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Rodriguez: A Coded Message to the End-Time Church

BY ANGEL M.

RODRIGUEZ?™*

A GODED MENAGE
10 THE

I IV CHURC

It sounds like fantasy, with an enormous red dragon,

a great serpent, and a war in the cosmos;

but, says a theologian, it is not.

he 12th chapter of Revelation is
filled with imagery alien to the
modern ear—unless, of course,
that ear is tuned to fantasy—
such as the Lord of the Rings,
for example. There is a pregnant
woman clothed with the Sun, and the
Moon is under her feet. An enormous
red dragon with seven heads and 10
horns sweeps a third of the stars out
of the sky! Then there’s a war in the
cosmos and a serpent, called the
devil, who tries to mislead hu-
mankind and get them all on his side.
He gets thrown down to the Earth,

where he pursues the pregnant
woman and tries to assassinate her,
but the Earth helps her to escape.
Then the dragon, filled with rage, vows
to go to war against her offspring, the
only ones left who are still faithful to
God. They are called the “remnant,”
and identified as those who keep the
commandments of God and are faith-
ful to the “testimony of Jesus.”

*Angel M. Rodriguez is Director of the
Biblical Research Institute at the Gen-
eral Conference of Seventh-day Ad-
ventists, in Silver Spring, Maryland.
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It does indeed sound like fantasy,
but it is really a coded message from
God to his last-day church. There is
more—22 chapters all told—the
totality of which is called “the revela-
tion of Jesus Christ, which God gave
him to show his servants what must
soon take place” (chapter one). In the
last issue of Perspective Digest, the-
ologian Angel Rodriguez revealed the
identifying marks of God’s faithful
church. In this article, he addresses the
identity of the “remnant” and reveals
the characteristics that so enrage the
dragon.

Repairers of the Breach

Who are the faithful remnant
hidden under the symbols of Revela-
tion 12?2 Based on their characteris-
tics, Seventh-day Adventists have
identified themselves with that
group. Like Martin Luther, they un-
derstand themselves to be instru-
ments of God in the restoration of
biblical truth. Their mission, they
have concluded, is forecast in that of
the ancient Hebrews who returned
from Babylon after the exile, in 538
B.C.:

“Your people will rebuild the
ancient ruins and will raise up the
age-old foundations; you will be
called Repairer of Broken Walls,
Restorer of Streets with Dwellings™
(Isa. 58:12, NIV).

Included in this group, however,
are a larger remnant—the many of
God’s children now outside the

Adventist Church who will not bow
their knees to Baal (Rom. 11:4,
NIV), and who hold communion
with God.

In addition to the identifying
marks set forth in the past issue,
three identifying characteristics
mark this end-time people. Accord-
ing to Revelation 14:12:

1. THEY KEEP THE COM-
MANDMENTS OF GOD

The term commandments in Rev-
elation 12:17 and 14:12 refers to the
Ten Commandments. In fact, the
Book of Revelation associates the
crisis that the end-time church will
face with the first part of the Deca-
logue, which defines one’s responsi-
bility to God. The issue: Who is to be
worshiped? The dragon, the beast,
and the image of the beast on one
hand, or on the other, God—also
referred to as the Creator, the Lamb,
and the Redeemer. Notice the fol-
lowing references or allusions in
Revelation to the first four com-
mandments of the Decalogue:

First Commandment: John is
called to worship God (19:10). In the
heavenly liturgy, God and the Lamb
are the only and exclusive objects of
worship (4:10; 19:4), and earthlings
are invited to worship the Creator
(14:7-11). Only God deserves the
loyalty of the nations of the Earth
(15:4).

Second Commandment: Idolatry
is condemned, together with wor-

https://digitaIcommons.andrews.edu/pdf%/sol9/iss1/7




Rodriguez: A Coded Message to the End-Time Church

ship of the image of the beast.
Humans receive God’s judgment for
“worshiping demons, and idols of
gold, silver, bronze, stone and
wood—idols that cannot see or hear
or walk” (9:20, NIV). Unfortunately,
humans are willing to worship the
dragon, the beast, and the image of
the beast instead of the true God
(13:4, 8, 12, 15); consequently, God
rejects them (14:9-10; 16:2).

Third Commandment: The
forces of evil open their mouths “to
blaspheme God, and to slander his
name and his dwelling place” (13:6,
NIV). Unrepentant sinners “cursed
the name of God” (16:9, NIV; cf.
16:11, 21). These actions are consid-
ered to be open acts of rebellion
against God.

