
  [image: cover]


 

 

 

“Hamilton has done his homework—and numerous footnotes reveal his scholarship—but he keeps the plot moving as he focuses on the pastoral duty of preaching the book. When exegeting difficult texts he presents the best case for differing viewpoints and then argues persuasively for his, all with an eye on preaching. Pastors will find here an inspiring foundation to craft their own sermons (and check their work), and laypeople will discover a pastoral guide through the minefield that is Revelation. Do you have a question about a passage in Revelation? Look here first.”

Michael Wittmer, Professor of Systematic and Historical Theology, Cornerstone University
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For Jake, Jed, and Luke

May the High King on the white horse

capture your imagination

and lay claim to your allegiance


 

 

To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins 
  by his blood.

REVELATION 1:5b

 

Behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, 
  has conquered. . . . I saw a Lamb standing, 
  as though it had been slain.

REVELATION  5:5b
, 6b

 

And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb 
  and by the word of their testimony, 
  for they loved not their lives even unto death.

REVELATION  12:11

 

Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, 
  for the marriage of the Lamb has come, 
  and his Bride has made herself ready.

REVELATION 19:7

 

. . . and behold, a white horse! 
  The one sitting on it is called Faithful and True, 
  and in righteousness he judges and makes war.

REVELATION 19:11

 

They will see his face, 
  and his name will be on their foreheads.

REVELATION  22:4

 

“Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my recompense with me,
  to repay everyone for what he has done. 
  I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and the last, 
  the beginning and the end.”

REVELATION  22:12, 13

 

The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come.” 
  And let the one who hears say, “Come.” And let the one 
  who is thirsty come; let the one who desires 
  take the water of life without price.

REVELATION  22:17
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A Word to Those Who 
  Preach the Word

 

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes


Preface

Jesus is Lord—crucified, risen, ascended, reigning, and returning. All Scripture is God-breathed and profitable—including John’s Apocalypse. It was my privilege to preach the book of Revelation to the saints at Baptist Church of the Redeemer in Houston, Texas, from March 12 to August 14, 2005. I did not manuscript those sermons, and as the church plant was at that time in its infancy, the sermons were not recorded. At that time the congregation consisted of twenty to thirty people (including children!), and the church had no sound system. We were small, but the Word of God is big. I went through the book then in larger units of text than I have done so in the sermons in this volume. There is more than one way to preach through a book. The sermons in this book were preached at Kenwood Baptist Church in Louisville, Kentucky, from April 5, 2009 to April 4, 2010. I chose smaller units of text for the sermons in this volume so that more detail could be included, but the book of Revelation has by no means been exhausted, nor can it ever be.

The sermons in this volume have a straightforward structure: Introduction, Body, Conclusion. In the introduction I seek to do five things: (1) Grab attention. (2) Raise awareness of a real need that people have, a need that is addressed by the teaching of the text. The goal is to make people feel that they need to listen closely. Ideally, the need we have will be connected somehow to the opening attention-grabber. (3) State the main point of the text. The main idea of the text is the main idea of the sermon. This main idea seeks to meet the need that has just been raised. (4) Preview the structure of the text that will be preached. The structure of the text will then become the structure of the sermon. (5) Give the wider context of the passage at hand. Depending on the details of the text, the discussion of the wider context will focus on either the book of Revelation or the whole canon of Scripture, and relevant information from the historical background might be introduced here as well.

The body of the sermon then proceeds through the structure of the text. There are as many points in the sermon as there are sections in the text being preached. In addition to expositing the meaning of each section of the passage, I seek (1) to connect the main ideas in this section to the main point of the passage, and (2) to apply the teaching of this section of text to the congregation. In thinking about how to apply texts, I have benefited from Mark Dever’s “Application Grid.”1

The conclusion of the sermon seeks to restate the key ideas in the sections of the text, which should naturally lead to a restatement of the main idea of the passage. A sermon might also conclude with some poignant example or illustration that communicates the burden of the sermon.

Expository preaching happens when the main point of the text is the main point of the sermon and the structure of the text is the structure of the sermon. More gifted expositors may be able to exposit texts in a variety of ways. The rest of us are helped by “cookie-cutter” structures like the one I have just outlined.

I wish to thank Kent Hughes for inviting me to contribute this volume to the Preaching the Word series, along with Justin Taylor and the others at Crossway. Tom Schreiner discussed the details of the book of Revelation with me at many points, and my gratitude for his friendship goes beyond what I can put into words. Several of my PhD students were kind enough to work carefully through the manuscript, saving me from many errors and improving the project in many ways. Hearty thanks to Mitch Chase, Cameron Jungels, Nick Moore, and Dieudonne Tamfu. My parents heard many of these sermons, and my father’s encouragement and my mother’s love plant joy’s roots way down deep.

If marriage is about the relationship between Christ and the church (cf. Ephesians 5:21–33), the epic task of my life is to love my sweet wife as Christ has loved his bride. No undertaking could be more thrilling to me. In Marilynne Robinson’s Gilead, John Ames remarks, “In eternity this world will be Troy, I believe, and all that has passed here will be the epic of the universe, the ballad they sing in the streets.” The good gift of my wife makes our song sweeter than I can say. It is our nightly prayer that God would be pleased to extend his mercy to our sons, that their eyes would be opened to the glory and trustworthiness of the one who redeemed us from our sins by his blood (Revelation 1:5). I dedicate this book to Jake, Jed, and Luke, with the prayer that they will swear fealty to Jesus the great King, Lord of the world, the Conqueror coming on the white horse.

Praise God for the Bible! And thanks be to God for sending his angel to his servant John, to show his servants what must soon take place. What a blessing to study and proclaim this revelation of Jesus the Messiah, to love God and his people by expositing the riches of this portion of holy writ, and to say with John, the Spirit, and the Bride, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:17, 20). May ours be the blessing on those who read, hear, and keep the words of the prophecy of this book of Revelation (Revelation 1:3; 22:7).

Jim Hamilton, Easter 2010


1

  


The Revelation of the Glory 
of God’s Justice and Mercy

REVELATION  1—22
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WE ALL KNOW WHAT TOOK PLACE September 11, 2001. Nineteen terrorists. Four planes. Two towers of the World Trade Center. The Pentagon. An open field. Nearly three thousand people dead.

What if you had known about all that with absolute certainty on September 10, 2001? What if you had gotten information on the afternoon of September 10, 2001, about what was going to happen the next morning? What if your wife or your son or your mother or your brother-in-law was going to be on one of those planes? Would you not do absolutely everything in your power to use the information you had received to help people avoid the fiery destruction that was coming?

Something is coming that is going to be infinitely worse than 9/11, eternally worse—the judgment of God.

God has given information in the past that has helped people escape the coming conflagration, and there have been times when people have made powerful use of what God revealed about the future. Why couldn’t something like that happen today? What would your life look like if you made use of what God has revealed about what is to come?

In Moses’ day the Lord revealed himself to Israel, creating them as a nation, reshaping their lives around his word. We have the Bible. Why not today?

Samuel faithfully proclaimed the word of God for twenty years, and then revival came. We have the Bible. Why not today?

The Bible was rediscovered in Josiah’s day. The priest Hilkiah found the Book of the Law in the house of the Lord, and once again society was reshaped around the Word of God. We have the Bible. Why not today?

In Ezra’s day he faithfully proclaimed the word of God for thirteen years. Nehemiah came on the scene, and the people turned their hearts to the word of the Lord proclaimed by Ezra. The society was reshaped around the word of God. We have the Bible. Why not today?

We could go on and on giving examples of times when things were awful, and then people got serious about God’s revelation of himself, and so many lives were changed that society was transformed. It happened in Luther’s day, in Whitefield’s day, and in some places it is happening today. Why not here? Why not today?

What would it look like for this to happen today? What would it look like for God to become the dominant reality in your life, in my life? What would it look like for the things in the Bible to be more real to you than the things on television or the things on the Internet?

God has revealed himself to accomplish this very thing. God reveals himself so that we will know reality. In the book of Revelation, God unveils the world as it really is.

Need

We have been lulled to sleep by the ordinariness of our lives. Our senses have been dulled by the humdrum of one day after another. We need to see God as he is. We need to be convinced that Jesus is reigning as the risen King. We need to have him speak to the situation in our churches. We need to know that God is right now on his throne, in control in Heaven, worshiped by myriads upon myriads of the heavenly host. We need to see the way that God will pulverize wickedness, obliterate those who oppose him, and set up his kingdom. The book of Revelation has exactly what we need.

Main Point

The Lord gives us this “revelation of Jesus Christ” and of what will “soon take place” (1:1) so that we can know and enjoy him by living in light of reality and in light of the way history will be brought to its consummation. More specifically, God wants us to know the glory of his mercy and his justice, and that is what we see in Revelation: history culminates in climactic demonstrations of the glory of God in salvation through judgment.1

To say it another way, God has given us the book of Revelation so we can know him in his glorious justice and mercy and live worshipfully by faith.

