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The island of Patmos where John received the content of Revelation

Chapter 11

FROM JERUSALEM
TO THE ENDS
OF THE EARTH

Jesus Ascends from the
Mount of Olives
Luke pays more attention to the ascension of Jesus than the other
gospel writers, using it as a literary hinge between the two substantial works attributed to him. It is the last event in his gospel
and the first mentioned in the book of Acts. The attention it gets
is fitting because the ascension of Jesus marks a new stage in life
both for Jesus and for the disciples. Jesus’ mission on earth was
drawing quickly to its close. He had died for the sins of all and had
risen from the dead. For the next 40 days, he had shown himself to
hundreds of people, giving convincing proof that he was alive, that
he had risen from the dead (Acts 1:3). Now it was time for him to
return to heaven where he would take his rightful seat at the right
hand of his Father (Romans 8:34), “far above all rule and authority,
power and dominion, and every name that is invoked, not only
in the present age but also in the one to come” (Ephesians 1:21).
The time of Jesus’ humiliation had given way to his full exaltation.
“Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the
name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee
should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every
tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God
the Father” (Philippians 2:9–11).
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The disciples had spent years as students and now
were about to become the church’s teachers. When
Jesus sent the Holy Spirit to them, their memories
were sharpened and their understanding of all they
had learned was honed so that they might accurately
and effectively present the teachings of Jesus to others (John 16:13; Acts 1:4–5). Their mission is defined
geographically. It starts in Jerusalem, expands to Judea
and Samaria, and reaches to the ends of earth (Acts
1:8). So the ascension marked a time of transition.
Jesus gathered the disciples around him, lifted his
hands to bless them, and then lifted from the earth,
rising heavenward until he was hidden from their view
by a cloud (Luke 24:50–51; Acts 1:9).
Luke includes the location of the ascension in his
gospel account and in Acts (Luke 24:50; Acts 1:12).
Jesus was on the Mount of Olives, about three-quarters
of a mile (1.2 km) east of Jerusalem, with the village
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of Bethany in view (see map 11.1). Attempting to be
even more precise, Helena, the mother of the Roman
emperor Constantine, built a church near the top of
the Mount of Olives that was to have marked the spot
where Jesus’ feet left the earth.1 Many early Christian
visitors speak of visiting this church, starting in the
fourth century. Over time, church replaced church on
the site until the building was taken by Saladin in 1187
AD. From then on, the site has been known as the
Mosque of the Ascension.2
In his gospel, Luke reports the location of Jesus’
ascension as being in “the vicinity of Bethany” (Luke
24:50). But in Acts he refers to “the hill called the
Mount of Olives” (Acts 1:12). Jesus’ ascension from
the Mount of Olives had important ramifications both
for the disciples and for Jesus. It put the disciples back
in the location where they needed to be to take the
next steps in fulfilling Jesus’ Great Commission to “go
into all the world and preach the gospel to all
Map 11.1—Location of Jesus’ Ascension
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The Tower of the Ascension rises distinctively above the Mount of Olives

some distance between the disciples and Jerusalem,
where those who had relentlessly pursued the execution of Jesus now presented a threat to his disciples.
But within less than a month and a half, the disciples
had to be back in Jerusalem and had to stay put. Jesus
gave them stern instructions in this regard: “Do not
leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift my Father promised, which you have heard me speak about” (Acts
1:4). The location of Jesus’ ascension in Luke illustrates
that the disciples are right where they need to be, in
Jerusalem. In fact as soon as Jesus left their view, both
Luke’s gospel account and Acts report that the disciples left the Mount of Olives and returned to Jerusalem (Luke 24:52; Acts 1:12).
The ascension from the Mount of Olives creates a
wonderful symmetry when we link it to the past and
future celebration of Jesus as eternal King of the world.
It was on this ridge, not far from the area of Jesus’

ascension, that the crowds celebrated the entry of
Jesus into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. “When he came
near the place where the road goes down the Mount
of Olives, the whole crowd of disciples began joyfully
to praise God in loud voices for all the miracles they
had seen. ‘Blessed is the king who comes in the name
of the Lord!’” (Luke 19:37–38). The ascension from the
same ridge takes Palm Sunday one step further. The
prophet Zechariah, in speaking about the return of the
King of Kings on the last day, says that the Messiah will
return to judge the nations with his feet firmly planted
on the Mount of Olives (Zechariah 14:4). Thus, whether
we read of events of the past or the future, the Mount
of Olives is associated with the exaltation of Jesus as
King. We see it on Palm Sunday, we see it on the day
of his ascension, and we see it on the day of his second
coming. He “will come back in the same way you have
seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).

The Day of Pentecost
Readers of the Old Testament knew the day was coming. The prophet Joel had announced it. “And afterward, I will pour out my Spirit on all people. Your
sons and daughters will prophesy, your old men will

dream dreams, your young men will see visions. Even
on my servants, both men and women, I will pour
out my Spirit in those days” (Joel 2:28–29). Readers
of John’s gospel had heard Jesus speak about the day.

From Jerusalem to the Ends of the Earth • The Day of Pentecost

3

“Unless I go away, the Advocate will not come to
you; but if I go, I will send him to you” (John 16:7).
Nevertheless, when the day of Pentecost dawns, the
profound changes it brings catch us by surprise as the
disciples speak boldly and miraculously to thousands
who come to know Jesus as their Savior from sin.
The day of Pentecost for the disciples begins at
one location and ends at another. The day begins in
a “house” where the disciples are staying (Acts 2:2).
There is no reason to think that this is a different building than the one in Acts 1:13 that describes them staying in the upper room of a house. And there is no
good reason to assume this is not the upper room that
hosted the events of the Passover meal, turned into
Last Supper, on the night of Jesus’ arrest (Mark 14:15).3
This familiar place changed character the morning
of Pentecost. The sound of a violent wind filled the
house, and what appeared to be “tongues of fire that
separated and came to rest on each of them” (Acts
2:2–3). The Holy Spirit had come, just as Joel and Jesus

had said it would, and lest there be any doubt, these
physical changes marked the moment. The extraordinary sights and sounds of the morning began to draw
a crowd. At first they must have pushed and jostled to
get a closer look and to listen at the door of the house.
But as the crowd grew in size, it became clear that a
new venue was needed.
The book of Acts does not tell us where the disciples went, but given the details we have in Acts 2, a
likely spot is the southern steps of the temple complex,
the main entrance for those going to worship there.
This location seems best for four reasons.
First, Pentecost required a place that could
accommodate hundreds of people and provide them
with the acoustics to hear Peter. A high festival like
Pentecost brought thousands of people to Jerusalem;
estimates range from 125,000 to 500,000.4 Even if
only a few thousand gathered in one place, a significant space was required. One of the few places
in Jerusalem large enough for such a gathering is on

