
This past autumn, I had the opportunity to teach twice at the Lutheran Seminary in 
Yambio, South Sudan. You may have heard that there has been renewed fighting in 
South Sudan recently. It is a new country that separated from Sudan after many 
years of bloodshed especially in the Darfur region. It is a bit complicated to 
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understand the situation from afar in America or Europe, but the country is divided 
into two large groups, Arabs in the North and Africans in the South. The North 
tends to be predominantly Muslim and the South predominantly Christian. 
Nevertheless, fighting was not for religious reasons but enflamed by the desire to 
glean the financial benefits from the many oil fields in the southern part of the 
country. (Read more about political struggle in South Sudan.)

This should not be surprising as the Bible tells us in 1 
Timothy 6:9-10, "But those who desire to be rich fall 
into temptation, into a snare, into many senseless and 
harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and 
destruction. For the love of money is a root of all kinds 
of evils. It is through this craving that some have 
wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves 
with many pangs."

So, while the southern part of the country has ceded 
and become a new country, the fighting continues, 
and now amongst tribal factions vying over the same 
thing: riches of oil. On the same topic, scripture says 
in Hebrews 13:5, "Keep your life free from love of 
money, and be content with what you have, for he has 
said, 'I will never leave you nor forsake you.'”

Because of continued fighting and wars, one can 
imagine that some people are thinking we are living in 
the End Times. It was then quite appropriate that I was 
requested to teach the Book of Revelation. This is a 

book that has often confused many people, but the confusion is most often the 
result of two things: reading the verses out of context and interpreting figurative 
images in a literal manner.

Each of the students received a copy of The Peoples' Commentary as a gift from the 
Lutheran Heritage Foundation. Additional notes came from Seigbert Becker's 
wonderful commentary, The Distant Triumph Song.  If you haven't read this, it is a 
great resource and clarifies the Book of Revelation in a simplified way.

The first assignment for the students was to read the entire Book of Revelation in 
one sitting.  If you have an audio version of the bible, this takes around two hours 
but saves more than 100 hours of confusion if one does not see and understand the
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pattern of the book. After the students struggled with the first exam, they were 
required to read the book again in one sitting, and this is when eyes started to 
open, even before I began lecturing.

Why is this? Because the great message of the Book of Revelation is NOT doom 
and destruction. The message is, "There will be trials and persecutions in this world, 
but fear not because Christ has already won the victory, and we, too, will be 
victorious through Him." The devil and the world may discourage you, and this is 
what he wants. The devil wants to lead you into despair, but remember what 
happened on Sunday morning 2000 years ago. The women went to the tomb, and it 
was empty. Christ had arisen, and you will, too. He has paid for your sins and has 
won eternal life for you and me! Why don't we just go to heaven after believing? 
Because many have not heard the Gospel. Many people are still slaves to sin, the 
snares of the world, and the devil. The Book of Revelation is the great book about 
missions. Mission work is not easy. Whether you are sharing the Gospel in Africa or 
America or Europe, the devil is not going to let you snatch others from him. It will 
be a fight and we must be ready for it.

Another great confusion in the Book of Revelation is the numbers. Are only 
144,000 people saved? Do Christians reign on the earth with Jesus for 1000 years 
before Judgment Day? While we don't have time to study these in detail, let me 
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suggest that you buy the commentary by Becker as it is written in very simple terms. 
But also I can give a brief explanation. First off, remember, the Book of Revelation 
is written in figurative form. John tells us that in the opening chapters. Therefore the 
numbers are not literal.

The number 10 represents completeness. Just like there are 10 commandments and 
10 plagues. Three is the number of God - He is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Three 
10s or ten times ten times ten equals 1000. The number of 12 represents the 
church. There were 12 tribes of Israel in the Old Testament and 12 apostles in the 
New Testament. 12 times 12 is 144. 144 times 1000 is 144,000. This is the 
complete number of those saved in the Old Testament and the New Testament. 
Additionally, John tells us in Revelation 7:9-10, "After this I looked, and behold, a 
great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and 
peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in 
white robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, 

'Salvation belongs to our God who 
sits on the throne, and to the 
Lamb!'”

Naturally, one can count to 
144,000 - but John tells us the 
number of those saved is 
uncountable - the 144,000 
represents all those who are saved 
and around God's throne, and 
have been clothed in white robes 
which have been washed in the 
blood of the lamb.

What about the 1000 years 
mentioned in Revelation chapter 20? Again, remember that numbers in the Book of 
Revelation are figurative, but we know 1000 is a completeness of God, and in this 
case it is God's complete time. Many false teachers in Africa and elsewhere teach 
that the 1000 years is yet to come, but this is utter foolishness. Why do I say this? 
Well, what is Jesus doing now? After He died He rose from the dead testified before 
many witnesses for forty days and ascended to heaven and...? Did He ascend to 
heaven and sit on His hands? Of course not! He is reigning NOW! And you and I 
are reigning with Him. People are being freed from Satan's kingdom and delivered 
to Christ's kingdom because Christ has crushed the devil's head. The serpent no 
longer has any power. Thrash around all he may, we have been washed and marked
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as one redeemed. When you are baptized, your name is written in the book of life 
and Satan cannot change it because our God is victorious over that snake.