Structure

Broadly speaking, we can break the whole book of Revelation down into three parts:

 


  

    	Revelation 1:1–8
    	The Opening: the Apocalyptic Prophecy’s 
  

  
    	 
    	Epistolary Opening
  

  
    	Revelation 1:9–22:9
    	The Vision: John’s Vision on the Lord’s Day
  

  
    	Revelation 22:10–21
    	The Closing: the Apocalyptic Prophecy’s 
  

  
    	 
    	Epistolary Closing
  




 

We can also break the body of the book, John’s Vision (1:9–22:9), down into three large sections:

 


  

    	1:9–3:22 
    	Jesus and the Letters
  

  
    	4:1–16:21
    	The Throne and the Judgments
  

  
    	17:1–22:9
    	The Harlot, the King, and the Bride
  




Context

The book of the Revelation of Jesus Christ is appropriately placed at the end of the canon. This book catches up and weaves together all the Bible’s lines of prophetic revelation. John writes in such a way that his book is the capstone of all the prophecy in the Bible.2

 

Table 1.1: The Structure of Revelation

1:1–8, Revelation, Blessing, and Epistolary Opening

1:9–22:9, John’s Vision on the Lord’s Day

1:9–3:22, The Risen Christ to the Seven Churches

4:1–16:21, The Throne and the Judgments

4:1–5:14, The Throne Room Vision

6:1–17, Six Seals

7:1–17, The Sealing of the Saints and Their Worship

8:1–5, The Seventh Seal

8:6–9:21, Six Trumpets

10:1–11:14, Prophetic Witness

11:15–19, The Seventh Trumpet

12:1–14:20, Conflict Between the Seed of the Woman and the Seed of the Serpent

15:1–16:21, Seven Bowls

17:1–22:9, The Fall of the Harlot, the Return of the King, and the Descent of the Bride

22:10–21, Revelation, Blessing, and Epistolary Closing

 

In this chapter we will overview the book of Revelation in order to prepare us for the immediate future, the distant future, and the eternal future. We want to get the weight and balance of the whole book.3 We want to understand the book’s flow of thought, its structure, and the main points made in each section. This will help us rightly understand the smaller units of the book in context when we study them in coming chapters. So we’ll look at the Opening (1:1–8), the Vision (1:9–22:9), and the Closing (22:10–21).

As we begin, let’s ask the Lord to use this book to fire us with the same urgency we would have if it were September 10, 2001, and we had just learned what was going to happen the next morning. You would not rest with that information. So may it be with this information.

Revelation 1:1–8: The Apocalyptic Prophecy’s Epistolary Opening

One of the most important things to do when trying to understand any piece of writing is to understand the genre of what it is we are reading. We know what to expect from comic strips, blogs, novels, and nonfiction books. So it’s important to understand the genre of Revelation to know what to expect.

The opening words of the book identify it, literally, as an “Apocalypse of Jesus Christ” (1:1). An apocalypse typically concerns itself with what will take place at the end of history, whereas prophecy usually deals with what will take place in the flow of history before it reaches its consummation.4 That the book of Revelation is an apocalypse, then, leads us to expect that it will “unveil”—which is the etymological meaning of the term “apocalypse”—what will take place at the end of history.5 This Bible book claims to “uncover” how history will be concluded.

John also pronounces a blessing in 1:3 on those who read, hear, and keep what is written in “this prophecy.” So John not only describes his book as an apocalypse, he also tells us that it is a prophecy. Revelation, then, is an apocalyptic prophecy.

And there is more. Beginning in 1:4 John takes up the same format that we see in Paul’s letters: the author identifies himself, identifies the recipients of the letter, and wishes them grace. The book also ends in a way that is similar to the way many New Testament letters end, with the words, “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen” (22:21). The churches mentioned as the recipients of the book in 1:4 are further identified in 1:11, and then they are directly addressed in chapters 2, 3. These churches appear to be named in the order in which a letter carrier would have gone from one church to another, starting from Ephesus.6 What we have in Revelation, then, is “an apocalyptic prophecy in the form of a circular letter.”7

This book is a circular letter addressed to Christians in churches. That means it is written to encourage Christians. The whole book was probably intended to be read aloud, in one sitting, in a worship gathering of the local church.8 In writing to seven churches, seven being a number of completion and wholeness, John writes to all the churches.9 Being an apocalyptic prophecy, this letter reveals the future to us; it pulls back the veil and lets us see the world as it truly is. The book of Revelation is meant to help us see reality. And the truth about this world is that it is a world in which the glory of God will be seen in his justice, which in turn will highlight the gracious and free character of his mercy. Knowing that it is God’s purpose to display his glory in these ways is one of the blessings of reading and studying this book.

Revelation 1:9–22:9: John’s Vision on the Lord’s Day

John has tipped us off as to the structure of the book of Revelation by using the phrase “in the Spirit” near the beginning of the major sections of the body of the book (1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10).10 Beginning in 1:9, John recounts the way that Jesus appeared to him in glory (1:9–20), dictated to him specific letters addressing the seven churches (2:1–3:22), and called him up into the heavenly throne room to see the worship of God there (4:1–5:14). In the throne room, John sees Jesus take a scroll from the Father, and from what happens when the scroll is opened, we know that the writing on the scroll describes the events that will bring history to its appointed consummation. Jesus opens the seals on the scroll (6:1–8:1); then seven angels blow seven trumpets (8:2–11:19).

John describes the conflict between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent in cosmic terms in chapters 12—14. Then the final seven bowls of God’s wrath are poured out in chapters 15, 16.

In chapters 17—22 we have a harlot, the King, and his bride. Revelation 17:1–19:10 personifies the wicked world system as a prostitute named Babylon, and the outpouring of God’s wrath results in her fall. King Jesus then comes and sets up his kingdom in 19:11–21:8. His coming is followed by the description of the people of God personified as the pure bride of the Lamb, the new Jerusalem, descending from Heaven for the marriage supper of the Lamb (21:9–22:9).

Let’s look more closely at each of these sections to see the overarching point of each part of the body of Revelation.

Revelation 1:9–3:22: Jesus and the Letters

There is a striking contrast between the obvious glory and authority of the risen Christ in 1:9–20 and the beleaguered, persecuted, oppressed, sinful, unimpressive, insignificant state of the churches addressed in chapters 2, 3. Five of the seven churches are rebuked for some specific sin and called to repentance. The two churches that are not rebuked are opposed by the “synagogue of Satan” (2:9; 3:9) and are told that they will suffer (2:10). Jesus promises to preserve them through suffering (3:10).

Most of us are probably not facing life-threatening persecution like the church in Smyrna was facing (2:10), but we are probably all aware of plenty of reasons to be discouraged about the state of the church. Like Ephesus and Laodicea, we either know that our love is not what it was at first (2:4), or we know those in the church who are lukewarm (3:16). We don’t have to look far, either, to find false teaching, idolatry, immorality, and spiritual death in churches (cf. 2:14, 20; 3:2). Until Jesus comes, as long as there are people in churches, there will be problems in churches.

We might be discouraged by the letters to the seven churches. They tell the truth about the sinful, challenged, seemingly weak state of the churches. On the other hand, the vision of the risen Christ in 1:9–20 shows that Jesus is standing among the churches, holding the angels of the churches in his right hand, attending to their well-being, and possessing all glory and power and authority. Then as Jesus addresses the churches, the opening of each letter proclaims some aspect of his glory. He shows his love for the churches by disciplining them (3:19), and then he promises breathtaking rewards to those who overcome.

When seemingly weak Christians who are unappreciated by the wider society maintain their faith and continue to proclaim the gospel in spite of every temptation and opposition, God shows his glory in his ability to preserve his people. These people also testify that Jesus is their treasure, which condemns the treasures of the world as worthless. And when the unimpressive, insignificant church is vindicated, the things that are impressive by worldly standards are condemned, and the wisdom and power of God are displayed.

As the churches are compelled by the glory of Christ (1:9–20) to obey what he calls them to (2:1–3:22), we see that in spite of the way things seem now, God is the central reality of life. He is going to save the righteous and judge the wicked. And the righteous are those who have been freed from their sins by the blood of Jesus (1:5).

If it seems to you that the church is unimpressive, may I suggest that this is the way God intended the church to seem. Jesus, too, was unimpressive by worldly standards. He has now been exalted, and the promises he makes to those who overcome guarantee that exaltation will follow humiliation. We see in 2:7 that the overcomers will eat of the tree of life; in 2:11 they will not be hurt by the second death; in 2:17 they are promised hidden manna and a new name on a white stone; in 2:26 they are promised authority over the nations; in 3:5 they are promised white garments and Jesus’ acknowledgment before the Father; in 3:12 they are promised the right to a place in God’s temple with the name of God and Jesus written on them; in 3:21 they are promised the right to sit with Jesus on his throne.