Map 11.2—Homes of the Visitors to Jerusalem on Pentecost
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The southern steps provide a likely setting for Peter’s Pentecost sermon

the broad staircase that provided access to the temple from the south.5 Immediately above these steps
rose the solid façade of a retaining wall, part of the
infrastructure that held up the temple platform. Sound
rebounds from this wall in a way that allows a voice
to be amplified. Thus the southern steps provide not
only the physical space, but also the acoustics needed
to accommodate those who had gathered and who
heard Peter speak.
Second, Pentecost required a place where the
kind of audience Peter addressed would gather naturally. Acts 2:36 refers to them as “Israel,” a label that
identifies them as Jewish people who had come to
Jerusalem for the festival of Pentecost (also called the
Feast of Weeks; Exodus 34:22; Numbers 28:26–31;
Deuteronomy 16:10, 16). Their passion for the Jewish
faith is evidenced by the wide array of places from
which they have come (see map 11.2). Starting in the
east and moving counterclockwise, we read of visitors
who have come to Jerusalem from all corners of the
known world (Acts 2:6–12). The challenge of finding

accommodations in Jerusalem during the high festival
likely would have spread the visitors throughout the
greater Jerusalem area. But the one place they would
all gather is the temple, the geographic focal point of
the festival. Because the southern steps of the temple
are the main entry, placing Peter’s Pentecost address
on these steps would provide him with just the kind of
audience Acts describes.
The third detail that supports this location for
Peter’s speech is related to a visual aid that Peter uses
in his address. He quotes Psalm 16 that speaks of
dying but not remaining in the grave to decay (Acts
2:25–28). Although this psalm was written by David,
it describes the experience of the Messiah, Jesus, who
had risen from the dead. Lest there be a question
about the fact that David was not the one spoken of, a
short walk from the southern steps to the City of David
ridge would bring them to David’s tomb. Peter told
the crowd, “Fellow Israelites, I can tell you confidently
that the patriarch David died and was buried, and his
tomb is here to this day” (Acts 2:29).
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Finally, this day witnessed the baptism of some
three thousand (Acts 2:41). This would require a rather
substantial facility with plenty of water. The temple
was a large consumer of water and so had a water
delivery system designed to collect water in the north
and deliver it downhill through the complex. On the
south, we find a ritual bathing facility adjacent to the
southern steps with enough stations to accommodate
the crowds coming to the temple and the crowds
needing baptism on Pentecost.6 The day of Pentecost
signaled the beginning of a new era in the history of
God’s kingdom. The best place in Jerusalem to understand how the activities of that day looked are the
southern steps of the temple complex.

ν

Mikvah, a ritual bathing station, adjacent to the southern steps of
the temple complex

Philip in Samaria
The glorious day of Pentecost gives way all too quickly
to the challenging days of persecution felt by the Christians in Jerusalem. Following the stoning of Stephen

(Acts 7), the safest future for many believers was outside
Jerusalem. Among those taking flight was a man named
Philip. This is not the Philip who had been the disciple

Map 11.3—Events in the Lives of Peter and Philip
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of Jesus, but Philip the Evangelist, who was selected
with others, like the martyred Stephen, to assist the
apostles in their work (Acts 6:5). Philip traveled north to
the region of Samaria (see map 11.3), performed stunning miracles, and preached the good news about Jesus
to those who gathered to listen. Because of his work,
many living in Samaria came to know Jesus as their
Savior and were baptized (Acts 8:6–12).
The specific location of Philip’s work is not known
because of the vague language used for the location.
“Philip went down to a city in Samaria” (Acts 8:5).7
Some regard this as the Old Testament city of Samaria
that Herod the Great had rebuilt and renamed; Samaria
became the Hellenistic city of Sebaste.8 Or the “city
in Samaria” could be the ancient Shechem, based on
the fact that Philip was dealing with those who had
a worldview unlike what we might expect to find in
Sebaste.9 Perhaps the author of Acts left ambiguity
here because the importance is not in the name of
the city but in the region. The gospel was expanding
in Samaria. The regional name is repeated four times
in this chapter, twice in one verse (Acts 8:5, 9, 14),
focusing our attention on the region rather than on a
city within the region.
Why is that regional identification so important?
The book of Acts is organized geographically, and

the region of Samaria is the next step as the gospel
expands outward from Jerusalem. Jesus had told his
disciples that they would become his witnesses “in
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the
ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Because the third step of
this process moved the gospel from its home turf of
Jerusalem and Judea, it merits special attention.
But there is more. The author of Acts is speaking
about the advance of the gospel into a region that had
acquired a negative reputation. Here Luke’s detail on
place works to change our perspective on Samaria.
During the Old Testament, this region was the same
as the tribal territories of Manasseh and Ephraim.
The author of 2 Kings presents these tribal territories
at the heart of the Northern Kingdom of Israel in an
unflattering way. Because the people of Manasseh
and Ephraim had incessantly combined the worship
of idols with the worship of the true God, the Lord had
allowed Assyria to invade and deport these Jews from
their land. The policy of Assyria was to remove conquered people from their homeland and resettle them
in new places. When the Jews were removed from
Samaria, people from other conquered lands were
brought in. When these new residents failed to worship the Lord as he intended in the Promised Land, he
sent lions among them. This propelled the Assyrians to

ν Left: Region of Samaria; Right: Staircase to the Augustan temple built at Samaria (Sebaste)
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Left: The Byzantine church on Mount Gerizim used materials from the destroyed Samaritan temple; Right: The region of Samaria was
tainted with pagan practices from the time of Jeroboam I into the New Testament era

return some of the corrupted Jewish religious leaders
of the Northern Kingdom to teach the new locals
how to worship (2 Kings 17:24–28). The outcome is
summarized in 2 Kings 17:40–41: “They would not
listen, however, but persisted in their former practices.
Even while these people were worshiping the Lord,
they were serving idols. To this day their children and
grandchildren continue to do as their ancestors did.”
The 400 years between the Old and New Testaments saw additional developments that further compromised the reputation of this region, now occupied
by people known as Samaritans. Samaria’s residents
built a temple for themselves on Mount Gerizim in
388 BC. When a Jewish king, John Hyrcanus, came
to the throne in Jerusalem, he expanded the influence of his government north into Samaria and, in the
process, destroyed the Samaritan temple in 128 BC.
This appears to have pushed the relationship between
the two groups in the direction of racial hatred.10 This
dislike between Jews and Samaritans is mentioned in
the Gospels. In a parenthetical note, John says, “For
Jews do not associate with Samaritans” (John 4:9). An
unnamed Samaritan village showed hostility toward
Jesus and the disciples, forcing them to take a different route to Jerusalem (Luke 9:53). This imposed