Thus, when we read the last verses of 
Revelation 20:11-15 we see the 
picture of Judgment Day. We are now 
living in the "1000 year" time period 
after which Judgment Day comes. 
When will that Day be? Jesus tells us, 
"But concerning that day or that hour, 
no one knows, not even the angels in 
heaven, nor the Son, but only the 
Father. Be on guard, keep awake. For 
you do not know when the time will 
come. It is like a man going on a 
journey, when he leaves home and 

puts his servants in charge, each with his work, and commands the doorkeeper to 
stay awake. Therefore stay awake—for you do not know when the master of the 
house will come, in the evening, or at midnight, or when the cock crows, or in the 
morning— lest he come suddenly and find you asleep. And what I say to you I say 
to all: Stay awake.” (Mark 13:32-37)

Again, we see clearly: He has gone 
"on a journey" and put us servants in 
charge to do the work of preaching 
the Gospel and bringing others to 
repentance that they may be saved. 
When will He come back? No one 
knows. Rather He tells us to stay 
awake for it can be at any time. Thus 
the church must be faithful with her 
primary task, preaching God's Word 
and administering the sacraments 
which connect us to Christ and the 
benefits He won for us on the cross.

The students were very excited to learn how the Book of Revelation is a wonderful 
and uplifting book, not a terrifying book. There is no terror at all because no matter 
what happens, Christ is faithful and Christ is victorious. Thus we too shall be 
victorious because He is our Savior.



The second trip just a month 
later was with Bishop Matti 
Vaisanen of the Mission Diocese 
in Finland. This is a new diocese 
that is separate from the state 
church which now openly 
persecutes those who adhere to 
the Bible and the historical 
Lutheran teaching as found in 
the Book of Concord. He taught 
on the doctrine of Baptism while 
I taught Lutheran liturgy.

While it is difficult and 
expensive to send professors 
from abroad to South Sudan, we 
were able to bring Rev. Dr. 

Arthur Just to the students via his video liturgy series called, "Liturgy: Yesterday, Today, 
Tomorrow." The benefit of this course is that it teaches Lutherans why we worship the 
way we do and where the parts come from. When I was at the seminary, this was one 
of my favorite courses. It also was a good followup to the course on Revelation. The 
Lutheran liturgy in many ways is a summary of the book of Revelation, especially 
when it is combined with good architecture. Think about it. When you come up to the 
altar at an historic Lutheran 
church the altar rail is a semi-
circle. The semi-circle is an 
incomplete form for the 
human eye. The brain will try 
to complete the circle and the 
question in the mind is, what 
is on the other side? If you 
have ever been to Europe, you 
know. That is where the 
cemetery is! Those who have 
died in faith are NOT dead, 
they are living and they are 
already around the throne of 
the lamb eating from the tree 
of life. They are conquerers 
through Christ.

Bishop Matti Vaisanen with pastors of the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of Sudan/South Sudan

The pastoral and deaconess students gathered together to 
watch the liturgy series "Liturgy: Yesterday, Today, 

Tomorrow" by Rev. Dr. Arthur Just



This is why it is such a joy to receive 
the Lord's Supper on Sundays 
because we get a foretaste of the 
things to come. We get to be united 
with those who have gone before us. 
This happens when Christ comes to 
us in bread and wine, under which 
we receive His body and blood. 
Think about this. If you receive the 
living Christ in your body, do you 
think death can hold you down? 
Could it keep Christ in the grave? 
NO! He rose again and if He is 
living in you, you too will rise again.

These are the last courses the seminary students received before being sent out on 
vicarage. Many of them couldn't wait to get out there and share this Good News 
with the people. Now with the renewed fighting and killings going on, they 
urgently need to hear the saving Word of Christ. Thank you to all of you who 
enable them to get these wonderful teachings. Please pray for our brothers and 
sisters in Christ as they fight for their lives and fight for the faith!

Yours in Christ, 
Rev. James E May, Jr.

The processional on the last Sunday of the academic year for the 
commissioning of the vicars and deaconess students
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LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS

For the coming of God’s kingdom to us happens in two ways: (a) here in time through the Word 
and faith [Matthew 13]; and (b) in eternity forever through revelation [Luke 19:11; 1 Peter 1:4–
5]. Now we pray for both these things. We pray that the kingdom may come to those who are 
not yet in it, and, by daily growth that it may come to us who have received it, both now and 
hereafter in eternal life. All this is nothing other than saying, “Dear Father, we pray, give us first 
Your Word, so that the Gospel may be preached properly throughout the world. Second, may 
the Gospel be received in faith and work and live in us, so that through the Word and the Holy 
Spirit’s power [Romans 15:18–19], Your kingdom may triumph among us. And we pray that the 
devil’s kingdom be put down [Luke 11:17–20], so that he may have no right or power over us 
[Luke 10:17–19; Colossians 1], until at last his power may be utterly destroyed. So sin, death, 
and hell shall be exterminated [Revelation 20:13–14]. Then we may live forever in perfect 
righteousness and blessedness” [Ephesians 4:12–13].

Large Catechism III 53,54
McCain, Paul Timothy. Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions: A Reader's Edition of the Book of 
Concord. 2nd ed. St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. House, 2006.

Join Rev. James E May, Jr. at the Making Disciples Conference, Feb 21-22 in Fairview Heights, IL, where 
he will address the role of liturgy and catechesis in Africans becoming Lutheran.
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