Are you suffering? Are you persecuted? Do you feel that Christianity ruins your reputation? My friend, as a Christian you follow Jesus, who was humiliated before he was exalted. That sequence will be your sequence: first humiliation, then exaltation. God is going to make the wisdom of the world into foolishness and will reward those who trust him; which is to say, God will display his glory when he saves his people by condemning the wicked. Endure the cross, scorning its shame, empowered by the joy set before you in these promises of future exaltation.

Revelation 4:1–16:21: The Throne and the Judgments

Just as there is a stark contrast between the exalted Christ in chapter 1 and the lowly churches in chapters 2, 3, there is a similar contrast between the lukewarm, sinful churches in chapters 2, 3 and the throne room of Heaven in chapters 4, 5. This contrast is intended to jolt the churches out of lukewarmness into the same passionate worship of God that is happening even now in Heaven. The description of the radiant glory of God in chapter 4 is meant to put the spotlight on the beauty of holiness and the wretchedness of sin, and this is meant to purify the churches.

Flowing out of the heavenly worship scene are the judgments of the seals, the trumpets, and the bowls. In 4:5 we read that “From the throne came flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder,” and then we find lightning and thunder after the seventh seal (8:5), after the seventh trumpet (11:19), and after the seventh bowl (16:18). This is one of the features in Revelation that connects the judgments of the seals, trumpets, and bowls with the throne: these judgments come from God himself. When we feel the magnetic force of temptation, we need to visualize the inescapable judgment of God described in chapters 6—16. We need to pray that God will use the revelation of his wrath to bulldoze the wickedness that is wooing us.

Interspersed through these chapters are also several sections that show God’s ability to preserve his people. Between the opening of the sixth seal in 6:12–17 and the seventh seal in 8:1, chapter 7 describes the saints of God being sealed (7:1–8) and worshiping God in Heaven (7:9–17). Similarly, between the sixth trumpet in 9:13–21 and the seventh trumpet in 11:15–19, 10:1–11:14 presents the divine origin and protection of the church’s prophetic witness.

God’s protection of his people is also dramatically illustrated in chapters 12—14 where the cosmic conflict between Satan and the people of God is described. Satan presents a cheap imitation of the crucifixion and resurrection of the Lamb of God in the form of a seven-headed beast with one head that was mortally wounded and then healed (13:1–3). Everyone worships the beast, the fake christ (13:3)—everyone, that is, except those whose names God wrote in the Lamb’s book of life before the foundation of the world (13:8). God protects his people from all Satan’s schemes.

Satan then counterfeits the Trinity (cf. 12:17; 13:1, 11; 16:13). He has faked the crucifixion, and now he produces a cheap imitation of the Holy Spirit (13:11–14). This beastly fake holy spirit then produces a cheap imitation of the sealing of God’s saints when he compels the world to receive the number of the beast (13:16–18). Satan is a fake. Don’t be taken in by his schemes. Don’t be tempted by his false offers. See him for what he is—for what Revelation reveals him to be: a perverse twister of the beauties of God.

As we proceed through chapters 6—16, the judgments get progressively worse. The seals affect one fourth of the world (6:8), the trumpets affect one third of the world (9:18), and the outpouring of the bowls will complete God’s wrath as no one escapes his judgment (16:1–21).

God’s justice is perfect. He is holy. All deserve to be consumed by it. But again and again in Revelation we see that God spares some, and we see them declaring in 7:10, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” In 5:9 we see that Jesus “ransomed people for God.” In 14:4 we read that they “follow the Lamb wherever he goes” and were “redeemed from mankind.” So we must ask: is it possible to join the ranks of those described in 7:3, who receive the seal of God on the forehead? Is it possible to become one who is redeemed, as 1:5 describes, one who is freed from sin by the blood of Jesus?

First, let’s look at what Revelation shows us not to do. We should not be like those who see the outpouring of God’s wrath and refuse to repent. After the sixth trumpet, we read in 9:20, “The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent.” After the fourth bowl is poured out, we see in 16:9, “They did not repent and give him glory.” After the fifth bowl is poured out, in 16:11, “They did not repent of their deeds.” And after the seventh bowl, in 16:21, “they cursed God.”

These who refused to repent failed to see the mercy God folded into his judgment. The outpouring of God’s wrath is meant to condemn everything else that you trust. God’s judgment is actually his kindness in disguise. He uses it, while we live, to lead us to repentance and salvation. God judges us so that he can save us.

We see a universal proclamation of the gospel in 14:6, 7: “Then I saw another angel flying directly overhead, with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and people. And he said with a loud voice, ‘Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water.’”

Revelation 1:3 promises a blessing to those who “hear, and keep what is written” in the book. Through this book you are intended to hear of the coming judgment, believe what it says, and keep the words of this book by repenting of sin and worshiping God. And God will be glorified in your salvation, which came through the judgment of all the false things you trusted.

Have you noticed how nothing seems to last in this world? Have you noticed how nothing works out exactly the way we hoped it would? Have you noticed how all your best intentions often come to nothing? Jesus is your only hope. If you don’t already trust him, turn to him now and place your faith in his ability to save you.

Revelation 17:1–22:9: The Harlot, the King, and the Bride

Chapters 17—22 tell us about the harlot, the King, and the bride. The section on the King is in the middle, and John marks off the boundaries of these three sections by using similar language at the beginning and end of the sections on the harlot and the bride.11

So the wording of the beginning of the section on the harlot is matched by the wording of the beginning of the section on the bride.

 

Table 1.2: Matching Language Opening the Sections on the Harlot and the Bride


    

      	Revelation 17:1, 3
    	Revelation 21:9, 10
    

    
      	“Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and said to me, ‘Come, I will show you . . . And he carried me away in the Spirit.”
      	“Then came one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls . . . and spoke to me saying, ‘Come, I will show you . . . And he carried me away in the Spirit.”
    




 

Similarly, the wording of the ending of the section on the harlot is matched by the wording of the ending of the section on the bride.

The harlot is a symbol for the world system that is opposed to God. She is called Babylon because in the Bible Babylon is the capital of those who rebel against God. Chapters 17, 18 show her debased and exposed, and all her seductive power comes to nothing.

 

Table 1.3: Matching Language Ending the Sections on the Harlot and the Bride


    

      	Revelation 19:9, 10
      	Revelation 22:6, 8, 9
    

    
      	“. . . And he said to me, ‘These are the true words of God.’ Then I fell down at his feet to worship him, but he said to me, ‘You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God.’”
      	“And he said to me, ‘These words are trustworthy and true.’ . . . I fell down to worship at the feet of the angel who showed them to me, but he said to me, ‘You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your brothers the prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book. Worship God.’”
    




 

Let me put that another way: the things that tempt us are exposed. They are nothing but the devil’s attempt to make the bride of Christ into a harlot. We who believe are the bride of the Lord Jesus Christ. Satan wants to make us common whores. He wants to lure us into spiritual adultery with his cheap imitations of true pleasure. The book of Revelation shows us that these pleasures will not satisfy and do not last. They will be destroyed with the wicked world system ranged against God.

Then the King comes, conquers his enemies (19:11–21) and sets up his kingdom (20:1–21:8), and his glorious bride descends from Heaven (21:9–22:9). The bride is a symbol of the people of God, the redeemed, those who trust in Jesus. She is called the new Jerusalem because Jerusalem was the dwelling place of God in the Old Testament, the city where the Lord chose to put his name, and in the new covenant God’s people are his dwelling place.12

We would do well to take to heart the splendor of the wedding of the Lord Jesus Christ and his pure bride. Jesus cleanses his bride with the water of the Word. He laid down his life for his bride (cf. Ephesians 5:22–33). Fix your heart on the glory of that wedding day. Point your whole life toward that glorious consummation, and let everything you do between now and then be informed by that moment when Jesus will come. Live for him now so that you will enjoy him then. Meditate on these texts until the blazing purity of the Lord Jesus is more desirable to you than the filthy pleasures that are nothing more than twisted parodies of his good gifts. And do everything you can to make sure that your day-to-day activities are done in a way that honors the King. God has given the book of Revelation to us so that we will live in light of the punishing and rewarding Jesus will do when he comes.

We want everyone we know to enjoy Jesus with us. We want everyone we know to escape the judgment of God. We want everyone we know to realize that “the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night” (1 Thessalonians 5:2). Something worse than 9/11 could happen to them at any moment. Is your heart hardened to what could happen to people you know? If it was September 10, 2001, and someone you knew worked at the World Trade Center or was scheduled to be on one of those planes, you would communicate with them, wouldn’t you? Any minute now something worse could happen to every unbelieving person you know.

Revelation 22:10–21: The Apocalyptic Prophecy’s Epistolary Closing

The future has been unveiled. This book is “The revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1). And it is given to us because the angel speaking to John told him what we read in 22:10, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, for the time is near.”