8

detour caused Peter and John to ask in the next verse,
“Lord, do you want us to call fire down from heaven
to destroy them?”
The negativity and hostility associated with Samaria
and the Samaritans begin to change in the time of the
Gospels and Acts. Jesus tells the story of a man traveling between Jerusalem and Jericho who is harmed by
thieves. The kindly actions of a Samaritan man illustrate what it means to show love to one’s neighbor
(Luke 10:30–37). When Jesus heals ten men afflicted
by leprosy, the one Samaritan among them is the only
one who returns to give thanks (Luke 17:11–19). And
while so many of Jesus’ fellow Jews did not accept
him as the Messiah, it was the people in the Samaritan
village of Sychar who could not get enough of his time
(John 4:39–42). The remaking of Samaria continues in
Acts when persecution in Jerusalem sends Philip to
the region. When word got back to the Christians in
Jerusalem about the growing community of believers
in Samaria, they dispatched Peter and John—not to
rebuke Philip for taking the gospel there, but to confirm and expand the kingdom of God in this region
(Acts 8:14–25). This story, which gets attention in Acts,
is a story of the gospel spreading into a region whose
reputation is changing.
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Peter Gains a New Perspective at Caesarea Maritima
A change in scenery can do us a world of good. Dayto-day living in the same location can wear deep ruts
that wear us out and trap us in patterns of thinking
that can become unhealthy. Peter was in that kind of
rut, but a trip to Caesarea Maritima would help him
and the Christian movement. A substantial amount of
space is set aside in the book of Acts to explain how
this city participated in changing the perspective of
Peter (Acts 10:1–11:18).
Caesarea on the sea was founded by one of the
most famous builders of the ancient world, Herod the
Great (see map 11.3). He built this expansive 165-acre
(67-hectare) harbor city because he wanted an outlet
that could connect him to Europe and an inlet through
which he could bring all the best of Europe to the land
he ruled. After the days of Herod the Great, this Caesarea became the favorite haunt of the Roman procurators who were in charge of the Roman province
of Judea, including the infamous Pontius Pilate, who
used it as his base of operations, traveling to Jerusalem only when necessary.11 The public buildings and
facilities of Caesarea Maritima made it one of the most
impressive cities in Israel. The city was built around a

harbor that required the first extensive use of hydraulic cement to establish the foundations for the break
water. It boasted a large temple dedicated to Augustus
Caesar as well as a luxurious seaside palace. Entertainment venues included a 4,000-seat theater as well as
a hippodrome designed for chariot racing, though it
was used for other sporting events as well. Thousands
came to live here. But the place lacked a decent local
source for water, so Herod designed a water-delivery
system that brought this precious resource into the
city from 13 miles (21 km) away. The delivery system
was half in a rock-cut channel and half on a raised
aqueduct. To this day, a walk among Caesarea’s ruins
reveals the imposing grandeur and sophistication of
the Roman world.12
The response to all this grandeur was mixed. For
those who felt at home in Europe and loved the culture of the Greco-Roman world, this city was ideal.
In the middle of the Middle East, this city was Rome
away from Rome. But for the Jews living in the land,
Caesarea represented a blight on the landscape. They
saw it as contributing to the cultural pollution that had
infiltrated their homeland.13 Peter was in this camp.

ν The sprawling city of Caesarea Maritima
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Left: An aqueduct carried water to Caesarea Maritima from the base of Mount Carmel; Right: Stone boat anchors from the harbor at
Caesarea Maritima

He had grown up with orthodox Jewish laws and pas- Lord responded to Peter’s objection with the same
sions. He ate kosher and observed the Sabbath. He language three times: “Do not call anything impure
regarded all expressions of the Greco-Roman world’s that God has made clean” (Acts 10:15). This vision was
ideology with a great deal of suspicion. For him, this not so much about food as it was about people. While
was the broad road that Jesus had warned about, a Peter was experiencing the vision, Gentiles were
road that led to destruction. Peter’s preferapproaching the door of the home with
ence was for Jewish communities like
an invitation for Peter from a Roman
Lydda and Joppa. For Peter, Caeofficer, Cornelius, asking Peter to
sarea Maritima was a foreign place,
come to Caesarea Maritima to
and as a result, it was a place that
speak with him and his family. The
had much to teach him.
vision overcame the initial objection
That lesson begins with a
Peter would have felt about traveling
vision. Peter was in Joppa praying
to this Hellenistic city to meet with
as the noontime hour approached.
non-Jewish people.
He was hungry. While his meal
Peter’s language demonstrates his
was being prepared, Peter fell into
changing perspective. When he
a trance. As he looked heavenward,
arrives at the home of Cornelius,
he saw a large sheet or sail descendPeter sounds anything but convinced
ing toward him, carrying a wide
that this was a good idea. “He said to
array of animals. Some of these anithem: ‘You are well aware that it is
mals were approved for Jews to eat
against our law for a Jew to associate with
and others were not (Leviticus 11).
or visit a Gentile.’” But then he tells them
When a voice urged Peter to eat
about his vision from God to “not call anyindiscriminately, he thought it was
one impure or unclean” (Acts 10:28). Once
ν
The sign in the temple courtyard
a test and vehemently objected
Cornelius speaks of his faith and acts of
warning Gentiles to advance no
to eating nonkosher food. But the
kindness to the poor, Peter understands
closer to the sanctuary
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that this Gentile is truly seeking a relationship with
Jesus. Peter’s response shows that the Lord is working
a change in Peter’s perspective. “I now realize how
true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts
from every nation the one who fears him and does
what is right” (Acts 10:34–35).
Gentiles were never out of the picture. God had
told Abraham that one of his descendants would work
a change in the world so dramatic that all nations of
the earth would be blessed through him (Genesis 12:3).
Jesus had cautioned the Jews in the synagogue at Nazareth that they dare not exclude Gentiles from the spiritual revolution that was under way (Luke 4:23–27).

