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Delivered Sunday   7  th   November  , 2021  

1 Corinthians 7:1-16

The Christian & Marriage
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 7:2
2 But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his 
own wife and each woman her own husband.

This letter to the Corinthians is from an Apostle to a church in a very immoral city.  
Since the Apostle had left the church he had founded a great many things had gone 
wrong with it.  So he has been writing to put various things ‘straight’.  But not only had 
Paul seen many things that were wrong with the church, the people of the church 
themselves had a great number of questions which they wanted sorted out.  They had 
written to the Apostle Paul, and from Chapter 7 of 1 Corinthians the Apostle com-
mences to systematically answer the questions, that they had asked him by that previ-
ous letter.  That explains why here, at Chapter 7, verse 1, it begins: 1 Now concerning 
the matters about which you wrote: …   So from Chapter 7 Paul is going to answer 
some questions, which the Corinthian church had put to him.

It was a very immoral city.  That explains why Paul, earlier, had so much to say about 
sexual immorality.  That also explains why there are so many questions about mar-
riage.  In any immoral climate there are lots of questions asked about marriage.  There
are dozens of questions about marriage being asked today!    All who call themselves 
Christian have probably also asked these questions.  While people who are non-Chris-
tian may challenge us for our point of view on the answers.

The whole of Chapter 7 is on this subject of marriage.  Over the next several weeks 
will will cover the 40 verses, starting with verses 1 to 16.  These are divided into two:  
verses 1-7 outline some general principles related to marriage –  this will be our task to
begin with today.  Next week, God willing, we will continue to consider verses 8-16 
which deal with specific cases which may occur in a church community.

Verses 1-7, General Principles:

• The original Greek, in the latter part of verse 1, refers to ‘touching1 a woman’ and
as such refers to marriage.  So Paul is in effect saying that there is merit (it is 
good) in not being married.  Nevertheless as we go through the rest of the 
Chapter we will will see that marriage is natural.  He doesn’t say that remaining 
single is morally superior as some church traditions have erroneously claimed.  
That if you remain single you are more likely to be a better Christian.  But that 
there is no sin in remaining single –  if God has gifted you to be able to do so! 

So he begins by asserting that remaining single is quite OK.  But he qualifies this
by saying:   2 But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man 
should have his own wife and each woman her own husband.
“Look,” he says, “you live in an immoral city.  Temptation abounds, everywhere.  
It is virtually impossible for a single person to remain pure.  The Scripture forbids,

1  ἅπτεσθαι (haptesthai) –  Usage: prop: I fasten to; I lay hold of, touch, know carnally. 



from the beginning to the end –  without compromise – any form of sexual ex-
pression by single people.  It’s completely out of the question for single people to
have any form of sexual expression, says the Bible.”  Therefore to avoid impurity 
–  unless you have the special gift to remain single – get married.  These words, 
then, in verse 2 are a command!   In the original language it is put very specific-
ally:  If you have not got the gift to remain single, then God says to you, quite 
dogmatically, “Get married”.

And look at the way it’s put:  each man should have his own wife and each wo-
man her own husband.  One man married to one woman!  Marriage is the union 
of one man to one woman.  He will not allow the polygamy, which has sometimes
been permitted in the history of the world.  And sometimes practised, by so 
called Christian groups, even today.

Some people when they read verse 2 are disgusted.  They say, “What a low view
of marriage that is!”  They feel that Paul is saying that you should get married just
to release your sexual tension.  Get married just to express your sexual desire.   
But Calvin, put it this way:  Paul is not here dealing with the reasons for which 
marriage has been instituted.  But he is dealing with the persons for whom mar-
riage is necessary.

So Paul is saying that being single is OK.  But if it is impossible for you to remain
pure in the single state you are to get married.  Unless you have the special gift 
for remaining single and pure, you are to marry.

• Now look at verses 3, 4 & 5.  Still laying down general principles:
In verse 3, Paul tells us that it is within marriage –  and within marriage alone –  
that God’s gift of sex is to be used.  Only in marriage!  It’s something he says, 
that is between husband and wife and wife and husband.
But notice that Paul is not saying that sexual union may only occur in marriage.  
He’s saying that sexual union may not occur anywhere else and must occur in 
marriage.  “Each partner.” he says in verses 3 and 4, “has a debt to the other.”  
It’s interesting to note that Paul puts husband and wife on a level.  Marriage does
have a ‘head’, in Scripture, but there is no ‘boss’ in a marriage.  Husband and 
wife are on the same level in all the language that he uses here –  verse 3,4 & 5.

“When you marry,” he says, verse 4, “you give up the right to use your own body 
as you will.”  Who is the master of the woman’s body?  The husband.  Who is the
mistress of the husband’s body?  The wife.  The two are now one.  And in verse 
5, there is to be no breaking off of this relationship, unless four conditions are ob-
served:  5 Do not deprive one another, except: by agreement; for a time; to give 
yourself to fasting and prayer; and then come together again.  The reason he 
says this is so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.
If there is a breaking off of the God ordained relationship, it is quite possible that 
Satan will tempt one or other to express their sexual desire in a way which Scrip-
ture forbids and they will fall into the sorts of sins that he spoke about in 
Chapters 5 & 6. The Bible is certainly blunt.  But it is telling Christians how to live 
in an immoral climate.



• What then does verse 6 mean?
When he says, 6 Now as a concession, not a command, … “I’ve laid down the 
duties of all that are married.  But I have not laid it down as a duty that you must 
be married.”  If you are married these are the duties of married partners, but to 
be married is not necessarily a Christian duty.  In other words Paul gives us per-
mission to marry or not to marry.  He doesn’t command us to marry.  If we have 
the gift of remaining single, then remain single.  But if we do get married then he 
has laid down the conditions and responsibilities within the married state.