Fourth Commandment: Revela-
tion 14:7 appears to allude to the
Sabbath commandment with a par-
tial quote from Exodus 20:11: ““Wor-
ship him who made the heavens, the
earth, the sea and the springs of
water.”” This quote is significant
because the Book of Revelation
never quotes the Old Testament, al-
though there are many allusions to
it.' In the Decalogue, the only com-
mandment that identifies God with
respect to the world is the Sabbath
commandment. He is the Creator.

John appears to describe the
attack of the evil forces as a rejection
of the first part of the Decalogue.
Little emphasis is placed on the
other commandments because in

Revelation, the fundamental issue is
commitment to God and the Lamb
or to the evil powers. Disobedience
constitutes an attack against the very
foundation of God’s revealed will.
The eschatological remnant is loyal
to the will of God as revealed in a
special way in the Ten Command-
ments. Further,

2. THEY HAVE THE TESTI-
MONY OF JESUS

The phrase “the testimony of
Jesus” is a little more difficult to
understand. In Revelation 19:10 it
parallels the phrase “spirit of
prophecy,” which Revelation 21:9
associates with the gift of prophecy.
Based on that evidence, Adventists
have long believed the “testimony of
Jesus” to mean that within the end-
time remnant there would be a man-
ifestation of prophecy as well as of
the spiritual gifts in general. The gift
of prophecy found expression in a
special way in the ministry of Ellen
G. White.

White herself presents a broader
understanding of the phrase “the
testimony of Jesus.”” She never inter-
prets her manifestation of the gift of
prophecy as a fulfillment of Revela-
tion 12:17. For her, the “testimony of
Jesus” is what he revealed through
the prophets, through Christ’s teach-
ings while on Earth, and through the
apostles. Fundamentally, it is God’s
will revealed in his Word. She em-
phasizes the necessity of our wit-
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White herself. . . never interprets her manifestation of
the gift of prophecy as a fulfillment of Revelation 12:17. For
her, the “testimony of Jesus” is what he revealed through the

prophets, through Christ’s teachings while on Earth,

and through the apostles. Fundamentally, it is God’s

will revealed in his Word.

nessing to the truths revealed there.
Thus, the remnant are characterized
by faithfulness to the message of the
Scriptures. Also,

3. THEY KEEP THE FAITH OF
JESUS

Revelation 14:12 emphasizes the
“faith of Jesus” in conjunction with
the phrase “keep the commandments
of God” One of the marks of the
remnant, then, is their proclamation
of all the beliefs and teachings of
Jesus—the gospel. During and after
1888, Adventists discerned in the
“faith of Jesus” a reference to justifica-
tion by faith (cf. Rom. 3:22).° It is the
faith we put in Christ’s saving power
that justifies us freely. The Adventist
pioneers interpreted “those who keep
the commandments of God and the
faith of Jesus” in terms of works of
love and saving faith, further marks of
the remnant. Though Adventists be-
lieve that the marks of the remnant
apply in a specific way to their experi-
ence, they hold that there are many
other sincere Christians in the world.

They believe that “the universal
church is composed of all who truly
believe in Christ .. ”* In fact, the early
Adventists went on record: “In what
religious bodies are the greater part of
the followers of Christ now to be
found? Without doubt, in the various
churches professing the Protestant
faith.”” They added:

“Among earth’s inhabitants, scat-
tered in every land, are those who
have not bowed the knee to Baal.
Like the stars of heaven, which ap-
pear only at night, these faithful
ones will shine forth when darkness
covers the earth and gross darkness
the people. In heathen Africa, in the
Catholic lands of Europe and of
South America, in China, in India, in
the islands of the sea, and in all the
dark corners of the earth, God has in
reserve a firmament of chosen ones
that will yet shine forth amidst the
darkness, revealing clearly to an
apostate world the transforming
power of obedience to His law.”

To conclude that Adventists are
the only ones faithful to the Lord
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To conclude that Adventists are the only ones faithful to the
Lord would be tantamount to repeating the mistake of Elijah,

who thought that everyone except him had apostatized.

When he complained that he stood alone in his service

for God, Heaven answered: “‘I have reserved to myself seven

thousand men, who have not bowed the knee to Baal.”

would be tantamount to repeating
the mistake of Elijah, who thought
that everyone except him had apos-
tatized. When he complained that
he stood alone in his service for
God, Heaven answered: “‘I have re-
served to myself seven thousand
men, who have not bowed the knee
to Baal’ Humans are at best poor
judges of the advancement made by
the gospel, of the influence that it
has on souls who, perhaps, have
never heard the preaching of an
ordained minister. All through the
world, the Lord has His chosen
ones.”’