But this division remained an important issue even
after the death and resurrection of Jesus. The early
church was a Jewish church. Suspicion of Gentiles
and of cities like Caesarea Maritima was tightly woven
into the fabric of first-century Judaism. Even leaders
like Peter were infected with hesitation, and so the
Lord used a Roman soldier from Caesarea Maritima to
change Peter’s perspective. Peter got it. And when he
spoke to others in Jerusalem about his experience in
Caesarea Maritima, they got it too. “When they heard
this, they had no further objections and praised God,
saying, ‘So then, even to Gentiles God has granted
repentance that leads to life’” (Acts 11:18).

Damascus and the Book of Acts
The gospel was meant to reach all locations; and
some locations were better than others at facilitating
that outcome. Damascus is one of those places. It may
not be among the top five places that come to mind

in terms of gospel outreach. But it is among the most
frequently mentioned cities in Acts, apart from Jerusalem. In Acts, Damascus is mentioned twelve times,
Antioch twenty times, Ephesus nine times, and Rome
Map 11.4—Saul’s Conversion and Early Years
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Saul was converted as he traveled near Mount Hermon on the road to Damascus

eight times. Here we focus on Luke’s persistent mention of Damascus in the narrative that describes Saul’s
conversion.
Damascus is approximately 130 miles (209 km)
north of Jerusalem on a plain between the Syrian Desert to its east and Mount Hermon to the west (see
map 11.4). Good soils and access to rivers result in an
irrigated oasis to house a large city. Because of these
resources and the natural obstacles to travel met by
taking routes around Damascus, this city became a
wealthy transportation hub. Routes went out from
Damascus to the populated regions of the known
world (Ezekiel 27:18).14 These transportation links guaranteed that Damascus would have a strong multicultural flavor. Included was a sizable Jewish population
served by multiple synagogues.
The Old Testament mentions the city as early as
the time of Abraham (Genesis 14:15), but refers to
it most frequently during the time when Israel was
ruled by the kings. During this time, Damascus and
the Arameans fought with Israel to control the route
for trade goods flowing from Arabia and Moab. Both
were vitally interested in playing the roles of middleman and tax collector (1 Kings 20:1–34; 22:1–40). It
was also during this time that the strong anti-Assyrian
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posture of the city caused a rift between Israel and
Judah (2 Kings 16:5–9).15 The gospel writers do not
mention Damascus, but this quickly changes in the
book of Acts.
Luke pays particular attention to Damascus in relating the story of Saul’s conversion. Saul (renamed Paul)
describes himself in these early years of his life as being
one of the most staunch and passionate men among
the Hebrews, “a Hebrew of Hebrews” (Philippians
3:5–6). He perceived the movement that claimed Jesus
as the Jewish Messiah to be a terrible perversion of
Judaism and dedicated himself to punishing its followers. “Still breathing out murderous threats against the
Lord’s disciples” (Acts 9:1), Saul headed for Damascus with letters of support from the Jewish leaders of
Jerusalem in hand. These letters enlisted the aid of the
synagogues in Damascus during Saul’s quest to take
followers of the “Way” into custody so they could be
tried and punished in Jerusalem (Acts 9:1–2). Geography helps explain his destination. Damascus not only
housed a large Jewish population, which in his mind
had become vulnerable to the heretical message of
the Way, but there were also Jewish pilgrims traveling through Damascus on the way to Jerusalem who
were being infected by this Jesus message. Because
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Damascus could facilitate the spread of the Christian
movement, that Christian movement, he decided, had
to be stopped in Damascus.
The Lord had quite a different perspective. First he
planned to turn the zeal of Saul around. “This man
is my chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the
Gentiles and their king and to the people of Israel”
(Acts 9:15). He would use Damascus in exactly the
way that Saul feared it might be used, to spread the
gospel. Before Saul reaches the city and can do any
harm there, the risen Lord Jesus appears to him on
the road to Damascus, takes away his sight, and starts
the process that will completely revolutionize the way
Saul thinks about Christians. Afterward, his conversion
complete and his sight restored, Saul goes to the synagogues of Damascus whose aid he had planned to
solicit in arresting followers of Jesus. “Saul spent several
days with the disciples in Damascus. At once he began
to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of
God” (Acts 9:19–20; see also verse 22). His passion
and skill in presenting the gospel baffled the opposition. He later returned to Damascus and continued to
advocate for Jesus in this city (Galatians 1:15–17).
As Luke tells this story, Damascus does not lie at
the periphery but at the heart of Saul’s conversion.
Luke mentions the city seven times in Acts 9 alone.
This detail is important. We might expect someone
like Saul—who perceives the followers of Jesus as
heretics harming the cause of the Jewish faith—to be
actively persecuting that faith in Jerusalem. So why
would Saul travel for days to pursue his mission in

Damascus, so far from Jerusalem? The answer lies in
the geography. Damascus was a particularly effective
tool in getting the gospel circulating widely in the
inhabited world. But Saul’s plan to stop the gospel
spread from Damascus ran headlong into the Lord’s
agenda. The Lord wanted Damascus to function as a
dissemination point for the gospel, and Saul would be
among those who would make the city’s geography
work toward that goal. That lays bare the second reason for Luke’s emphasis on Damascus in Acts. While
many verses speak about Saul’s life, the real subject
of Acts is the spread of the gospel to the world. In
reality, and in Luke’s reporting of that reality, it is the
geography of Damascus—its location—that played a
vital role in accomplishing the goals for the church
that Acts lays before its readers.

ν

Damascus street

The Celebrated City of Antioch
The three most important cities in the Roman world
were Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch of Syria (see map
11.4). Of these, the last is the least familiar to most
Bible readers. Luke seems intent on changing that. He
mentions this Antioch (Syrian, not Pisidian Antioch) in
Acts no less than 17 times. He repeatedly commends
the city of Antioch for its Christian character and
example, while acknowledging the important ways
geography helped it become an important city to the
spread of Christianity.16
The modern city of Antakya, Turkey, sits on the

footprint once occupied by the city of Antioch, nestled
in the Orontes River valley with mountains rising to the
north and south. As the Orontes River coursed through
this valley westward to the Mediterranean Sea, it provided an abundance of water for the farmers tilling
the fertile farmland of the valley. With plenty of food
and water, this becomes the ideal location for a major
city to grow, and Antioch does not disappoint. The
so-called “Queen of the East” boasted a population of
500,000 people.17 Politics and geography joined with
agriculture to make the city a prominent political and