Why could that not happen today? Why not thousands converted? Why not the Bible preached and the gospel cherished and the churches full to bursting? Why not so many people in so many gospel churches that the whole society is reshaped around God’s Word? Why not today? God’s arm is not too short to save.

Is your imagination too small? Is your love too little? Is your Bible reading too infrequent? Are your evangelistic efforts too seldom? Are your prayers too self-centered? God’s arm is not too short to save!

Jesus your Savior and Lord? Why not today?

The power of sin broken in your life? Why not today?

Devoted to prayer and Bible study? Why not today?

Eager to tell others about God’s work in salvation and their need to respond in faith? Why not today?

Hell is real, and it never ends. The Savior has been slain, and he rose from the dead. God warns you of judgment to come. Faith in Christ saves. Jesus is King.

Our task is to live in a way that matches what the unveiling, the book of Revelation, has shown us about the way things really are. Jesus is coming quickly, bringing his recompense (22:12).

“Every eye will see him, even those who pierced him” (1:7). Every knee will bow and every tongue confess him as Lord (Philippians 2:10, 11). Every action, word, and thought will be measured by the standard of God’s glory. Every transgression or disobedience will receive just retribution (cf. Hebrews 2:2). You will either be among those praising God for saving you from his wrath through the judgment of Jesus on the cross, or you will be judged to display the eternal, almighty justice of God. Trust in Jesus. He is humanity’s only hope. If you trust him, live for him. He asserts in 22:20 that he is coming soon.

May you know him in his saving and judging glory, in his awful wrath that highlights his tender mercy. May you abide in this Revelation, and may “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all. Amen” (22:21).
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  The Blessing of the 
Revelation of Jesus Christ

REVELATION  1:1–8
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THE ANCIENT ROMAN HISTORIAN  Suetonius writes of the emperor Domitian (a.d. 51–96), “after making free with the wives of many men, he went so far as to marry Domitia Longina, who was the wife of Aelius Lamia.”1 Suetonius also relates that when his brother Titus “was seized with a dangerous illness,” Domitian “ordered that he be left for dead, before he had actually drawn his last breath.”2 When Cornelia, the chief vestal virgin, was found guilty of having a lover, Domitian had her “buried alive; and her lovers were beaten to death with rods.”3 Domitian “slew Aelius Lamia for joking remarks, which were reflections on him, it is true, but made long before and harmless.”4 He seduced his niece, who was married, and eventually “became the cause of her death by compelling her to get rid of a child of his by abortion.”5

Domitian was a moral catastrophe of a man, and he was also physically unimpressive. There is an account of him vigorously scratching a festered wart on his forehead and drawing blood.6 He is described as being “sensitive about his baldness” and as having “a protruding belly, and spindling legs.”7 This weak and wicked Caesar insisted on being addressed as “Lord and God” (Dominus et deus).8

And we complain about our government!

The Roman Caesars were pictures of human depravity. Roman culture lacked the benefit of the restraining influence of Christianity. The nature of Roman virtue and what Roman culture valued presents a stark contrast with Christian virtues and values.

Imagine living in a world ruled by a man who would leave his brother to die, seduce his own niece, kill people for making jokes about him, and then demand to be addressed as “Lord and God.” Irenaeus tells us that John “beheld the apocalyptic vision . . . towards the end of Domitian’s reign.”9 From what we see in Revelation, it appears that Christians were facing persecution, and John himself had been exiled to Patmos.

As we read Revelation, it helps to know that the first audience’s culture was uninfluenced by Christianity. It is also important to recognize the obvious: persecuted people tend to feel persecuted. Persecuted people are not normally inclined to feel that God has blessed them, and persecuted people are not normally inclined to praise God. So when persecuted people claim to be blessed and when persecuted people praise God, they are behaving in abnormal ways.

Need

At this point in our experience most of us are probably not facing exile, like John experienced (1:9), and while there are martyrs today, like Antipas (2:13), most of us are not facing the threat of being killed for the faith. But this does not mean that we face no persecution for our faith. Have you ever had family members resent your presence—even if you haven’t said anything—because they know what you believe? Have you ever been accused of being judgmental? Have you ever been called “narrow-minded,” “arrogant,” “self-righteous,” “intolerant,” “bigoted,” or “unenlightened” because you believe that the only way to be right with God is to trust in Jesus?

Even if these mild forms of persecution have not resulted in exile or physical violence, our culture communicates to us that our ideas about religion will not be tolerated. Strange how intolerant the champions of tolerance can be!

The churches that received the book of Revelation needed to know how God had blessed them—because by the world’s standards they did not seem blessed. We too need to know how God has blessed us.

The churches that received the book of Revelation also needed to know why they should praise God—because by the world’s way of reckoning, God had not made them the most influential, most successful, most impressive, most wealthy, most healthy people. We too need to know why we should praise God.

Main Point

As we look at 1:1–8, we see that God reveals himself so that those who know him are blessed and praise him regardless of their circumstances.

Preview

These first eight verses of Revelation fall into two sections:

 


  

    	1:1–3
    	The Blessing of the Apocalyptic Prophecy
  

  
    	1:4–8
    	The Doxology of the Epistolary Opening
  




 

Don’t let those big words bother you. If you prefer, drop the big words and simply think of verses 1–3 as “Blessing” and verses 4–8 as “Doxology.”

Context

The book of Revelation stands at the end of the canon. So these first eight verses of the book introduce the exclamation point at the end of the sentence that is the Bible. The first eight verses of Revelation introduce the rest of the book, and so these verses are sometimes referred to as a prologue. Similarly, the last twelve verses (22:10–21) are sometimes referred to as an epilogue. Everything in between, 1:9–22:9, constitutes the body of the book—the visionary experience John had on the Lord’s day (1:10). What we see in 1:1–8 sets up the body of the book.

Revelation 1:1–3: The Blessing of the Apocalyptic Prophecy

The opening words of the book of Revelation tell us what this book is. It is “The revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1). The term “revelation” is sometimes rendered “apocalypse.” This book unveils Jesus. It reveals him, telling us how things really are. The book of Revelation shows us the cataclysmic events at the end of history when good will finally triumph over evil.10

This phrase, “The revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1), also has wider implications. Some people today prefer to describe the Bible as a “record of God’s revelation.”11 This locates God’s revelation in the events that Scripture records. According to this way of looking at things, the record of the event in the Bible is not the revelation, the event is. This is one of the ways that people who think that the Bible has errors nevertheless claim that God’s revelation is true. But this way of looking at things does not describe the Bible the way the Bible describes itself.

Notice what John tells us about his book in that first phrase: “The revelation of Jesus Christ.” John claims that his book is the revelation of Jesus. John does not say that his book is a record of the revelation of Jesus, but that his book is a revelation of Jesus. John writes this book and sends it to the churches so that the churches will be blessed by what he has written to them (see 1:3), not so that they will try to get behind the book to the visionary experience that John had. John wants the churches to read and hear his book. He does not want them to set the events the book records against his inspired description of those events in the book itself. Let me encourage you to trust the words of the Bible. Insofar as a particular translation accurately renders the original, it is the very word of God.12 Read the Bible. Search it. Mark it. Live it. Holy Scripture will never mislead you.

We also see a chain of revelatory disclosure in verse 1. There are five parties involved: (1) God gave the revelation to (2) Jesus who made it known by sending his (3) angel to his servant (4) John who wrote it down for (5) the servants of God and Christ.

Do you see from this chain of people how important this book is? What I’m getting at is this: imagine visiting England and receiving a gift from the Queen. That would be pretty special, right? But look at what 1:1 claims about itself: “The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him. . . . ” This book comes from God himself. And God didn’t give it to just anyone—he gave it to Jesus, who gave it to his angel, who revealed it to the beloved disciple, the Apostle John. Let this dignified series of people involved in the production of this gift provoke your appreciation for the Bible.

Sometime around a.d. 150 an early Christian wrote a letter to a man named Diognetus, and the author of that letter stresses that Christianity has been revealed by God, not invented by humans: “This teaching of theirs has not been discovered by the thought and reflection of ingenious people, nor do they promote any human doctrine, as some do” (Diognetus 5:3).13

The revelation is given so that the servants of God and Christ will know “the things that must soon take place” (1:1). No matter how many millennia pass before these events occur, in the light of eternity they will come soon. These events could happen at any moment. Are you ready?

The servants of God receive the revelation from God’s servant, John. The ancient testimony is that this John is none other than the Apostle John, the son of Zebedee, the brother of James, the beloved disciple, author of the Gospel of John and the three letters of John.14 John tells us in verse 2 that he “bore witness to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw.” This is a claim to be telling the truth, all of it that he saw. The author of this book has identified himself by name in verse 1, and he has claimed to be giving eyewitness testimony in verse 2. This is strong attestation to the author’s intention to tell what he believes is the truth.15 You can trust the Bible, and you can trust the book of Revelation. John signed his name. To reject his testimony is to call him a liar or say he got it wrong.