“My own preference,” he says in verse 7, “is that everyone should remain single, 
like I am!  But not everyone,” he says, “has the necessary gift to remain single.  
And similarly not everyone has the necessary gifts to get married.”  God has 
given to different people, different gifts.  Some people are gifted in that they are 
able to remain single.  Some are given the necessary gifts for marriage.  God 
gives to each person a proper gift.  The gift that is appropriate for that particular 
person.  So we should use the gifts accordingly, that we might please God.

So the first 7 verses have laid down the general principles and we can sum it up like 
this:
Singleness is good, but any expression of the sexual desire in the single state is forbid-
den.
All who do not have the gift to remain single must get married and fulfil themselves and
their partner. 
But our job is never to tell people what they should do.  The questions must be asked: 
how has God constituted the particular person?  What does God want each person to 
do?  What is the will of God for each person’s life?  (Too often in Christian churches 
there have been people who have been engaged in unnecessary activity: organising 
the lives of others.  [“Matchmaker, matchmaker make me a match”, sing the five 
daughters in the musical Fiddler on the Roof, but they ultimately decide to reject this 
tradition.]

Having laid down the general principles he now turns to specific cases that can be re-
solved from general principles.  Specific categories of people who may be found in 
Christian committees.
• Verses 8 & 9:  Here Paul is talking to those who are not at present married.  

Even if they have once been married and are at present not married like widows 
(and widowers).  “If you can remain as you are,” he says, “do so.  It’s good.  I say
then to the unmarried and widowed, it is good for them to remain single as I am.  
If you can remain single then do so. But,” verse 9, “this all depends upon your 
ability to be able to live without expressing sexual desire.  If God has not given 
you the gift of living like that, then you are to marry.”   As Christians we must re-
cognise that there is nothing spiritual about suppressing sexual desire.  Some 
people have taught this in ‘history’ and it was apparently being taught in Corinth. 
That even if you are ‘burning’ – emotionally distracted – with unsatisfied appetite:
then suppress it!  So that you can claim to be behaving super spiritually.  
Taught through the long centuries.  Many became Monks and Nuns.  Believing 
that there was something super spiritual about suppressing natural desires.  Paul
doesn’t say that.  He says that if you can live without ‘burning’ then do.  But if you
can’t live without ‘burning’ then marry.



So he’s taken the general principles and applied them to the case of those not at 
present married.

• Now consider verses 10 & 11:
Where he talks to those who are presently married.  For all present, who are 
married, this is of specific importance to us.  10 To the married I give this charge 
(not I, but the Lord): the wife should not separate from her husband 11 (but if she 
does, she should remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and 
the husband should not divorce his wife.  What Paul is saying in verse 10 is this: 
“Normally,” he says, “I write to you with inspired Apostolic authority.  I’ve written 
this letter to you as the Apostle, Paul.  As an Apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ the 
things I have to say are binding on you.  But here,” he says, “I have an actual 
Word of Christ, to appeal to, in my teaching.”  That’s why he says in verse 10, 
(not I, but the Lord):

Of course his appeal for this part of the passage is to the Gospel from Mark: 
7  ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, 
8 and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two but one flesh. 
9 What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” (Mark 10:7-9)  
That’s the Word of Christ!  So what Paul is now saying is not just in the strength 
of his Apostolic authority, he’s appealing to a known Word of the Saviour.

The rule that he lays down for all Christian people, who are at present married, 
is: for no separation.  That’s what he says: verse 10, the wife should not separ-
ate from her husband; and verse 11 and the husband should not divorce his wife.
The Christian couple is to stay together.

‘But,” he says, “If for any reason that doesn’t happen,” because Paul is a realist, 
and because all too often and all too sadly, Christian couples have not been able 
to stay together, and one of them has left, “If there has been a separation,” he 
says, “remain unmarried or be reconciled!”  The rule for Christian couples is no 
separation.  [As we will see next week, he is talking here about couples where 
each partner is a Christian.  Next week, we will consider differently when only 
one is a Christian.]2

So for now we pause from Paul’s progress through this topic to take it up from verse 
12, next week.

[2081]
Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen. 

2  Now of course, if there is a Christian couple and for some sad reason one of them leaves and this continues they are to remain un-
married unless they come together again.  But if one partner leaves and then God forbid, but it does happen, the partner should be-
come ‘one flesh’ with somebody else, then our Lord’s teaching in Matthew 5 and Matthew 19 would come into operation.  Then 
the person who is left behind would be entitled, under God, to a divorce and, if led, to a new marriage.  But that’s not what Paul is 
talking about here.  He doesn’t cover that point, because he’s not giving a systematic treatise on divorce.  He’s dealing with ques-
tions that the Corinthians have put to him.



        D  elivered Sunday   14  th     November,   2021  

1 Corinthians 7:1-16

The Christian & Marriage –  Part 2
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 7:15b,16
15 … God has called you to peace. 16 For how do you know, wife, whether you will
save your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you will save your 
wife?

Last week we began to consider the seventh Chapter of Paul’s first recorded letter to 
the local church at Corinth.  A Chapter of some 40 verses related to Christian Marriage.
So far (verses 1 to 11) he has begun to answer some of the questions earlier put to 
him in a letter from the Congregation, by outlining some general principles on Christian
Marriage.  Then he applied these specifically to those who are not at present married 
(verses 8 &9) and then to those that are married, where both marriage partners –  a 
man and a woman – are Christians. 