From Jerusalem to the Ends of the Earth • The Celebrated City of Antioch

13

commercial center. Under Rome’s Augustus Caesar,
Antioch was elevated to the status of capital city of
the imperial province of Syria. This change in rank was
quickly followed by a string of architectural improvements that made the place stand out from the local
landscape and stand above its neighbors.18
The Orontes River valley provided a conduit to the
Mediterranean coast and the seaport city of Seleucia
Pieria, granting trade access to every shore that the
Mediterranean Sea touched. The same valley traveled
east from Antioch to Aleppo (see map 11.5), where it
joined roads that led deep into Mesopotamia as well
as into Egypt. Antioch became a hub in the ancient
transportation system and the envy of those who lived
in the ancient world. Many people of diverse backgrounds passed through the city.
Antioch of Syria served as a model for Jewish-
Christian relationships. A sizable segment of Antioch’s
population was Jewish with synagogues established
to meet their worship needs.19 This community of

Jews came to know about Jesus in part because Jewish believers who had been driven from Jerusalem by
persecution came to Antioch and spread the gospel
message (Acts 11:19). But there was an even larger segν Orontes River in Antioch

Map 11.5—First Missionary Journey
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ment of Antioch’s population that was Gentile. These
Gentiles came to know Jesus because Christians from
Cyprus and Cyrene traveled to Antioch and spoke
about Jesus, and “a great number of people believed
and turned to the Lord” (Acts 11:21). Problems could
easily have developed in this mixed community, but
the city itself played a role in diminishing any frictions
between Jew and Gentile. With the wide array of people who passed through Antioch, the city was accustomed to hearing new ideas. It was a place where
cultural barriers were more easily negotiated and
new ideas were discussed.20 The differences between
the Jewish and Christian perspectives were debated
honestly. In fact the Christian message was so clear
in Antioch that its followers received a label that set
them apart from Judaism. “The disciples were called
Christians first at Antioch” (Acts 11:26).
When trouble did come to the Christian church in
Antioch, it typically came from the outside, as it did
when men from Judea went to Antioch insisting that
Gentile Christians had to submit to circumcision (Acts
15:1). This disturbance led to a meeting of the Coun-

cil at Jerusalem to deal with the issue. The Council
immediately dispatched a letter to Antioch to quell the
concern (Acts 15:22–29). Peter also caused a problem
in Antioch. He initially socialized freely with Gentiles
but suddenly pulled back, fearing the reaction of other
Jews. Paul confronted him and fixed the problem
before it bloomed into something more problematic
for the church (Galatians 2:11–21). Luke includes this
Christian church in Antioch because it sets an example of a culturally mixed church whose members get
along with each other.
Antioch is also deserving of the attention it gets in
the book of Acts because it is a church that demonstrates how to use the resources God gave them.
The Lord clearly blessed many within the Christian
community of Antioch through the various financial
opportunities the city offered. Rather than turning
their attention inward, using the gifts themselves,
they looked outward from the city to see how they
might benefit others. Acts mentions a severe famine
that gripped the entire Roman world. Concern for
their extended spiritual family living in Judea led the

ν Modern Antakya in Turkey is the Bible’s Antioch of Syria
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 hristians in Antioch to collect aid that was taken as
C
a gift to the region by Barnabas and Saul (Acts 11:27–
30). But the Christians in Antioch had an even greater
opportunity along the roads that led from their city to
the world. Antioch gave the apostle Paul a base from

which to begin his three missionary journeys (Acts
13:1–4; 15:35–36; 18:23). The Christians in Antioch
had been blessed by the geography of their city and
they, in turn, saw an opportunity because of their
location to be a blessing to others.

The Macedonian Call
The book of Acts pays so much attention to the memorable people and places we meet on its pages that
we can lose sight of the Lord’s vital involvement in
managing the expansion of his church. Even prominent missionaries like Paul were simply enacting a
divine agenda. This becomes clear as Acts narrates
the events of the second missionary journey of Paul
that included a vision and a call to Macedonia.
Paul’s second missionary journey, like the first,
begins in Antioch and retraces familiar pathways,
revisiting the young Christian churches in places like
Derbe, Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch (Pisidian) (see map

11.6). The purpose of these visits was to strengthen the
faith of God’s people and deliver the decision of the
Council at Jerusalem (Acts 16:1–5). When it was time
to break new ground, Paul planned to make his way to
the important city of Ephesus. But his visit would have
to wait because the Holy Spirit kept him from preaching the Word there (Acts 16:6). A turn to the northeast into the region of Bithynia was also precluded
by intervention of the Spirit of Jesus (Acts 16:7). This
left a corridor that landed Paul and his companions
in Troas on the Aegean Sea, across from Macedonia.
Once they arrived in that city, the Holy Spirit’s plan
Map 11.6—Second Missionary Journey
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Remains of the ancient harbor at Troas

became clear. “During the night Paul had a vision of a
man of Macedonia standing and begging him, ‘Come
over to Macedonia and help us.’ After Paul had seen
the vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the
gospel to them” (Acts 16:9–10). Note that Luke makes
sure we see the direction their mission efforts take,
repeating mention of Macedonia three times.
The logic of this move is evident when we consider both the geographic and spiritual dimensions
of opening a mission field in Macedonia. Paul made
extended stops at two important Greek cities in
Macedonia, Philippi and Thessalonica. Philippi was
“a Roman colony and the leading city of that district of
Macedonia” (Acts 16:12). This was primarily a Gentile
place occupied by Roman war veterans who enjoyed
the privileges typical of a city in Italy.21 Thessalonica
was the capital of the province of Macedonia and the
seat of its governor. These two important cities were
bound to one another and the world via an important road called the Egnatian Way. Thessalonica was
about at the midpoint on this road, and Philippi had
the Egnatian Way as one of its main streets. It is the
Egnatian Way that made Macedonia so important to
Rome because it connected to shipping lanes that
linked Rome with its eastern provinces. Macedonia
was an international crossroads with Philippi and

Thessalonica at the heart of the action.22 If the gospel
was preached here, it had the potential of traveling
thousands of miles or kilometers both east and west
from Macedonia. Leaping ahead, we can see that this
is exactly what happened. In Paul’s first letter to the
Thessalonians, he observed, “Your faith in God has
become known everywhere” (1 Thessalonians 1:8).
The spiritual need is clearly evident in this region.
The passionate begging of the Macedonian man in
Paul’s vision made that clear. The urgency is in part
due to the geographic gap we find in Acts 2. Here
ν The odeum at Thessalonica
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ν