God gave this revelation through Jesus (1:1), John testified to everything he saw (1:2), and that leads to verse 3: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy.” This statement is made in spite of the fact that John’s testimony got him exiled to Patmos (1:2, 9). John evidently thought it more blessed to proclaim the book of Revelation than to avoid the suffering that could result.

He continues in verse 3, “and blessed are those who hear. . . .” This statement is made in spite of the fact that gathering with other Christians could have adverse effects upon one’s standing in the community. A person could be held guilty by association with them. Your reputation could be tarnished. You could find yourself persecuted for being a Christian, persecuted by the wretched Domitian. John evidently thought it more blessed to hear the book of Revelation than to avoid such persecution.

How good must John’s experience of Christianity be for him to declare this blessing! In spite of persecution, in spite of the ways that Christianity will not advance people in Roman culture, in spite of the fact that Christianity could cost you your life, you’re blessed if you hear and keep the faith revealed in this book. John must think it’s better to stand right before God by faith in Christ, forgiven and free of all sin, than it is to have all Rome bow before you.

John must think there is a life after this life in which the rewards for those who belong to Jesus will be superior to all the pleasures of sin in the present world. Is your experience of Christianity like John’s? Do you know the relief that comes from knowing that faith in Christ and his death on the cross makes you right before God? Do you know there is something better to live for than this world?

If you’re not a Christian, let me invite you to consider your standing before God. Let me invite you to consider the fact that you will stand before him to give an account of your actions. If you trust in Jesus, God will forgive your sins because Christ paid the penalty. If you don’t trust in Jesus, you’ll pay that penalty for yourself. Won’t you trust Jesus today?

If you’re a Christian, are you like John? Are you announcing to anyone who will listen how blessed it is to know God? Are you calling people to taste and see that the Lord is good? Won’t you feast yourself on the Lord, and won’t you announce his goodness to anyone who will listen?

Long ago a brother in Christ wrote to Diognetus about Christians:

 

They love everyone, and by everyone they are persecuted.

They are unknown, yet they are condemned;

 they are put to death, yet they are brought to life.

They are poor, yet they make many rich;

 they are in need of everything, yet they abound in everything.

They are dishonored, yet they are glorified in their dishonor;

 they are slandered, yet they are vindicated.

They are cursed, yet they bless;

 they are insulted, yet they offer respect.

When they do good, they are punished as evildoers;

when they are punished, they rejoice as though brought to life . . .

 and so Christians when punished daily increase more and more.

(Diognetus 5:11–16; 6:9b)

 

Don’t miss what that quotation communicates: these Christians live in a way that says that knowing God is better than freedom from persecution. Knowing God is better than avoiding martyrdom by denying him. Knowing God is better than money. Knowing God is better than worldly fame. Knowing God is better than doing evil to avoid persecution from a criminal government. And this causes their numbers to increase. When people show by their lives that knowing God is this good, others want to know such a God!

The next phrase in 1:3 significantly qualifies the blessing on those who read and those who hear with the words, “and who keep what is written in it.” This tells us that the blessing John is talking about is not some external magic formula that automatically results in what the world thinks of when they hear the word “blessed.” This blessing that John is describing is the blessing of being affected by the reading and the hearing of the words of this prophecy. The reading and hearing of the words of Revelation changes those who experience it. They believe what it reveals, and as a result they “keep what is written in it.”

John intends the book of Revelation to produce a radical change in perspective. He intends the persecuted members of these lowly and insignificant churches to feel the reality that they are blessed. In spite of the fact that they are at odds with the reigning culture of the Roman Empire, in spite of the hostility of the Emperor and, more significantly, Satan himself, they are blessed! They are blessed because of what this book reveals. It may not seem that they are blessed by worldly, fleshly standards of reckoning, but this book will make plain that the awful judgment of God is coming against those who have rebelled against God and opposed his people. Meanwhile, God’s people will ultimately be delivered and will enjoy the new heavens and the new earth under the benevolent rule of King Jesus. So it may not seem like it to human perception, but those who read, hear, and keep the book of Revelation are truly blessed in reality. The pregnant words at the end of verse 3, “for the time is near,” declare that reality is soon to break into this world where things are not as they seem.

In these first three verses of Revelation, then, John lays out the blessing of the apocalyptic prophecy. What is that blessing? God sent this message to his servants to tell them that those who keep the words of this book will be delivered, while those who have rebelled against God and opposed his people will answer to his justice. The blessing of Revelation is to know how things really are: God is going to be glorified when he demonstrates his mercy in the salvation of his people, and that mercy will be highlighted by the justice he visits upon his enemies. God’s people are those who keep the words of this book. Are you among those blessed people who keep the words of Revelation?

God reveals himself so that those who know him are blessed and praise him regardless of their circumstances.

Revelation 1:4–8: The Doxology of the Epistolary Opening

Revelation 1:4–8 is a letter-style greeting that looks like the salutations we find at the beginnings of the letters in the New Testament (cf. also 22:21). This means that the book of Revelation is an apocalyptic prophecy in the form of a circular letter.

In verses 4–8 we have John’s salutation, in which he wishes grace and peace to the churches (1:4, 5a), a doxology to Jesus (1:5b, 6), an announcement of the second coming of Jesus (1:7), and a solemn pronouncement from the Father (1:8).

John’s Salutation (1:4, 5a)

John addresses “the seven churches that are in Asia” (1:4; cf. 1:11; 2—3). Obviously these are not the only seven churches in the province of Asia, but they are representative of all the churches in Asia.16

This section in verses 4–8 is bracketed by references at the beginning and end to the one “who is and who was and who is to come” (1:4, 8). The first of these comes when John writes in verse 4, “Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come.” The one “who is and who was and who is to come” is the Father, but the grace John wishes to the churches is not from the Father alone. He continues, “and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ” (1:4, 5).

The reference to “the seven spirits who are before his throne” (1:4) is a reference to the Holy Spirit,17 and so by greeting the churches with grace and peace from the Father, the Spirit, and the Son, John has greeted them with grace from all three persons of the Godhead. Following this Trinitarian formula, John identifies Jesus in three ways in 1:5. He is, first, “the faithful witness.” John has identified himself as one who “bore witness” (1:2, cf. 1:9), and other Christians in the book who are described as witnesses are, like Jesus, slain—Antipas in 2:13, the two witnesses in 11:3, 7, and those on whose blood the harlot was drunk in 17:6 (cf. 6:9; 12:11; 19:10; 20:4). Jesus is “the faithful witness,” and his people follow him by faithfully bearing witness.

The second way in which Jesus is identified in 1:5 is as “the firstborn of the dead.” This phrase points to the way that Jesus has pioneered the resurrection from the dead. He is the first whose resurrection is not merely resuscitation of bodily life. When Jesus rose, he rose in a glorified body. Revelation 20:4 indicates that those who are faithful unto death like he was will be raised from the dead like he was.

The third description of Jesus in 1:5 is that he is “the ruler of kings on earth.” However powerful Domitian or any other ruler might be, they all answer to Jesus. He will call them to account. Jesus is the King.

The Doxology to Jesus (1:5b, 6)

In the middle of verse 5 John begins a doxology that will carry through verse 6. 
  This doxology is addressed to Jesus, and John summarizes what Jesus has done for his people in three statements; then in response to these things he ascribes glory to Jesus.

John addresses the doxology “To him who loves us” (1:5b). This is the first thing Jesus has done for his people. Notice that this statement is made in the present tense. Jesus loves his people. Jesus’ love for his people led him to lay down his life, and what Jesus accomplished by laying down his life is identified in the final words of verse 5: “and has freed us from our sins by his blood.” This is the second thing Jesus has done for his people. The blood of Jesus frees us from our sins in the sense that his death cancels our obligation to pay the penalty of our sins to the Father. Those who sin deserve to die. Death is separation from God. Jesus died that death so that his people could be reconciled to God and live. Jesus’ death was a penal, substitutionary atonement.18 The word penal points to the fact that he paid the penalty. The word substitutionary means he died in place of his people as their substitute. The word atonement means that his death reconciled men to God.

Not only does his blood free us from the penalty of our sins, it also frees us from slavery to sin, which is elaborated upon in the next phrase. After stating at the end of verse 5 that Jesus “has freed us from our sins by his blood,” John states the third thing Jesus has done for his people: “and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father” (1:6). The statement that he “made us a kingdom” points to the fact that we now belong to King Jesus. Our obligation is no longer to the prince of the power of the air, the ruler of this age, Satan. Jesus made us his kingdom. We are his people. The blood of Jesus frees people from lust, greed, pride, anger, and every other enslaving sin. The blood of Jesus breaks the power of canceled sin. The kingdom of Jesus cannot be overcome by any worldly power.