• Verses 12, 13 & 14:  Now he deals with the case of a believer who is married to 
an unbeliever.  But the unbeliever is willing to continue the marriage.  Now how 
can this happen?  Aren’t Christians commanded only to marry fellow Christians? 
Yes they are as we will see in this very Chapter in future weeks.  To marry a non-
Christian is direct disobedience to Scripture.  But what can happen, even in ac-
cord with this command is that initially non-Christian men and women marry.  
(Not overly remarkable.) But then one of them only becomes a Christian. The 
other partner remaining unconverted.  Now what’s to happen?  The Apostle Paul 
makes it quite clear.  This is the very situation he is now dealing with. 

As he tells us in verse 12, he has no direct Word from Christ to appeal to so he 
now continues to teach in the strength of his own Apostolic authority.  So this 
teaching applies to those where one partner is a Christian while the other is an 
unbeliever, who is prepared for the marriage to continue, despite the other one 
being a Christian.

Paul’s teaching in this context, as given in verses 12 & 13, is as follows:
It is a ‘mixed’ marriage, but nonetheless it is a marriage.  And it is not to be ter-
minated by the believer.  If the unbeliever wishes the marriage to continue, then 
it is to continue.  12 To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if any brother has a wife 
who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not divorce 
her. 13  If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live
with her, she should not divorce him.

Then in verse 14, he gives the reason for this teaching.  Why the believer should 
continue their marriage to a non-believer.  Verse 14 is the reason why the Chris-
tian husband, should continue his marriage to his unbelieving wife, if she wants 
the marriage to continue.  Verse 14 is the reason why the Christian wife, should 
continue her marriage to her unbelieving husband, if he wants the marriage to 
continue.  That’s what verse 14 is and verse 14 should always be read in that 



context.

What Paul is saying in verse 14 is this:  “Look,” he says, “you don’t become de-
filed, by being married to an unbeliever.  In fact your relationship with him or her 
actually serves to sanctify (rendered ‘made holy’ in the ESV)3 the unbelieving 
partner.  Now he can’t be using the term ‘sanctification’ in the normal sense of 
that word.  Because only believers can be ‘sanctified’ in the normal sense of that 
word!  So he must be using the word in some different sense.  If you are a be-
liever you are sanctified, because God’s Spirit indwells in you and changes your 
character day on day.  But the person he is talking about is an unbeliever!  But 
he still used the word ‘sanctified’.  So he must be using it in a different way.

What Paul means is simply this:  “You’re a believer and so because you are mar-
ried to an unbeliever, your partner has contact with holy things.  That unbeliever 
comes into to contact with holy influences.  That unbeliever has daily contact with
holy behaviour and holy speech.  And holy prayers.  That unbeliever is actually 
joined to somebody in whom God lives!   So that unbeliever is made in some 
sense sanctified.

“Now if this were not the case,” he says, “your children would be unclean!”  
Where he is taking the word ‘unclean’ right out of the Old Testament, where it 
refers to a dead body.  Something that was not to be touched since to do so 
would defile you.  “Well your children aren’t unclean,” he says, “they are holy.  
They’re not ceremonially impure.  They are ceremonially pure.  Your children are 
not something that defiles you, they have been sanctified.”  In fact he uses the 
adjective formed from the same root word which he used to describe the part-
ner4.  In other words the children on this marriage stand in the same relationship 
to the believer as the unconverted partner does.

(Olyott – for his own reasons –  makes a particular emphasis at this point.  It’s 
important that we read verse 14 as Paul wrote it.  14 For the unbelieving husband 
is made holy because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because
of her husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are 
holy.
How does the Apostle argue that the children are holy?  That they are not un-
clean.  That they are not a defiling influence.  He doesn’t say that that boy (or 
girl) is holy because he has a believing dad, but that he has a mum who is mar-
ried to a believing dad.  Similarly he doesn’t say that that boy (or girl) is holy be-
cause he has a believing mum, but because he has a dad who is married to a 
believing mum.  In other words he argues the holiness of the children from the 
sanctification of the unbelieving partner.  That is the child cannot have a holiness 
which is greater than the holiness of the unbelieving partner.  He can’t have a 
meaning of ‘holiness’ which is different from the ‘holiness’ of the unconverted 
husband or wife (as explained previously).5

3  In 1 Corinthians 7:14 ἁγιάζεσθαι (hēgiastai) is used in a peculiar sense of those who, although not Christians themselves, are
yet, by marriage with a Christian, withdrawn from the contamination of heathen impiety and brought under the saving influence of
the Holy Spirit displaying itself among Christians; cf. Neander at the passage. 

4  In fact the same sense in which the ground surrounding the ‘burning bush’ was holy because of the near presence of God.

https://biblehub.com/interlinear/1_corinthians/7-14.htm


But whatever use some may put this text to, the main emphasis that is to be put 
is: Paul telling a believing husband, why he shouldn’t leave his wife and family.  
Or telling a believing wife, why she shouldn’t leave her husband and family!  
You’re not to look on the children like dead bodies out of the pages of Leviticus, 
so that if you touch them it affects your spiritual life.  They are not unclean, they 
are not a defiling influence.  Because they are your family, they are actually influ-
enced under God, by your spiritual life.  Instead of you being someone who 
touches an unclean thing, you must look upon them as people who touch a clean
thing.  Therefore his purpose is to show to you that those who have unconverted 
partners, should not leave those partners.  And why those in such marriages 
should not leave the children!

• Verses 15,16:  This will be very much more straight forward.  The fourth group of 
people to whom he refers here is again when a believer is married to an unbe-
liever.   But this time things are a little different.  In the last section the unbeliever 
was willing that the marriage should continue.  So the answer was:  to let it con-
tinue.  But this time the unbeliever is not willing to allow the marriage to continue.