The Roman forum at Philippi

Luke lists the places the people who heard Peter speak
at Pentecost had come from, returning to those regions
as changed people who carried the gospel with them.
Notable by its absence is any mention of visitors from
Macedonia. This quietly but powerfully speaks of a
gap that needed to be filled. The people Paul met in
Macedonia confirm the need for mission work there.
When Paul and Silas were imprisoned in Philippi by
the local authorities, they met a man, their jailer, who
was searching for hope. His simple question suggests
that he was the one who was imprisoned. “Sirs, what
ν The traditional site of Paul’s imprisonment in Philippi
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must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). When Paul and
his companions went to Thessalonica, a large number
of Jews and God-fearing Greeks who came to know
Jesus as their Savior provide evidence of the need for
the gospel in the region (Acts 17:4). And Paul’s preaching in Berea prompted a search of the Old Testament
among the Jews living there that is celebrated in these
words: “Now the Berean Jews were of more noble
character than those in Thessalonica, for they received
the message with great eagerness and examined the
Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true”
(Acts 17:11). Thus the geography and stories in Acts
tell of the great opportunity to spread the good news
that was just across the Aegean Sea from Troas in
Macedonia.
The Spirit-filled success of the second missionary
journey continues on Paul’s third missionary journey.
He returned to Macedonia, visiting the communities
there not just once but twice (Acts 20:1–3) (see map
11.7). These visits were reinforced by correspondence
that left an enduring voice of encouragement and
direction. Of the letters of Paul preserved for us in the
New Testament, we find three addressed to people
in Macedonia: Philippians and 1 and 2 Thessalonians.
Directed by the Holy Spirit, Paul’s work was meant to
encourage and sustain the churches he founded in this
geographically influential location.
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Paul’s Extended Stay in Ephesus
The maps of Paul’s missionary journeys can give the
impression that he was a man constantly on the move,
interrupting the rhythm of his itinerary only to make
brief stops before he was on his way again. In reality
Paul did make extended stays, the longest in Ephesus. Ephesus is located on the west side of the Roman
province of Asia just 3 miles (4.8 km) from the Aegean
Sea, connected to the maritime trade of the Aegean
via the Cayster River (see map 11.7). This city was the
most important urban center in the province, reaching its zenith during the Roman era. During that time,
it functioned as the seat of the governor of Asia and
became a center of banking, commerce, and worship. An array of beautiful public buildings signaled
to every visitor that they were in a special place. City
planners included a harbor, theater, agora (a meeting
place), temples, and even a street paved with marble.23
Upwards of 400,000 people called Ephesus home.

Paul had wanted to make an extended visit to
Ephesus, but it took three attempts before he got to
stay. At the start of his second missionary journey,
Paul seems to have targeted Ephesus, but the Holy
Spirit prevented him from entering the province of
Asia (Acts 16:6). At the close of the second missionary journey, Paul was able to stop briefly. The Jews
asked him to extend his stay, but Paul declined, saying
he would come back if God created the opportunity
(Acts 18:19–21). The Lord was willing and so, during
Paul’s third missionary journey, he spent more than
two years at work in Ephesus (Acts 19:8–10).
Luke reports on this stay in Acts 19. When we
combine what we know of the location and culture
of Ephesus with what Luke says in Acts about this
visit, we get a pretty good idea of why Paul selected
Ephesus for this extended visit. We note the large Jewish population that was given special privileges by
Map 11.7—Third Missionary Journey
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Rome, including exemption from military service and
the right to observe their religious laws.24 Paul had a
heart for his own people and invested three months
among them “arguing persuasively about the kingdom
of God” (Acts 19:8). When he was no longer welcome
in the synagogue, Paul moved into a public lecture
hall that provided space for an even larger audience
(Acts 19:9–10).
There also were a number of elements of the Christian faith that had either not been taught to this community or had been taught incorrectly. Luke highlights
two of them. When Paul arrived in Ephesus, he met
disciples and asked them if they had received the Holy
Spirit at the time they came to know Jesus as their Savior. Stunningly, they had never heard mention of the
Holy Spirit. This led Paul to ask about their baptism,
to which they replied that the only baptism they knew
was the baptism of John. Paul immediately set about
filling these gaps in understanding (Acts 19:1–7).
Paul not only had to teach new information, he also

had to correct mistaken information. Ephesus was a city
given over to the worship of false gods, including the
worship of the emperor of Rome and the goddess Artemis. One way the Roman emperors tried to strengthen
the loyalty of their citizens was through the imperial
cult. It was assumed that identifying the emperor as
divine and establishing temples in his honor would
assist the collection of taxes and the keeping of the
peace. Asia was home to some of the most ardent
supporters of this imperial cult. Ephesus itself had two
temples dedicated to Augustus Caesar, making it the
chief city for the emperor cult in the province.25
But long before this emperor worship was initiated
in Ephesus, the city was known for its dedication to
the goddess Artemis (Roman, Diana). During the time
of Paul, the city had built a lavish palace for her on
a platform that was 420 feet by 240 feet (128 m by
73 m). It had more than a hundred 60-foot (18.3 m)
columns and was the first monument building constructed completely of marble.26 Architecturally, it

ν Street leading from Ephesus to its harbor
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The theater at Ephesus

merited being counted as one of the Seven Wonders (Acts 19:32). Finally the city clerk calmed the people,
of the World. Luke pays particular attention to the urged use of the court system for disputes, and discult of Artemis in describing Paul’s visit to Ephesus. missed the crowd.
Paul did not shy away from a fight. Rather than
Ephesus was connected to the world through
presenting the Christian faith as an equal
its harbor and the valleys that stretched east
alternative to others, he adamantly argued
into Asia, providing access to important
for monotheism in this polytheistic setting.
cities in the interior. It was at the geoWhen he did, the gospel simply overpowgraphic center of all the places Paul had
ered the opposition. Luke humorously
visited, making it an excellent adminisillustrates this by telling the story of a distrative hub.27 The success of the gospel
there had an impact beyond Ephesus.
turbance that occurred in Ephesus (Acts
“In this way the word of the Lord spread
19:23–41). The guild members who made
widely and grew in power” (Acts 19:20).
trinkets associated with the worship of ArteClearly Paul was a man who lived his life
mis were going through hard financial times
on the move. New Testament reports sugbecause people stopped buying their stuff. The
gest he traveled some 13,450 miles (21,646
account drips with irony as the local craftsmen
km)!28 But when he stopped, he stopped for a
riot and attempt to prop up the reputation of
good reason. As a base of operations, Ephesus
Artemis that had been severely damaged by
benefited from the correction Paul offered
Paul’s teaching. A crowd gathered in the
and became a conduit through which
theater but “the assembly was in conthe gospel moved east to those living
fusion: Some were shouting one thing,
throughout Asia Minor and west via
some another. Most of the people did
ν
shipping lanes into Europe.
not even know why they were there”
Statue of Artemis
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Paul, Rome, and Caesarea Maritima
As the gospel of Jesus Christ moves ever outward from
Jerusalem, following the plan outlined in Acts 1:8, we
read many place names. None may be more familiar
to us than Rome. As we read the book of Acts, we are
aware of the possibility of Paul’s visit to Rome long
before we get to his actual departure for Italian shores.
The first mention of the church in Rome comes
with the day of Pentecost. Among the Jews who heard
Peter speak were Jews from Rome (Acts 2:10). The
news about Jesus they carried home brought new life
to a community of believers that continued to grow as
Christian travelers from Asia went to Rome on business or as immigrants or as slaves.29 During Paul’s third
missionary journey, he expressed his desire to get to
Rome as soon as he could (Acts 19:21). When Paul
was arrested in Jerusalem, the Lord himself stood near
him and said, “Take courage! As you have testified
about me in Jerusalem, so you must also testify in
Rome” (Acts 23:11). All of this creates an expectation
that we will soon read of Paul walking the streets of
Rome just as he walked the streets of Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, and Athens.
There was good reason for Paul to get to Rome,