Such individuals can be and
should be considered “a remnant”
who trust in the Word of God; they
can be further defined as those who
in every place “hold communion
with God.™

The remnant is indeed larger
than its historical manifestation in
the Adventist Church. There is an
invisible dimension to the remnant
that transcends its historical and vis-
ible expression. But at the close of

the history of sin, when the human
race will be polarized, God’s full and
faithful remnant will be clearly dis-
tinguished from the rest of human-
ity. They will remain loyal to Christ
as Saviour and Lord, to the law of
God and to the Scriptures. Advent-
ists see themselves as instruments of
God in gathering the faithful, escha-
tological remnant of God before the
return of the Lord.

The Message of the Angels

The mission of the remnant is
described further in Revelation 14:6-
14 under the symbol of three angels
flying through the heavens pro-
claiming three closely related mes-
sages. Their purpose is to gather
God’s remnant scattered throughout
the world. The three angels’ mes-
sages are proclaimed just before the
second coming of Christ (14:13-20).
They are universal in scope—that is,
they are addressed to both Chris-
tians and non-Christians, and call
for their commitment to the exclu-
sive worship of God.’
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A. The Message of the First Angel

This angel proclaims the “eternal
gospel”—the good news of salvation
through Christ on account of God’s
grace—in the context of end-time
events. It is eternal because it is always
relevant and unchangeable. In the
apostolic church, acceptance of the
gospel meant worshiping the true
God and rejecting idolatry (see Acts
14:15). The call to fear God and give
glory to him takes place within the
frame of reference of the gospel.
When confronted by God, humans
are to fear him, to humble themselves
and recognize his sovereignty and
lordship over them. In the Bible, the
fear of God and obedience to his law
seem to go together (cf. Lev. 19:14, 32;
Deut. 13:11; 17:13). To glorify God is
to exalt him, to recognize him as the
most important being in the universe.
The dragon and its followers are not
to be feared or glorified by humanity.

One of the motivations for this
appeal of the gospel is that the hour
of God’s judgment has come. The
history of salvation is coming to an
end, and God’s eschatological judg-
ment is reaching its consummation.
Therefore, the human race should
not accept the authority of the
dragon, who, along with his follow-
ers, is to experience God’s executive
judgment. The proper response of
those who accept the gospel is to
worship only the Creator of heaven
and Earth. The Sabbath command-
ment is a weekly reminder of the

important biblical truth that God is
indeed our Creator.

B. The Message of the Second
Angel

This angel announces the fall of
Babylon and the reasons for its fall.
There is here a typological connec-
tion between ancient Babylon and
end-time Babylon. In the Old Testa-
ment, Babylon was the archenemy of
God and his people. In Revelation,
Babylon represents God’s eschato-
logical archenemy. It is represented
under the symbol of a city in order
to emphasize its political power. But
it is also represented under the sym-
bol of a woman who is a prostitute
(Rev. 17). Revelation stars a faithful
woman (12:1-2) and an unfaithful
woman (17:1-4).

In the Old Testament, the symbol
of an unfaithful wife is used to des-
ignate apostate Israel (Eze. 16:15-34;
Jer. 3:1-3, 8, 9; Isa. 1:21; Hosea 2:2,
4). It would appear that in Jeremiah
and Ezekiel, Jezebel is a model of the
unfaithful people of God (e.g., Jer.
4:30). This woman introduced a
false system of worship in Israel and
killed those who feared the Lord (cf.
1 Kings 18, 19). The symbolism of
Jezebel as an instrument of apostasy
and persecution is used in the Book
of Revelation. It is through the activ-
ities of Jezebel that a false system of
worship was introduced in the
church of Thyatira (Rev. 2:20).

It appears that the prostitute
Babylon, mentioned in Revelation
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17-19, is a close relative of the
Jezebel of the Old Testament, who
persecuted and killed the people of
God (17:4, 6; 18:7). The apostasy
predicted by Paul is described in
Revelation under the symbolism of
Babylon, the harlot. In the same way
that a false religious system was
established in Israel, so a false system
entered the Christian Church.
Adventists believe that this apos-
tasy, which began during the Middle
Ages, will continue to the end, when it
reaches universal dimensions. Only
God's remnant will resist it. The ap-
plication of the term Babylon to the
Church of Rome is something Ad-
ventists have in common with the
Reformers.”® According to Revelation
17:5, it is said that the harlot Babylon
is a “mother” Because of this, Ad-
ventists believe that the title could be
rightly applied to others. Adventists
watch with interest and great concern
what is happening in the Protestant
world with its tendency to reject the
principle of sola Scriptura. Since the
Reformation, many Protestants have
come to reject some of the funda-
mental teachings of the Reformers
and question others. Rejection of
truth leads to apostasy. Although
Babylon symbolizes all apostate reli-
gious organizations and their leader-
ship, it especially designates the cul-
mination of an eschatological process
of apostasy in the Christian world.
Then the beast and his image will
form an alliance that unites religious