Just imagine it:  John and Mary marry.  John becomes a Christian.  Mary can’t 
tolerate the idea that he has become a Christian so she decides to take herself 
off.  What’s John to do?  This passage tells him.  15 But if the unbelieving partner 
separates, let it be so. In such cases the brother or sister is not enslaved. God 
has called you to peace. 16 For how do you know, wife, whether you will save 
your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife?
If the unbelieving partner wants to take himself off because the partner becomes 
a Christian then let him go.  That’s what the word of God says.  You’re not to get 
‘all uptight’, trying to keep the marriage together.  You’re not under bondage in 
such cases.  You’re free from the responsibility.  You’ve been told in the previous 
section to keep the marriage together if you can.  But if the unbelieving partner 
decides that because you’ve become a Christian. He or she is going to go.  Then
don’t get all ‘het up’6 about it.  God doesn’t hold you responsible, in that circum-
stance, to keep the marriage together.  You’ve tried to keep your marriage vows. 
You’ve done your best, but the unbeliever is bent on departing.  So let them go.

Some people have called this the ‘Pauline privilege’.  But it is clear that it isn’t.  

5  Olyott makes this distinction in order to argue:  “The reason that I stress this is because throughout Church History people have 
looked at this verse and said that if the children are holy in any sense we have a right to baptise them.  And they have argued infant
baptism from this.  But Paul is saying that they are only holy in the same sense – that is a lesser sense –  as the unconverted part-
ner.  Nobody has ever argued in church history, that the unconverted partner should be baptised.  Infant baptism is often argued 
from this verse.  Paul doesn’t mention that the children are infants, he’s talking about any children of the marriage.  And if infant 
baptism were practised in the early church then it is unlikely that Paul would have referred to it as obliquely and vaguely as this.  
This verse is absolutely nothing to do with infant baptism. It is simply Paul telling a believing man, why he shouldn’t leave his 
wife and family.”

On the other hand.  While the point may be accepted that this verse does not give the right to baptise infants nor does it deny that 
right.  While it is true that this verse is often quoted it is not from the point of view of being a right.
Please consider further teaching on the topic of infant baptism such as: https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/infant-baptism

6  ADJECTIVE  informal 

angry and agitated. 
 "her husband is all het up about something"  
       synonyms:
anxious · disturbed · perturbed · troubled · bothered · distressed · concerned · upset · distraught · worried sick · disquieted · uneasy · ill at ease · fret-
ful · fretting · agitated · in a state of agitation · nervous · edgy · on edge · like a cat on a hot tin roof · tense ·

https://www.ligonier.org/learn/devotionals/infant-baptism


While they can show rightly that the Lord Jesus Christ, while never encouraging 
divorce, nonetheless can permit it.  But – on one ground alone.  As you know 
from Matthew 5 and 19.  If your partner becomes ‘one flesh’ with something or 
somebody else, you are entitled to end the marriage.  Not encourage to do so.  
Not commanded to do so.  But nonetheless permitted to do so.  Jesus says that 
a marriage cannot end on any other ground, except on that ground.  If your part-
ner becomes ‘one flesh’ with anybody else.

But here some people have said that here the Apostle Paul has added another 
ground.  They interpret him as saying that if an unbelieving partner deserts a be-
liever, then the believer has a ground for divorce.  But that is impossible because
in verse 11, Paul has argued that separation is not ground for divorce.  So it’s not
a ‘Pauline privilege’.  Not an added ground for divorce.  If the unbeliever decides 
to go and does so.  Then let him go.  You’re not under bondage to try to keep the
marriage together in such circumstances.  But then presumably you would do 
what is taught in verse 11.  You would remain unmarried!  If, of course, the part-
ner that leaves, becomes ‘one flesh’ with somebody else, then again the teach-
ing of our Lord in Matthew 5 and 19 would come int operation.  But Paul doesn’t 
go into that because he’s not giving a systematic treatise on Marriage and di-
vorce.  He’s answering the questions, earlier put to him in a previous letter from 
members of the Corinthian local church.

“The line you’ve got to follow,” says Paul, verse 15, “is peace!  Do what you can 
for peace.  Have an underlining concern for peace.  Sometimes that will mean 
living with a heathen partner.  Then do it.  And sometimes it will mean accepting 
the fact that the heathen partner has walked out on you.  Then accept it.  But let 
you underlining concern all the time be for peace.  Because that’s what God has 
called you to do.

“Nonetheless,” he says, in verse 16, “try to hold the marriage together, if you can.
If you can.  16 For how do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband?  
By trying to hold the marriage together and by bringing your husband under the 
sweet influence of the Gospel.  You may be the means by which your husband is
saved.  Or how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife?  By 
praying in the home and treating her with Christian consideration and living the 
Christian life, before her, you may be the means of salvation for your wife.

Many people in the world have married as unbelievers.  Two non-Christians 
marry, then one of them is saved.  Sometimes, for years, there may be difficulty 
and tension.  But the saved person lived the Christian life and prayed and 
prayed.  Was forbearing and meek and eventually in the great kindness of God, 
very often the unbelieving partner has come to Christ.
“So hold on to the marriage as long as you can,” says the Apostle Paul, “because
that’s just what might happen.”  Who knows whether the unbelieving partner will 
be saved or not.  But as long as the unbelieving partner is joined to somebody in 
whom God lives, the likelihood is always there.