both because of a need to advocate for the Christian
community there and to interact with them about the
basics of the faith. The need for advocacy involved
the Roman requirement for public meetings. Because
of a concern that groups might meet to plan for revolution, Roman law permitted groups to meet only if
they had become approved associations. Judaism was
one of the approved religious associations in Rome.
And it appears that the Christians in Rome could meet
because they were not distinguished from Judaism and
so met under the auspices of the Jewish license.30 This
worked well for the newly formed Christian community until an edict was issued by Emperor C
 laudius in
49 AD.31 This edict expelled Jews from Rome because
of continuing disturbances associated with the instigation of a man named Chrestus. Christians were
swept up in the purge, including Aquila and Priscilla,
two Jewish Christians from Rome whom Paul met
in Corinth (Acts 18:2). Christians were in need of an
advocate to speak for them at the highest levels of
government, providing one powerful reason for the
articulate Paul to travel to Rome.
The other reason for Paul to be in Rome is quietly

ν Left: Reconstructed columns of Herod’s seaside palace at Caesarea Maritima; Right: Bust of Emperor Claudius
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Map 11.8—Paul Travels to Rome
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but firmly suggested in Paul’s letter to the church at
Rome written during his third missionary journey prior
to his visit (Romans 1:10–15; 15:22–29). Perhaps the
signature element of Paul’s letter to the Romans is its
simple presentation of the basics of the Christian faith.
The content of the book of Romans indicates that the
church in Rome was in need of this kind of fundamental instruction. While we cherish having it in writing, this letter to the church in Rome did not give the
community there an opportunity to ask the questions
they needed to ask Paul to clarify what he had written.
They needed Paul to visit with them.
We might expect that this trip to Rome will be
undertaken as expeditiously as possible. So it is a bit
surprising to find Paul idled for more than two years in
Caesarea Maritima, held in the custody of the Roman
governor (see map 11.8). The problems began not in
Caesarea, but in Jerusalem. A statement about the
Gentiles got Paul into trouble there. When he spoke
of his need to get the news of Jesus as Messiah to
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Gentiles (Acts 22:21), he caused such a strong disturbance that Paul was taken into protective custody by
Roman soldiers. The Jewish leaders wanted to press
charges against Paul as they had against Jesus, hoping to assassinate Paul long before he ever came to
trial. But the Lord had other plans. Roman soldiers
spirited Paul away to Caesarea Maritima, the seat of
the Roman governor, so that his trial might be held in
a more secure location. The hearing before Felix, the
governor, began in less than a week. We expect Paul
will be on his way to Rome in short order. Ever the
cautious politician, Felix tried to resolve the disagreement between Paul and his angry Jewish detractors
by tabling the whole matter until a later date. Paul
waited for more than two years. When Festus succeeded Felix as governor, he too coddled the favor
of the Jewish leaders by leaving Paul in custody (Acts
21:27–24:27).
We do wonder what the Lord’s plan was in all of
this, given the urgent need for Paul to get to Rome.
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Paul was detained in Herod’s palace for two years

The answer may be in the character of Caesarea Maritima, the place Paul was being detained. Paul was well
schooled in the Jewish world, but if he was going to
Rome to advocate for the Christian church there, he
would need to learn how Romans thought and how
business got done. Caesarea was founded by Herod
the Great to be his Rome away from Rome. His goal
was to re-create a European port in the Middle East
with the architecture, entertainment, and worldview

of Rome. That is why the Roman governors established
their base of administration there. It also proved to be
an ideal place for Paul to immerse himself in the pragmatics of Rome before he traveled to Rome. More than
two years later, during Paul’s trial before Festus, Paul
made his plea for a hearing before the highest court in
the Roman Empire. “After Festus had conferred with his
council, he declared: ‘You have appealed to Caesar. To
Caesar you will go!’” (Acts 25:12).

The Seven Cities of Revelation
If we randomly open the book of Revelation to almost
any of its pages, we read some of the most vivid language and see some of the most surreal imagery found
in Holy Scripture. But this book, so full of otherworldly
imagery, gets under way with some real-world geography. The author introduces us to seven cities that host
seven Christian communities. They are to be the first
beneficiaries of what this book has to offer.
In its format, the book of Revelation is a circulating letter that begins by introducing the writer, John,
and the recipients, “seven churches in the province
of Asia” (Revelation 1:4). In short order, we learn
the names of the cities where those seven churches
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are located. Jesus directs John to “write on a scroll
what you see and send it to the seven churches: to
Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea” (Revelation 1:11) (see map
11.9). After John briefly describes the appearance of
Jesus in the vision he had on the island of Patmos and
how he received the information contained in the
letter (Revelation 1:12–19), he dedicates a block of
text to each of the seven churches (Revelation 2–3).
The churches are addressed in an order that reflects
real-world geography. The city closest to the place
of John’s exile on Patmos is Ephesus. That is the first
city mentioned in chapter 2. All the cities that follow
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are along the imperial road that connects the seven
cities with a circuit that required traveling about 350
miles (563 km). In fact, the order of the cities likely
reflects the itinerary for the delivery and reading of
Revelation to the churches, starting in Ephesus, proceeding clockwise, and listing the cities in the order
they would be visited when traveling on the imperial
road system.32
From a literary perspective, this repeated mention
of the seven cities located in the western quarter of the
province of Asia establishes a real-world setting and
tone for the reading that follows. It creates the expectation that everything we read in the book of Revelation
will have value for those facing real-world challenges
in the first century. In other words, the exotic language
of Revelation should not be read as the musings of a
man gone mad. As elegant and beautiful as the book
is, it is not presented to its readers as art for the sake
of art. And it is not a road map designed to precisely
confirm the date of Jesus’ expected return to this earth.