Again I quote our brother in Christ who wrote to Diognetus about the way that no power on earth can make Christians deny Jesus:

 

Do you not see how they are thrown to wild beasts to make them deny the Lord, and yet they are not conquered? Do you not see that as more of them are punished, the more others increase? These things do not look like human works; they are the power of God, they are proofs of his presence. (Diognetus 7:7–9)

 

The next phrase in 1:6, “priests to his God and Father,” points to two things Christians do. First, Christians serve and worship God. Second, building on what John says in Revelation about Christians bearing witness to Jesus, our status as “priests” means that we mediate the knowledge of God to others. We proclaim the saving good news. We announce that God has put Jesus forward as a sacrifice of propitiation to be received in faith (Romans 3:25). This good news means that all who call on the name of the Lord will be saved (Romans 10:13).

John names these three things Jesus has done for his people in 1:5, 6, then responds to these things at the end of verse 6: “to him be glory and dominion forever and ever.” We see here the pattern of all worship: God reveals himself, and his people respond with the praise due him. Glory and dominion belong to Jesus because 1) he “loves us,” 2) he “freed us from our sins by his blood,” and 3) he made us a kingdom and priests. He made the kingdom; so dominion over that kingdom belongs to him. He loves and frees; so those loved and freed give him glory.

Are you living like you belong to the kingdom of Jesus? Does your life attest that dominion belongs to Jesus? Do you live like he is your Lord? Is he Lord over your Internet usage? Is he Lord over your money? Is he Lord over your ambitions for your children? Is he Lord over your conversations?

Are you living like a priest, worshiping God and helping others know God? Does your life announce that glory belongs to Jesus? The one flows from the other: those who know God most have the most reason to worship, for worship is our response to what God reveals of himself. And from there, those who see God and enjoy him in worship will also have most reason to serve as ambassadors of Christ, urging all to be reconciled to God through faith in Christ (cf. 2 Corinthians 5:20, 21).

Have you been freed from your sins by the blood of Jesus? Do you belong to the kingdom of Satan, or are you now part of Jesus’ kingdom? If you are not sure, call on the name of the Lord and you will be saved (Romans 10:13). Trust him. His blood can free you from your sins.

The Coming of Jesus (1:7)

The urgency of the need to be reconciled to God through faith in Christ is announced in verse 7 when John proclaims, “Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him. Even so. Amen.”

In this verse John has masterfully brought together two statements that comprise major features of the Old Testament’s teaching on the coming Messiah. The first statement, “Behold, he is coming with the clouds,” picks up the Old Testament’s indications of a conquering Messiah by quoting Daniel 7:13. Daniel 7 portrays the Messiah’s receiving an everlasting kingdom, and this was the accepted messianic expectation in Jesus’ day.

The part that was not accepted is articulated in the next phrases of 1:7 in the words, “and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him.” Here John quotes Zechariah 12:10 in order to put the idea of a suffering Messiah side by side with the idea of a conquering and ruling Messiah. This part of the Old Testament’s messianic proclamation seems to have been overlooked in Jesus’ day, and it seems from some things that Paul wrote that the dying and rising Messiah was a “mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints” (Colossians 1:26).

Many Jews no doubt rejected Jesus precisely because they believed that the crucifixion proved he was not the Messiah, but John quotes these two texts in order to prove that what happened with Jesus is exactly what was predicted in the Old Testament. John proclaims that those who rejected him “will wail on account of him,” but John announces this in the hope that some will repent in response to this announcement of Jesus’ coming. You can be sure that he will come. And you can be sure that if you are his enemy, you will wail. Repent and believe on the Lord Christ!

The Father’s Solemn Pronouncement (1:8)

The words of the Father in verse 8 function as a solemn verification of what John has written to this point in the letter. The revelation of Jesus (1:1), the testimony of John (1:2), the blessing on those who read, hear, and keep this prophecy (1:3), John’s wish of grace and peace for the churches (1:4), the doxology to Jesus (1:5, 6), and the warning of the coming of Jesus (1:7) are all attested to by the one who has always been and will always be.

The fact that he is “the Alpha and the Omega” means that he is the beginning and the end, the first and the last, and this is explicitly reiterated when he identifies himself as the one “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty” (1:8). God is always and eternal, everlasting and almighty, and there is no escaping him. By giving his solemn self-attestation to what John has written, the Father is verifying its truthfulness. Nothing has been overlooked or unexamined by him. Nothing was before him, and nothing will outlast him. What he declares to be true is certain to be inerrant, infallible, authoritative, reliable, totally true and trustworthy. You can trust the book of Revelation, and you can trust the Bible.

Let me suggest a way that you can grow in Christ and enable yourself to meditate on the Law of the Lord day and night. This is also something that parents can do with their children at the breakfast table or in the car or at bedtime, as Deuteronomy 6 describes. Memorize passages that grab you. Of course, it would be great to memorize the whole book of Revelation! But if you want one verse to memorize from these first eight verses of the book, I suggest you commit 1:8 to memory: “‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,’ says the Lord God, ‘who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.’” If you have children, don’t think they can’t do it. They’ll probably learn it faster than you will. That’s a short verse, so if you want a head start for later studies, why not memorize 1:14–16?

God reveals himself so that those who know him are blessed and praise him regardless of their circumstances.

Conclusion

Suetonius tells us that Domitian “became an object of terror and hatred to all, but he was overthrown at last by a conspiracy of his friends and favorite freedmen, to which his wife was also privy.”19

Domitian tried to take unto himself titles that belong rightly to Jesus—Lord and God. No matter how successful the enemies of God may seem in the short term, the book of Revelation shows how things really are.

Domitian, by worldly standards, had everything, and he sought to keep his life and make himself god. But he lost everything, betrayed even by his wife and friends.

Jesus, by worldly standards, had nothing and lost everything when he laid down his life for his friends (John 15:13). Paradoxically, he gained everything, vindicated by his Father, who raised him from the dead by the power of the Spirit and gave him the name that is above every name (Philippians 2:9).
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John’s Vision of the Risen Christ

REVELATION  1:9–20

 

[image: ]

 

BECAUSE OF THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS,  we must not allow anything to crowd out our first love for God (cf. 2:4). We must love God first so that we can rise to love him forever.

Because of the resurrection of Jesus, we can face suffering, imprisonment, testing, and tribulation without fear. Because of the resurrection of Jesus, we can be faithful unto death (cf. 2:10). The resurrection of Jesus guarantees that though we suffer we will not be crushed, though we are tested we will not fail, though we face tribulation we will be preserved, though we die we will rise.

Because of the resurrection of Jesus, we do not worship idols and we do not engage in sexual immorality (cf. 2:14, 20). The resurrection of Jesus guarantees that our God will provide for us, so we need no idols, and the resurrection of Jesus provides an intimacy with our Lord Christ, so we have what people seek when they engage in sexual immorality.

Because of the resurrection of Jesus, we can be wakened from death and made alive (cf. 3:1, 2). The power of his indestructible life has broken the back of death itself.

Because of the resurrection of Jesus, he can put before us an open door that no one can shut, keep us through trials that come upon us, and call us to hold fast so that no one seizes our crown (cf. 3:8–11). Jesus has triumphed. Not even death stopped him. So nothing can stop his church.

Because of the resurrection of Jesus, lukewarmness is not tolerated. We are offered gold that we might be rich, garments to clothe our nakedness, and anointing for our eyes that we might see (cf. 3:15–18).

Everything that I have just mentioned is empowered by the resurrection of Jesus, and all these things are found in the letters to the seven churches in chapters 2, 3. Jesus describes himself at the beginning of each of the seven letters. He describes his own risen glory. Jesus does not describe himself using things he did before he was crucified. He describes himself as the risen Lord.

Jesus appeared to John in risen glory, and then as he addressed the seven churches he described his own risen majesty. This is very important: the risen Christ summons his churches to obedience.

Need

We need to love God first and not be lukewarm. We need to be faithful unto death and go through the open door of gospel proclamation Jesus sets before us. We need to reject false teaching, refuse idolatry, and flee sexual immorality.

The royal majesty of the risen King fires our hearts with passion, holds us faithful through flame and sword, and compels us to herald the good news of his salvation, for he has freed us from our sins by his blood.

In 1:9–20 the risen Christ appears to John to commission him to write this prophecy of Revelation. John sees Jesus in the full splendor of his majesty. John has been exiled to the island of Patmos because of his testimony to Jesus, and he writes to churches facing tribulation and persecution. The message that Jesus communicates through John is that they are to endure faithfully, and that message is made compelling by the glory of the risen Christ.

Main Point

The risen Christ in glory summons forth obedience from his churches. The incomparable glory of the risen Christ motivates John’s audience to heed what John has been commissioned to write. The matchless splendor of Heaven’s King attracts the attention and compels the obedience of the churches John addresses.