The divine institution of marriage is under great threat today.  Christians are being 
asked all sorts of questions.  And they ask themselves all sorts of questions.  Here are 
ten questions that are answered by this passage: Having studied this passage you 
should be able to answer each question: 

1. are people who remain single, odd? 
2. Is sex outside of marriage wrong?
3. Can it ever by right?
4. Is there anything questionable about a widow or a widower being remarried?
5. Is there a distinction between separation and divorce?
6. When can a marriage be considered to have ended?
7. What are the responsibilities of married partners?
8. Is there anything wrong with having more than one partner?
9. What relationship should a Christian partner have with a non-Christian partner?
10. In what circumstances should we seek to repair a marriage and when should we 

let it die?
All those questions, and many others, should be able to be answered from this pas-
sage.
This just draws to our attention that without the Word of God we would just not know 
how to live!  We just couldn’t get through all the difficulties and questions and things 
that are happening all around us today in the present moral climate.

The glory of the Word of God is that when we study it and when we submit to it we are 
not left in any doubt at all.  A Christian need not be in doubt as to how he should live in 
the world.  Therefore take this passage to heart.  Use it in your own lives and when 
you are asked to counsel others in their problems.

If we really use this passage and the remainder of the Chapter and get it into our 
minds and lives, then whatever the moral climate around us and whatever the ques-
tions, we will know how to please God.

[2303]

Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.  



Delivered Sunday   21  st   November   2021  

Revelation 1:1-8

Introduction and various interpretations
per S Olyott

Revelation 1:3
3 Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed 
are those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near.

Today and next week we will introduce what has become a rarely 
studied book.  A neglected book, which is full of symbols; with a curious beast de-
scribed as having an unusual number of heads and an even more unusual number of 
horns; where a third of the sea is turned into blood; with lampstands and horses; trum-
pets; the number 144,000; 1000 years; a dragon; a false prophet; two witnesses; eyes;
a lamb; seals, chains; angels; elders.  In fact it can all sound very strange.

And it should be said that many sincere Christians have been made cautious of the 
prospect of studying this book, by the incredible schemes of prophesy which have 
been built on it.  Their ingenuity only being rivalled by their improbability.  This can turn 
us off this book forever.

So today we take a first step to open what for most is a closed book.  (Except for the 
glorious prophetic vision of Christ in Chapter 1; the letters to the seven churches; a 
little bit about the Lamb in heaven opening the book; and the glorious vision of heaven 
which comes in the last two chapters.  These have managed to have been brought to 
us despite the various agents of Satan, that have caused the remainder of the book to 
have been disregarded.) 

Yet all the time this book is called the ‘Revelation’.  Which makes us uneasy since we 
sense that the way things have developed it has been far from a revelation to us.  As 
part of Scripture we feel that it must be telling us something.  We must be understand-
ing something.  We must be seeing something.  And yet when we open the book it 
doesn’t seem to be that easy.  While all the time out consciences are telling us that it’s 
not enough to study the other 65 books, but that we should be studying this one as 
well.

It’s a great pity that we have been in this situation for so long in the past.

The book has an enormous amount to tell Christians in this 21st Century.

It tells us not to get all worked up about who’s in power!  National politics.  Global se-
curity.  Because, whoever we may be concerned about being in power: all are only ap-
parently in power.  Since the Person who is really in power, in the universe, is God in 
Christ.  This is the great message in the book.
If you look around the world, there appears to be utter chaos.  You wonder if there is 
any ‘direction’ in history at all?  Whether there is any meaning in it.?  We need to be 
assured that there is a purpose in the universe.  It is going somewhere.  That history is 



moving in a certain direction.  That there will be a certain outcome.  It’s to the Revela-
tion that we turn so that we have our fears quelled, and out hopes raised.

In Church-history there have been four great interpretations of the book of Revelation.  
1. The first is the Preterists.  This says that when John wrote this book, he was 

totally occupied with the church of his day.  So the book describes the sufferings 
of the church during (and because of) the Roman Empire. There’s nothing more 
in mind than that situation:  the early church.
They tell us that most of book was consummated when the Roman Empire fell 
and the Christian Church became the only enduring historical fact.
Therefore this interpretation has the effect of claiming that most of the book’s rel-
evance has passed away.

[At this stage we will try to offer pros and cons for each interpretation.]

The merits of this interpretation is that at least it suggests that when the original 
readers read it, then it made some sense to them. The demerit of this interpreta-
tion is that most of the book has no real significance to all the generations which 
followed.

2. The historicists. This tells us that the whole book is an inspired forecast of the 
whole of human history.  It sets out in broad outline the history of the world.  
From the time of John the Apostle to the ‘Second Coming’ and the end of all 
things as they are now.  In broad outline it lays out the ‘events’, one after the 
other, which are the great events of history.  All the visions – the symbols – are 
indicative of all the great ‘events’, one after the other, of the history of the world.
For example in this ‘school’ most of the commentators agree that 11:19 refers to 
the French Revolution.  19 Then God's temple in heaven was opened, and the ark
of his covenant was seen within his temple. There were flashes of lightning, rum-
blings, peals of thunder, an earthquake, and heavy hail. The reformers generally 
were of this ‘school’, but they didn’t apply it to the French Revolution7.
The merit of this view is that it makes the book meaningful to all generations.  It 
strengthens and bolsters faith:  that God is at work in history!  That all history is 
under the control of God.  The demerit of this view is that the early Christians 
who read it wouldn’t have got much from it.  Because most of it is dealing with 
later Centuries.  It would have been an insoluble puzzle to them.

Also, most of those who hold this view believe it to be exclusively the history of 
Western Europe, from the beginning of the Apostolic Age to the end of the world. 
If it is the history of the World, why should it ignore the ‘events’ which occur out-
side Western Europe.  

