what they already 

have? 25 But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.  

(Romans 8:12-25) 

  

To whom do you belong? We are children of God. The beasts (or all kinds) can try to entice us, 

but really with the hope that we have through Jesus the Christ, the One and Only, why would we 

want anything else? 

  

Amen. 