Preview

This passage falls into three parts:

 


  

    	1:9–11
    	John’s Situation and Commission to Write
  

  
    	1:12–16
    	John’s Description of the Risen Jesus
  

  
    	1:17–20
    	Jesus Asserts His Authority and Commissions John to Write
  




Context

We have seen the chain of revelatory disclosure God gave in 1:1, 2 and the blessing on those who read and hear this revelation in 1:3. After that came a greeting that looks like the greetings that accompany other letters in the New Testament (1:4–8). The book of Revelation is an apocalyptic (1:1, 2) prophecy (1:3) in the form of a circular letter (1:4, 5; 22:21).1

The opening of Revelation (1:1–8) is followed by John’s vision of the risen Christ in 1:9–20. In this passage Jesus reveals his authority, and then on the basis of that authority he will address the seven churches in chapters 2, 3. John will then be invited into Heaven to behold the throne of God and the Lamb in chapters 4, 5. John sees the Lamb take a scroll, sealed with seven seals, and the opening of the seals is followed by the seven trumpet blasts, which are followed by the outpouring of the seven bowls of God’s wrath. All this is recounted in chapters 6—16. The outpouring of the wrath of God has results for two cities, each of which is depicted as a woman. The harlot Babylon falls in chapters 17—19, and the return of the King in chapter 19 is followed by his setting up his thousand-year kingdom, which is followed by the great white throne judgment in chapter 20. With the harlot Babylon destroyed, the new Jerusalem descends from Heaven as the bride of the Lamb in chapters 21, 22.

In 1:9–20, the risen Christ appears in glory to capture the imagination and constrain the obedience of John’s audience, and we are part of that audience. The risen Christ in glory summons forth obedience from his churches.

Revelation 1:9–11: John’s Situation and Commission to Write

In verse 9, John identifies himself with his audience as their “brother.” This reflects the teaching of the New Testament that everyone who is born again is now part of the family of God. Not only does John identify himself as a “brother” to his audience, he also states in the rest of the verse that he is their “partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus.” John is their partner in tribulation because the kingdom of Jesus is one that is entered through the patient endurance of suffering.



	 Matthew 24:9: “Then they will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, and you will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake.”

	Acts 14:22: “. . . through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.”

	Romans 12:12: “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer.”

	1 Thessalonians 3:2, 3: “We sent Timothy . . . to establish and exhort you in your faith, that no one be moved by these afflictions. For you yourselves know that we are destined for this.”




Unlike the Roman Empire, which promised peace but delivered brutality and fear, the kingdom of God promises tribulation and delivers peace and confidence and eternal salvation to those who patiently endure. Jesus will bring hope and change.

Make no mistake about it: your best life is not now. Your best life will begin when the skies are split by the shout of the archangel. When you patiently endure whatever afflictions you face in your life, you follow in the footsteps of the Old Testament prophets, the Lord Jesus, and his disciples.

John writes in verse 9 that he is on the island of Patmos2 “on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” This makes it clear that John is not on Patmos because he did something wrong, but for the sake of the gospel.3 John has been proclaiming God’s word and testifying to Jesus, and as a result he has been exiled to Patmos.4

If we are to suffer affliction, we must heed the exhortation of 1 Peter 4:15, 16: “But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name.”

John wrote to churches facing persecution and tribulation, and he identifies with them as one who also endured persecution and tribulation. The glory of the Lord Christ kept John through the tribulation he faced. He recounts one of his experiences of that glory for us in these verses.

John writes in 1:10 that he was “in the Spirit on the Lord’s day.” There are four places in Revelation where John records that he was “in the Spirit”—here in 1:10, in 4:2, in 17:3, and in 21:10. Each marks the beginning of a significant movement in John’s visionary experience. Here in 1:10 John is about to see the risen Christ. In 4:2 John sees the heavenly court. In 17:3 John is carried away in the Spirit at the beginning of his vision of the fall of the harlot Babylon, and in 21:10 John is carried away in the Spirit to see the descent of the bride of the Lamb, the new Jerusalem.5

The reference to “the Lord’s day” in verse 10 most likely refers to Sunday, which became “the Lord’s day” because on that day Jesus rose from the dead.

John hears a “voice like a trumpet” behind him. The voice tells John in 1:11 to “Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea.”

The churches appear to be named in the order that they would be visited on a circular route beginning from Patmos and moving around Asia.6 It seems that these cities were “the natural centres of communication for an itinerant Christian messenger” and that “the seven focal cities . . . had acquired a special importance as organizational and distributive centres for the church of the area.”7 It is also significant that “All but Thyatira had temples dedicated to the emperors, and all but Philadelphia and Laodicea had imperial priests and altars.”8

Before we move to John’s description of Jesus, let me invite you to contemplate the fact that John’s apostolic status did not mean that he would not be persecuted and suffer tribulation (1:9). With John, we are servants of the Most High God, and with John we will suffer affliction—he is our “brother and partner” in these things.

Note also that in verse 11 John states the reason he wrote the book of Revelation: because the risen Christ told him to do so! John is not fashioning some imaginative fantasy about how he wants things to turn out. No, John is obeying the Lord Jesus. Jesus said to write, so John wrote.9 Revelation exists because Jesus called John to write. The Church exists because Jesus is the Good Shepherd who calls his sheep by name, and they follow him.

Missionaries go to the ends of the earth because Jesus said, “Go . . . make disciples” (Matthew 28:19). Christians are faithful in marriage because Jesus said, “What . . . God has joined together, let not man separate” (Matthew 19:6). Christians love one another because Jesus said, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you” (John 15:12). People repent of their sins and trust in Jesus because he said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Whoever believes in me, though he die, yet shall he live” (John 11:25). Do you realize that if you refuse to do these things—believe in Jesus, love one another, be faithful to your spouse, make disciples—you are rejecting the word of the risen Christ? He is the one who speaks and it is so. To oppose him is as futile as the universe trying to resist his word when he says, “Let there be light!” The light will shine. Let’s respond to the word of Christ the way the elements did when he summoned them by his word to do his bidding.

The incomparable glory of the risen Christ is meant to motivate John’s audience to heed what John has been commissioned to write. The matchless splendor of Heaven’s King will attract the attention and compel the obedience of the churches John addresses. The risen Christ in glory summons forth obedience from his churches.

Revelation 1:12–16: John’s Description of the Risen Jesus

Notice the startling statement in 1:12—John “turned to see the voice.” John heard “a loud voice like a trumpet” (1:10), and he turned to see who was speaking. On turning, John states first that he “saw seven golden lampstands” (1:12). In order to understand this passage, it is important to understand the Old Testament background. Most of the references to lampstands in the Old Testament are references to the lampstand in the tabernacle or the ten lampstands that Solomon prepared for the temple.10 But the most important background for what John relates here about Jesus in the midst of the seven lampstands is what Zechariah saw as stated in Zechariah 4:1–14. John’s experience of Jesus in 1:9–20 fulfills Zechariah 4 in significant ways.11

Zechariah saw a lampstand with seven lamps flanked by “two olive trees” (4:2, 3). Zechariah 4 presents an angel explaining the meaning of the lampstand and the two olive trees to Zechariah. John sees Jesus standing in the midst of seven lampstands, and in 1:20 Jesus interprets the meaning of the lampstands for John.

The lampstand Zechariah saw points to the successful rebuilding of the temple and the renewal of God’s presence among his people (4:4–10).12 The two olive trees are explained as “the two anointed ones [lit., ‘two sons of oil’] who stand by the Lord of the whole earth” (4:11–14). In Zechariah these two anointed ones are the anointed priest, Joshua (cf. 3:1–10), and the descendant of David, Zerubbabel (4:1–14).13 This text and others like it seem to have given rise to the expectation of two messiahs, one priestly and one royal, as seen in the documents found at Qumran (cf. e.g., 1QS 9:11). In Zechariah the vision means that God will accomplish his purpose in the rebuilding of the temple: “Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts” (4:6). The “two olive trees,” anointed and empowered, will be the means God uses to bring this about.

This scenario now finds its fulfillment in what John sees in Revelation. The Lord is not building a temple in which he will dwell but a church (cf. Matthew 16:18)! The Church is not a building but believers who are “living stones” (cf. 1 Peter 2:5). Zechariah’s lampstand, which symbolized the presence of God in the temple, is fulfilled by the seven lampstands of Revelation, which symbolizes God’s presence in the seven churches to whom John writes (1:20; cf. 2:5). Zechariah’s “two sons of oil,” Joshua the high priest and Zerubbabel the royal descendant of David, are fulfilled in Jesus, who stands among the lampstands as God’s presence in his church. Jesus himself fills the offices of High Priest and High King of Israel. The vision of the lampstand and the two olive trees in Zechariah guaranteed that God would empower the rebuilding of the temple. Similarly, John’s vision of Jesus among the lampstands guarantees that God will accomplish his purpose in the building of the Church.

In verse 13 John’s description of what he saw continues: “and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash around his chest.” A number of Old Testament texts refer to a “son of man,” but John’s description here of “one like a son of man” points to Daniel 7:13, 14:

 

I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed.

 

From the context of chapter 1 it is clear that this passage has influenced John’s thinking about Jesus—look back at 1:7, where the phrase “Behold, he is coming with the clouds” alludes to Daniel 7:13, “. . . and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man.”