And, if this is an allegoric (disguised) history of the world one should be able – 
with a tolerable degree of certainty –  be able to identify the particular events.  
But when you compare a number of Historicists you find that they can’t agree on 
on almost anything and they disagree on almost everything.  How can chapter 
1:3 (3 Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and 

7 “The Reformers”:  Sixteenth century Luther (1517) to Calvin (1536) .  The French Revolution was 1789 to the late 1790’s.



blessed are those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is 
near.)  be true if the book could not possibly be a blessing to you unless you had 
a degree in History and Politics?

3. The most popular view in these heretical times is the Futurists view.
This is due partly to C I Scofield and his infamous ‘reference Bible’ of 1909 and 
more recently Hal Lindsey’s abominable book ‘The Late Great Planet Earth’.  
However we need to be careful, because in a great deal of the world if you are 
not a Futurist you are regarded as being a heretic. 

The Futurists view teaches that apart from the first few chapters –  usually they 
agree with chapters 1,2 & 3 – the book is almost entirely history which has not 
yet begun.  It describes from chapter 4 onwards, ‘happenings’, that will occur at 
the ‘end of the age’. 

Now there are two sorts of Futurists:  Those who believe that it describes ‘hap-
penings’ which lead up to the ‘Second Coming’ and those who believe it de-
scribes ‘happenings’ between the first ‘Second Coming’ and the second ‘Second 
Coming’.  Apparently lots of people believe that the Lord comes for His saints 
and then for 7 years the world is without a Christian Church, while the whole of 
that history is centred on the Jew,  And at the end of the seven years Christ re-
turns with His saints.  Many Futurists believe that almost the whole of the book 
describes those seven years.  
The merits of this view are: – !  The demerits of this view are that it robs the book
of all significance for the early Christians.  And it robs the book of any real signi-
ficance for all the rest of the Christians.  Especially if you’re the Futurist who 
holds that it describe events, when there is no Christian Church on earth.

The only significance that the Futurists could possibly give you for the present 
day is that at least somehow God has a purpose which HE will certainly fulfil.

Now we may have friends who hold such views, but while we may love Christian 
friends dearly, we must be able to distinguish error from persons.  We love them 
as persons, but we should go so far as to say that this point of view is pernicious,
because it has been the major influence in the foundation of the ‘modern’, Amer-
ican-originating, cults.  The futurists view is the ‘womb’ from which the Jehovah 
Witnesses were born.  It is the ‘conflam’ on which Seven Day Adventists live. It’s 
the ‘adrenaline’ which drives the Christadelphians, and numerous others.   All of 
these are merely modified forms of Futurism.

4. Finally the Idealists.  However we might chose to vary the spelling of this title to 
be closer to its meaning and call them the Ideaists.  It’s also called the poetic – 
sometimes the spiritual.
This holds that the book is for all the people of God in all ages:  not particularly 
concerned with the early church; or the later church; or the church of the end 
times.  All the people of God in all ages.  Not confined to any particular age or 
any particular people.

This view holds that there are very few references to ‘happenings’ in the book.  



Either ‘happenings’ of the writer’s time or later ‘happenings’.  But the book is not 
so much concerned with ‘happenings’ – with events – as with ideas and prin-
ciples.  Hence the title Ideaist.  Or emphasising its ‘poetic’ form the book sets out
theological conceptions.  Ideas – it sets out the principles on which God acts in 
human history.

The merit of this view is that it makes the book relevant to everyone who reads it.
Since it’s message is:  Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the 
words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: 
for the time is at hand.  (KJV)!
So in order that we give attention to the principle of interpretation of Scripture:  
That Scripture does not contradict itself, and therefore that you interpret Scrip-
ture from Scripture.  We assert that this is the only tenable view of the Revelation
that we should hold.

Nevertheless we need to allow some historical anchorage, so that as we con-
sider, Revelation we must keep in mind the situation which the original readers 
were in.

And so, it it most appropriate and necessary that we come to this Book with the ex-
pectation that it is not describing events but great principles.

So we begin by remembering what the situation was, for the early readers.

The Gospel had been preached to the known world.  So here and there throughout the
known world many men and women and young people had become Christians,  They 
were taught, by the Apostles – as we know from Paul’s earliest letters – to expect the 
return of Christ.  The time and the hour unknown.  When Christ came he would end the
world, would put down wickedness, and would set up in perfection the Kingdom of 
God.

That’s the hope in which they lived.  And the hope in which we live!  But we don’t see it
happening.  Yet the Church continues.  That early Church was a despised, ostracised, 
and persecuted minority.  And wherever the true church of Christ is found it is still a 
despised, ostracised, and persecuted minority.  Meanwhile, as the church is in the 
world, then and now, we see evil men – apparently many of them with no restraints on 
them.  We see oppression –  any number of significant atrocities of man’s inhumanity 
in the last 50 years.  We see that while in the world, Christians are just not at home in 
that world.

Yet sometimes, all of us are tempted to wonder if God really is active in this world.  In 
the real world in which we live as a tiny, ostracised, misunderstood, despised Christian 
church with evil rampaging throughout the world.  We find it difficult to really grasp that 
God is at work in this world.

It was to a Church just like that the Revelation was written!  “The Revelation is not an 
intellectual puzzle for a church with time on its hands.”  It has been said.



But to a persecuted, dying group of Christians.  Who were very hard pressed to see 
that God was at work in the world.  Their situation and the persecution they endured 
was typical of all the persecutions that were to follow.
So the Revelation is not just for the original readers, but for the Church of God as a 
whole.  Its blessings are not limited to the Christians of a particular decade.  As we 
keep reminding ourselves: chapter 1:3 bears this out!  This is how the Book begins.  
But also look at how it ends:  22:18a 18  I warn everyone who hears the words of the 
prophecy of this book: 

[2131]
Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.  
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Revelation 1:1-8

Introduction and various interpretations –  Part 2
per S Olyott

Revelation 22:18-19
18 I warn everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if anyone 
adds to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book, 19 and if 
anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take 
away his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this 
book.