and civil powers, culminating in the
crisis described in Revelation 13:15-
17. It is at that future time that the fall
of Babylon will be final."" Adventists
believe that it is their responsibility to
call the attention of the Christian
world to this upcoming tragedy and
to restore the truth that was cast to
the ground.

C. The Message of the Third Angel

This message is a warning against
worshiping the beast, its image, and
against receiving the mark of the
beast. In strong terms and vivid
images, it announces the final defeat
of the evil powers and of those loyal
to them.

Adventists have historically identi-
fied the mark of the beast with the
end-time universal enforcement of
Sunday observance in the Christian
world.” They do not believe that Sun-
day observance today constitutes the
mark of the beast or that those who
are Sunday keepers have the mark of
the beast.” The mark of the beast and
the fall of Babylon take place together,
and it is at that time that Sunday
observance and the mark of the beast
will be closely associated. This union
of evil will take place when religious
leaders begin to use civil authority to
impose religious concepts and prac-
tices and to persecute those who do
not submit to their beliefs and de-
mands.

However, Adventists recognize
that the mark of the beast is more
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In the final events of planet Earth, as the entire human race

is divided into just two camps, one group will give

allegiance to the sea monster and the other, despite all

opposition, will remain loyal to God. The “mark” and the
“seal,” respectively, identify all people.

than the observance of Sunday. In
Revelation 13:17, it is further defined
as the name of the beast. A name in
the Bible is an expression of the char-
acter of its bearer, therefore to have
the name/mark of the beast is to be
totally identified with its purpose,
intentions, and message."

The people of God, on the other
hand, will have the end-time seal of
God on their foreheads (Rev. 7:3),
which is further defined as the name
of the Lamb and the name of the
Father “written on their foreheads”
(14:1). Adventists have defined this
seal very narrowly in terms of Sab-
bath observance,” recognizing at the
same time that it includes much
more. Having the name of the Lamb
and the Father does not mean simply
that the remnant belong to God but
also that their lives reflect the saving
power of God and they are firmly
established in their loyalty to him. “As
wax takes the impression of the seal,
so the soul is to take the impression of
the Spirit of God and retain the image
of Christ.”** The profession of faith in
Christ would then express itself in

complete loyalty and commitment to
Christ in the midst of great opposi-
tion from evil powers.

One could conclude that the
“mark,” then, centers in loyalty. It is
the counterpart of the “seal of God”
in chapter 7. In the final events of
planet Earth, as the entire human race
is divided into just two camps, one
group will give allegiance to the sea
monster and the other, despite all
opposition, will remain loyal to God.
The “mark” and the “seal,” respec-
tively, identify all people.

In that final crisis, the command-
ments of God will emerge as a stan-
dard of loyalty (Rev. 12:17; 14:6-12).
The Sabbath in particular will be the
litmus test; one’s relationship to it
will disclose his or her basic rela-
tionship to God and his law. Thus,
though non-observance of the Sab-
bath—or Sunday observance—is
not the “mark” per se, both are inte-
gral to its end-time enforcement.
The Sabbath, anciently the “sign” of
the people of God (Ex. 31:13; Eze.
20:20), will again be the sign of those
who put God first.
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Adventists are persuaded that the
history of salvation is approaching its
consummation, and that soon the
human race will be fully incorporated
into the harmony of the visible king-
dom of God. The conflict between
good and evil will be resolved once
and for all as the redeemed are ush-
ered into eternity. It is this glorious
hope that inspires the remnant to
remain faithful to the Lord and to call
the human race to accept Christ as
Saviour and Lord. The Adventist
insistence on a return to the spirit of
the Reformation and the restoration
of truth has a purpose: to re-empha-
size the historical and spiritual proc-
ess of apostasy so that God’s people
may avoid being deceived by the
dragon and its cohorts. Those ready
for the coming of the Lord must rely
exclusively on his saving power.
Hence, the urgency of this final mis-
sion to the world. O
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