The “son of man” in Daniel 7:13, 14 receives an eternal kingdom, which means that by alluding to this passage John is describing Jesus in royal terms. John also presents Jesus in priestly terms because he stands among the lampstands, which were part of the furniture of the temple, and it was the job of the Levitical priests to tend and maintain the lampstands in the temple. Jesus will tend and maintain the lampstands by calling the churches to repentance.14 Jesus’ clothes in 1:13 should probably be interpreted as the robe and golden sash of the heavenly high priest (cf. Daniel 10:5).

Daniel’s visions have to do with the son of man who receives an eternal kingdom, and in Daniel 10:14 Daniel encountered a man from Heaven who told him that he “came to make you understand what is to happen to your people in the latter days. For the vision is for days yet to come.”

John’s vision of Jesus is shaped, it seems, by two major influences. First, the phrases John employs in his descriptions of Jesus seem to derive from the letters that Jesus dictates to John in chapters 2, 3. This influence can be seen from the chart “Revelation 1 and the Salutations of the Seven Letters,” which draws attention to the way that Jesus announces something about himself at the beginning of each letter, and these things are all drawn from Revelation 1:

 

Table 3.1: Revelation 1 and the Salutations of the Seven Letters


    

      	Revelation 1 
      	Description of Jesus
      	Revelation 2, 3 
    

    
      	1:13; 1:16, 20
      	Among the lampstands; holding seven stars
      	2:1
    

    
      	1:17, 18
      	First and last, died and came to life
      	2:8
    

    
      	1:16
      	Two-edged sword from his mouth
      	2:12 (cf. 2:16)
    

    
      	1:14, 15
      	Eyes of flame, feet like burnished bronze
      	2:18
    

    
      	1:4, 16, 20
      	Seven spirits, seven stars
      	3:1
    

    
      	1:18
      	Holder of the key
      	3:7
    

    
      	1:5, 17
      	Faithful and true witness, beginning
      	3:14
    




 

The way that Jesus described himself at the beginning of each of the seven letters seems to have had a decisive influence on the way John describes Jesus in chapter 1, so that even though chapter 1 comes before chapters 2, 3 in literary terms, John’s experience of Jesus announcing these things about himself shaped the way that John later described the risen Christ in glory.

The second major influence on the way John described his initial encounter with the risen Jesus appears to have been Daniel 10. John seems to have understood that just as Daniel’s vision concerned “the latter days” (10:14) but Daniel was instructed to “shut up the words and seal the book, until the time of the end” (12:4), so now he, John, was receiving a vision that concerned “the things that must soon take place” (1:1). Unlike Daniel, John was told, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, for the time is near” (22:10). Thus, what was prophesied by Daniel is fulfilled in Revelation. The relationship between Daniel 10 and Revelation 1:12–20 can be seen in the sequence of events in the two chapters and in the descriptions of those revealed in the two chapters:

 

Table 3.2: The Sequence of Events in Daniel 10 and Revelation 1


    

      	Daniel 10
      	Event
      	Revelation 1 
    

    
      	10:5a
      	Seer looks
      	1:12a
    

    
      	10:5b, 6
      	Description of “a man” in Daniel, “one like a son of man” in Revelation
      	1:13–16
    

    
      	10:8, 9
        (cf. “deep sleep” in Genesis 2:21; 15:12; 1 Samuel 26:12; Daniel 8:18)
      	Seer undone: Daniel—no strength, deep sleep; John fell as though dead
      	1:17a
    

    
      	10:10–14
        10:15–21
        note 10:16, “one in the likeness of the children of man”
      	The one revealed touches the seer and explains the vision
      	1:17–20
    




 

In 1:14 John unfurls the banner of the divinity of Jesus. He does this by describing Jesus in terms that match the description of the Ancient of Days in Daniel 7:9, where we read that “the hair of his head [was] like pure wool.” When John writes of Jesus that “The hairs of his head were white, like white wool, like snow,” he is describing Jesus in the same terms used to describe the Ancient of days in Daniel 7:9.15

That Jesus is God is a fact! To insist on this is not to impose our opinions on others but to tell them the truth about reality.16 The Church has the responsibility of serving the world at large as “a pillar and buttress of the truth” 
  (1 Timothy 3:15). Local churches must endeavor to uphold the truth as a pillar supports a building, and we must be a strong foundation, a ground, on which a true understanding of the world can be built. That’s our role.

 

Table 3.3: The Descriptions of the Ones Revealed in Daniel 10 
  and Revelation 1


 
    

    	Daniel 10
      	Revelation 1
    

    
      	10:5, “clothed in linen, with a belt of fine gold”
      	1:13, “clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash around his chest”
    

    
      	7:9, “the hair of his head like pure wool”
      	1:14a, “the hairs of his head were white, like white wool”
    

    
      	10:6c, “his eyes like flaming torches”
      	1:14b, “His eyes were like a flame of fire” (description also found in 2:18)
    

    
      	10:6d, “his arms and legs like the gleam of burnished bronze”
      	1:15a, “his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace” (description also found in 2:18)
    

    
      	10:6e, “and the sound of his words like the sound of a multitude”
      	1:15b, “and his voice was like the roar of many waters”
    

    
      	10:6b, “his face like the appearance of lightning”
      	1:16c, “and his face was like the sun shining in full strength”
    




 

When John describes Jesus in 1:14 as one whose “eyes were like a flame of fire” (cf. 19:12; Daniel 10:6), he is declaring the reality that nothing escapes the all-searching, pure gaze of Jesus. This has at least three implications: 1) no sin that we commit will escape his notice, 2) he will see every faithful thing his people do, and 3) he will note every injustice done to his people by their enemies.

The statement in 1:15 that “his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace” points to the absolute purity of Jesus (cf. Daniel 10:6).17 And not only is the voice loud like a trumpet (1:10), which recalls the voice at Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:16, 19, 20), the voice was also “like the roar of many waters” (1:15; cf. 14:2; 19:6; Ezekiel 1:24; 43:2). These descriptions of the powerful voice of the risen Christ are arresting, communicating his authority, which is to be obeyed. The trumpet and the roar of the waters of Jesus’ voice are to drown out the other voices that would call Christians away from the true faith and holiness that marks those who know God. Are you inclining your ear to the blasting roar of Jesus’ voice in the Scriptures? Or are you listening for the siren songs of the enemies of God and his people?

John tells us three more things about Jesus in 1:16. First, “In his right hand he held seven stars.” The stars will be explained in verse 20. Second, “from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword.” I don’t think we are to imagine that Jesus has a literal sword coming out of his mouth. This is a colorful way to say that Jesus will speak decisive words of judgment (cf. Isaiah 11:4; 49:2; Ephesians 6:17; Hebrews 4:12; Revelation 2:12; 19:15, 21). And third, John tells us that “his face was like the sun shining in full strength.” This description points to the painful brightness of the sun, on which we cannot fix our eyes. As we see in verses 17–20, this appearance of the risen Christ, in blazing splendor like the sun shining in full strength, produced in John a sensory overload that left him “as though dead” (v. 17).

The incomparable glory of the risen Christ motivates John’s audience to heed what John has been commissioned to write. The matchless splendor of Heaven’s King attracts the attention and compels the obedience of the churches John addresses. The risen Christ in glory summons forth obedience from his churches.

Revelation 1:17–20: Jesus Asserts His Authority 
  and Commissions John to Write

John relates, “When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead” (1:17). The glory of Jesus overpowered John in a way that no Roman emperor could imitate. John’s audience is thus encouraged by the fact that they serve one whose glory surpasses that of mere human power. This Jesus will address them directly in the letters he dictates to John in chapters 2, 3, and his authoritative word is validated by his overwhelming glory.

Jesus doesn’t leave John. “But he laid his right hand on me, saying, ‘Fear not’” (1:17). We pause in the middle of this statement to observe that Jesus is about to tell John why he shouldn’t be afraid—and the reason that John shouldn’t be afraid is not that Jesus isn’t scary. The glory of the risen Christ is terrifying!

Jesus tells John that he shouldn’t be afraid because “I am the first and the last” (1:17). This is a declaration from Jesus that he is what God is—before all things and after all things. This matches God the Father’s announcement in 1:8, “I am the Alpha and the Omega” (cf. 2:8; 21:6; 22:13). But the fact that Jesus is first and last isn’t the only reason John shouldn’t fear: Jesus goes on to say, “. . . and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades” (1:18). Jesus is the living one—death has no power to hold him (cf. Acts 2:24). And the statement that he died and is now alive forevermore is an unmistakable reference to Jesus’ death and resurrection. Moreover, having died on the cross to pay the penalty for sin and having been raised from the dead, Jesus has “the keys of Death and Hades,” which means that he is in control of who gets locked up and who gets liberated. This is why Jesus tells John not to be afraid.
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