Last week we came to the conclusion that the prophesies of the book of Revelation are
for all who read it.  It’s not limited in its promises or its warnings to Christians of a par-
ticular time.

What we find in this book is that is spells out to us in vivid symbols. Great principles.  
Principles which we need to embrace, being members of a despised church in a 
wicked Century.  We are told, as the early readers were told, that the future of the 
world does not belong to a Roman Emperor and it does not belong to any human 
group.  But that the future of the world belongs to Jesus Christ: once crucified.  He is 
the ruler (Prince –  KJV) of the Kings on earth. (Rev 1:5)  That’s what we are being 
told, and as we read on (in our Bible Study) together) we will ‘pull back the curtain’ and
peek into heaven.  There we are going to see the ‘book of human destiny’ opened only 
by the Lamb of God.  The whole book is written so that appearances on earth don’t 
blind us to what is going on in heaven.  Because in heaven there is a Lamb reigning as
a Lion.

What the early Christians were going to be taught, through this book, is however great 
the earthly powers are, those earthly powers cannot thwart or frustrate the purpose of 
God.  This message is going to be repeated and repeated (a common method used by
John –  see the multitude of ways he presents the 3 marks of a Christian in 1 John) re-
peated and repeated.  Because when our faith is low and our temptations are great we
need the same old spiritual lessons, underlined, underlined and underlined again and 
again.

I need to be told, as you do, that in a world where wickedness abounds and men and 
women close their ears to the things of God.  Where wicked religions hold millions in 
their grip.  I need to be told that God really is at work in His world.  That the whole fu-
ture of the world is still very much in His hands.  

The illustrations which are used to bring this across to us are of course drawn from the 
Roman Empire of John’s day.  That shouldn’t surprise us because it was written in a 
specific historical situation.  The book is founded in a given piece of history.  But the 
principles which it sets out, are principles of permanence.  Permanent validity!  So that 
the truth as to who really rules the Universe is as relevant to the 21st Century as in the 
1st Century, when the book was written.



Now let us prepare ourselves for some difficulties:  

Eventually it seems in this book, that we are going to come to a ‘beast’ which has 10 
horns and 7 heads.  Sit down for a moment and try to imagine a beast with 7 heads.  
Got that in mind?  Now put on it 10 horns.  Try 1 horn on each head, but then what?  
You have three left over.  Very, very hard to imagine it!  Some of the symbolism is very 
difficult.  And some of the symbolism doesn’t appear to fit in very well with other pieces
of symbolism.  It doesn’t matter if you can’t visualise the ‘picture’ and it doesn’t matter 
if you can’t reconcile all the ‘pictures’ to the other ‘pictures’.  What does matter is that 
you ask, every time, “What is this symbol meant to convey?”

Some people get so caught up with the symbols that they never ask the question:  
What is the symbol meant to convey?  What is it trying to teach me?  What ideas are 
intended to come across, by the use of this symbol?  And as one of the scholars has 
pointed out, “Not all symbols serve the same purpose!”  Consider as illustration a milit-
ary map.  It may have little flags pinned on it.  Some flags mean the ‘goodies’, while 
others mean the ‘baddies’.  Other marks on the map indicate several other things.  Not 
every symbol means the same thing.

That’s the way it is in the Revelation.  There are lots of different symbols.  Symbolising 
lots of different things.  Some symbols symbolise things as they are.  Some symbols 
symbolise things as they will be.  But all the symbols eventually point us to the great 
truth:  that all power belongs, not to man nor any confederation of man, but all power 
belongs to God in Christ.

So we start to get an idea as to how we can proceed.
We are not going to try to prove that Napoleon is represented in Chapter 12 and the 
Suez crisis (nationalisation by Egypt’s, Nassar) is in Chapter 17.

(One of the first disputes Olyott had, in his early ministry in Liverpool, was over the 
publication –  which was supposed to go through all the door letterboxes,of Liverpool –
which dogmatically asserted that Nasser of Egypt, was to be found in a certain place in
the book of Revelation.  And therefore predicted, in the most forthright terms, what was
about to happen in the ‘middle east’.  Fortunately most people who receive things in 
this way don’t read them.  Otherwise, since the prediction did not come to pass, they 
would have rejected the Bible, simply because of the ridiculous interpretation put upon 
it.)  We will not find Nasser, or anybody else, in the book of Revelation.  It’s not sup-
posed to reveal such things.  It is the Revelation of – Jesus Christ!  Which God has 
given.  It is Christ that we will see there.

Now we will clear up some potential questions about the human author.
The author tells us who he is.  You’ll see it there in Chapter 1, verse 1 – John, and 
verse 4 – John, and further on in verse 9 – John, and then in the last Chapter of all, 
verse 8 –  John.
But some will say that if you read John’s Gospel, John never mentions himself.  Nor 
does he do so in his three letters.  But the writer of the Revelation does mention his 
name – 4 times.  Therefore they conclude that it must be a different John.  



Even in the English translations if you compare the language used in the Gospel by 
John and the Revelation, you will notice great differences at once.  The Gospel is very 
smooth –  fluent.  The Revelation is abrupt and jerky as you read it.  As you read the 
Gospel there is a great emphasis on God’s love.  In the Revelation you’ll be staggered 
sometimes at the sternness of the justice of God.  If you read the Gospel it’s mainly 
about the ‘internal heart’ of the man.  What it should be like in relation to God.  In the 
Revelation it appears to be about external events or principles.  We are told by schol-
ars that the Gospel is in beautiful idiomatic Greek!  But Eusebius, of early Church fame
calls the Revelation: “Rugged, Hebrewistic, barbarous, Greek”.