It is a letter written to assist the people living in seven
cities who are facing serious challenges.
The big problem for the Christian church in that
area was the imperial cult of the Roman Empire.
Emperor worship had deep roots in the Roman province of Asia and even among the cities listed in Revelation. The citizens of Pergamum started it by asking to
honor Augustus Caesar with a temple. Augustus welcomed the offer, and in 29 BC the first temple to the
emperor was built in Pergamum. In the words that John
addresses to Pergamum, he speaks of this city as the
place “where Satan has his throne” (Revelation 2:13),
a likely reference to the temple associated with the
imperial cult. When Augustus died, the Roman Senate
posthumously recognized the deity of Augustus. That
opened the door for his son and successor, Tiberius
(14–37 AD), to declare himself “the son of god.” But it
was the emperor Domitian who made worship of the
emperor a litmus test of loyalty. He insisted that every
citizen under his rule refer to him as dominus et deus
Map 11.9—Churches of the Revelation
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noster (“our lord and god”).33 Domitian
The combining of these letters into
is the one who appears to have exiled
one emphasizes the shared need for
John to the island of Patmos. And
correction and support that would
he is the one who is on the stage of
make it possible for these Chrishistory as John writes this letter to
tians to get through the perilous
the churches in the seven cities of
days ahead. It was with the Lord’s
the province of Asia. The Christian
help and the mutual support of one
church is now recognized as someanother that they would succeed.
thing quite distinct from Judaism and
The threats from outside were real
is threatened by the state’s insistence on
and were faced not just by the churches
worshiping the emperor.34
in one city but by all the churches.
In response to this challenge and
Other communities needed to hear
other spiritual failures, Revelation was
what John was directed to say to the
ν
composed as a circulating letter. Each of
church in Smyrna. “Do not be afraid of
Bust of Domitian
the Christian communities who heard it
what you are about to suffer. I tell you,
in each of the seven cities had its own history, its own the devil will put some of you in prison to test you,
geography, its own experiences as a growing Christian and you will suffer persecution for ten days” (Revelacommunity, and its own potential failure points.35 We tion 2:10). All faced the fate of Antipas of Pergamum
might have expected John to write seven individual who refused to renounce his faith in Jesus and so died
letters, one for each of the churches. But instead Jesus as a martyr and faithful witness (Revelation 2:13). The
directed John to combine them in the one circulat- letter needed to circulate because the threat was real
ing letter preserved for us in the book of Revelation. and would invade the life of each community.
ν Emperor Trajan’s temple at Pergamum
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Left: Remains of the aqueduct at Laodicea; Right: The main street of Laodicea

In similar fashion, Christians in each of the cities
faced the same temptation from within the church.
This is the part of the circulating letter that the Christians of the cities probably were not happy about having it read to others; it is the part where John identifies
their failures. These were risks each Christian community faced and so needed to be on guard against
them. Ephesus had misplaced love issues. “Yet I hold
this against you: You have forsaken the love you had at
first” (Revelation 2:4). Pergamum and Thyatira had an
issue with hosting false teaching. “Nevertheless, I have
a few things against you: There are some among you
who hold to the teaching of Balaam. . . . Likewise you
also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans” (Revelation 2:14–15). “Nevertheless, I have this
against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who
calls herself a prophet. By her teaching she misleads
my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of
food sacrificed to idols” (Revelation 2:20). Sardis and
Laodicea had issues with apathy. “I know your deeds;
you have a reputation of being alive, but you are
dead” (Revelation 3:2). “I know your deeds, that you
are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or
the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot
nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth”
(Revelation 3:15–16). These stinging criticisms needed
to be heeded by the church to which they were

addressed, but the warning needed the attention of
all the churches.
The encouragement that John offered each church
was also meant for all. To Ephesus, he wrote, “You
have persevered and have endured hardship for my
name, and have not grown weary” (Revelation 2:3).
To the church in Smyrna, he wrote, “Be faithful, even
to the point of death, and I will give you life as your
victor’s crown” (Revelation 2:10). And to the church in
Philadelphia, John wrote these encouraging words, “I
am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that
no one will take your crown. The one who is victorious I will make a pillar in the temple of my God.
Never again will they leave it. I will write on them
the name of my God and the name of the city of my
God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out
of heaven from my God; and I will also write on them
my new name” (Revelation 3:11–12).
All the churches faced the same threats from
the outside, the same temptations from within, and
needed the same words of encouragement. This binds
the Christians of this entire region into one social unit
and tacitly encourages the churches in each of the
cities to form a support network through which they
might encourage one another. This could have been
communicated in individual letters, but a circulating
letter had the added benefit of inviting the churches in
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Map 11.10—Growth of the Christian Church
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these seven cities to see themselves as linked to all the
others—a community of faith (see map 11.10).
The first chapters of Revelation are firmly anchored
in the geography of western Asia Minor, in the ancient
cities named. This builds real-world connections to
what is being said and urges us to look for the value
for us today. As the final word of revelation from
Jesus, the book of Revelation becomes an extended
commentary on how to live in this world while we
wait for him to return. We will face troubles of many
kinds. He told us that. “I have told you these things,
so that in me you may have peace. In this world you
will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the
world” (John 16:33). But we can be assured that Jesus
is aware of the troubles we face and offers his support.
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We can be assured that our “names are written in the
Lamb’s book of life” (Revelation 21:27). And we can
find hope and encouragement in every season of life
within the book of Revelation. Its real-world language
and otherworldly images combine to sound the note
that Christians need to hear. The book of Revelation
sings the distant song of triumph.
John lived in the real world. And the first three
chapters of Revelation offer the real-world direction
and encouragement we need to live as children of
God. We can live in hope and confidence through all
the mayhem, assured that Jesus is coming back to this
earth to bring us to a place of eternal rest. “He who
testifies to these things says, ‘Yes, I am coming soon.’”
“Amen. Come, Lord Jesus” (Revelation 22:20).
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