Some also say that the doctrine is different!  (Not Olyott)  In the Gospel there is an em-
phasis on ‘whosoever’ –  the universal offer of the Gospel.  While the Revelation is 
very biased towards the Jew.  In the Gospel, salvation is by grace, whereas in the Rev-
elation the emphasis is on salvation by ‘good works’.  That is what ‘they’, say.

And isn’t it true people say that in the Third Century, Dionysius of Alexandria said that 
the book was by ‘another’ John.  And is it also true that the great historian Eusebius 
adopted that view.8

So to resolve these opinions, consider the following:
• Who but an Apostle could use the name ‘John’ and everybody knew what was 

meant?  All the churches then knew who it was.
• If you examine the book you find a great air of authority in the book – which is 

fully consistent with an Apostle writing it.
• As for the alleged differences of style:  Think of it this way –  let’s say you are 

writing a Gospel and you did it in the 1st Century style.  Where you walked up 
and down the room and you had an amanuensis – a secretary – who wrote down
what you said.  Then later you’re put into a ‘concentration camp’ on a remote is-
land –  with no amanuensis.  Do you honestly think the style would be the same?
Would the style of a Gospel, the style of a letter and the style of an ‘apocalypse’ 
be the same?

• And would a man writing a Gospel – which is history –  write in the same way as 
a man in the Spirit on the Lord's day? (1:10)  Which seems to suggest that he 
was in a state of ecstasy!

• And would a man who was quoting left, right and centre from the Old Testament 
be able to avoid writing with a Hebrewistic flavour?

• Also consider that Hendrikson and R H Charles (who incidentally wrote the 
Greek Grammar of the Revelation) point out that there are nevertheless a tre-
mendous amount of similar expression between John’s Gospel and the Revela-
tion.  Others suggest that the Revelation may have originally been written in Ara-
maic and then converted into the more commonly read Greek.  You don’t have to
conclude that two different styles mean two different people.

• As far as doctrinal differences there are no substantive differences on any point.  
John in his Gospel reports the other John – the Baptist – saying, “Behold, the 
Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world! …” (John 1:29).  Twenty nine 
times in the Revelation we read that Jesus is that Lamb.  John calls Jesus the 

8  For more detail see the Tyndale Commentary by Leon Morris on Revelation



beloved in both.  In the Gospel Jesus is called a preexisting divine being, the 
same in Revelation.  Both books ascribe salvation to the ‘grace of God’.  Both 
books have a ‘whosoever’ doctrine.  Revelation 22:17:  Whosoever will let him 
take the water of life freely (KJV).

In all of this you might be interested to know that Justin Martyr, in the year 140; Iren-
aeus, who was a disciple of a disciple of John in the year 180; an early church canon 
of Scripture in AD200 –  the Muratorian Canon9; Clement of Alexandria in the year 200;
Tertullian in 220; and Origen in 223: all unanimously and dogmatically assert that the 
writer of the Revelation was none other than the Apostle John.  While Dionysius in the 
3rd Century was the first person ever to disagree.  You may have no doubt at all that 
the Revelation was written by the Apostle John.

Now finally:  the date.  Irenaeus, just mentioned, a disciple of a disciple of John. Who 
wrote in AD180.  Tells us that the Revelation was written towards the end of Domitian’s
reign (81-96).  That John lived to be a very old man and was still alive during the reign 
of the Emperor Trajan – who became Emperor in 98 and died in 117.

If you look into the book you find that it could not have been written in the time of Nero 
(AD60 or shortly afterwards) –  as some people believe – and that it must have been 
written about AD95.  Since John was merely banished.  Nero didn’t banish people he 
just burned them!  Domitian, was the Emperor, who on any scale, banish people as a 
punishment.  A very common punishment in Domitian’s reign.

Within the text of the Revelation we are told that the church at Ephesus had already 
‘lost its first love’.  It’s highly unlikely that this could have happen as early as the reign 
of Nero – so soon after it had been founded by Paul.

Nero destroyed, the city of Laodicea.  But it had evidently been rebuilt by the time the 
letter in Revelation is to be sent to it.  

During the time of the Apostle Paul there is no evidence that there was a church in 
Smyrna, but there evidently was one by the time Revelation was written.  And although
Nero did persecute the Christians the more regular persecution did not occur until the 
time of Domitian.  

So we put the writing of the book at about the year AD95.  That makes it, without any 
dispute, the last book of Scripture to be written.  That then adds a particular signific-
ance to some of its closing statements!  Its closing statements are not just the closing 
statements of a particular book, but become the closing statements of the ‘whole coun-
sel of God’.

That then is the book that we are currently studying in our Bible Study sessions.  [And 
we are in the process of picking out key aspects of the book in our occasional ‘inter-
ludes’ on Sunday mornings.]  

9  https://www.alisachilders.com/blog/why-the-muratorian-fragment-is-a-big-deal-and-what-you-need-to-know-about-it



The ‘real’ author of the Revelation is God!  Chapter 1:1.  1 The revelation of Jesus 
Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that must soon take 
place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness 
to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw.

So whatever our feelings are about various ‘schools’ of interpretation do not treat the 
Revelation as the product of human fancy.  There is a great deal written about the 
book which is the product of sheer speculation.  The danger is then that you carry that 
on and begin to look on the Revelation itself as a human fancy.  It is not human fancy 
and it is not prone to error, because God gave it!
It’s not a book to be treated lightly, but to be treated seriously and with prayer, since it 
is the revelation of the mind and purpose of God concerning the history of His Church 
of which we are members.

 
 

[2259]
Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.  


