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  TO MY CHILDREN:

  ZION, PAIGE, MADDOX, AND ROBERT

  You are my compass

  Ever guiding me to God

  Ever teaching me his grace

  Ever challenging me to be a


    better father today than I was before

  When I look at you

  I know who I am

  And who I want to become
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Introduction
The Revelation of Jesus Christ
(Revelation 1:1)






[The Apocalypse] is a revelation of Jesus Christ. . . . It is a thoroughly
christological mystery, a possibility that arises first through

the incarnation. The Son possesses [this mystery] in its fullness,

one he can share with his believers and gives to John as first in love.

ADRIENNE VON SPEYR1






REVELATION DOESN’T START WHERE WE ASSUME. We expect prophetic utterances that predict the future. Maybe our future. Maybe someone else’s. Or maybe just the cataclysmic end of all things.

Yet, Revelation doesn’t begin here. It doesn’t situate the reader at the table of a cosmic fortuneteller ready to divine the Christian tea leaves designed to serve our desire to control and conquer what will be. No, Revelation overlooks our interests and sidesteps our questions, evading our expectations altogether in search of something greater. Something deeper. Something more along the lines of healing and transformation than fortunetelling and code cracking.

Revelation thins the veil separating heaven and earth to provide perspective and a path to overcome what’s broken in us, around us, and because of us. Revelation reaches into the recesses of our souls to confront the portions we’ve entrusted to the darkness instead of the light. Revelation unveils mysteries of healing located only when “in the Spirit” (Rev 1:10) and opposes the deceptions of death imprisoning Christian and non-Christian alike.2

Woven into the scenes of beasts, battles, and satanic suffering is a clarion call for all to “come.” To drink deep of the streams of living water. To taste the fruit of the tree of life. To join the choir of heaven singing songs of God’s redemption and reign. Not just in the future but in the here and now.

More than prediction, Revelation is an invitation. An invocation. An encounter with the Word become flesh, with the conqueror of death, with the crucified King. With the Son of Man seated at the right hand of the Father, who, by God’s grace, walks among the lampstands both comforting and confronting a world captivated by conflict.


The Last and the First

Last words of a loved one are treasures beyond measure. We race overnight to their deathbed, hoping to hear one last word. If, by God’s grace, they do speak, we gather each word into the box of our heart and label it “Fragile: Handle with care.”

I still cling to the last words my mentor ever said to me. I dust them off, especially on dark days, and recite them to remind me of my anchor. He was diagnosed with terminal cancer, and mere months before he passed, we stood by his car readied to venture home. We embraced, knowing this could be our last goodbye. Then, he stepped back, held my shoulders, and gently repeated three or four times, “Shane, just hold on to Jesus. Just hold on to Jesus.” We wiped our tears. Allowed the silence to speak love’s three words. And he drove away.

My grandma’s last words were more simple, if not more circuitous. Struggling with Alzheimer’s, she repeated the same dialogue with me several times, always beginning with, “Well, Shane-daner! When did you get here?” I’d tell her we just arrived. She’d look around the room, point at my daughter, and lean over with hushed tones, “Well, who is that young lady?”

Smiling, I’d respond, “Well, Mamaw, that’s my daughter Paige.”

Lunging back in her chair, she’d look at me exasperated (with a tinge of confusion), “No! You’re not old enough to have a daughter that age?”

I’d nod my head, smiling back (with a tinge of sadness). “Yep, that’s my baby girl.”

She’d laugh, shake her head, and softly say, “Well, I just can’t believe it.”

We’d pause for a moment or two. She’d reach for my hand, placing it between hers. With tears welling up, she’d whisper, “I’m really glad you’re here.”

Shortly thereafter, she’d look around the room, glance up at me, and her eyes would widen, “Well, Shane-daner! When did you get here?” Repeating the dialogue anew. Time and again. Grace upon grace.

Last words are as precious as they are rife with meaning. They capture a piece of our heart if not our curiosity. They direct our paths if not our questions. They are treasured and repeated, and serve as guides for what comes next.

Last words matter. And first words are no different.

I’ll never forget when my oldest son, Zion, said my name. It was the same electricity I’d feel when all four of my kids would gibber the same two syllables, “Da-da.” For weeks, he’d been jabbering and grunting, without any discernible patterns, but I was still straining and hoping he’d parrot my exaggerated pleas, “Say da-da. . . . Say daaaa-daaaa.”

Finally, it happened. Sitting in his highchair, looking intently at a piece of mashed food, with slobber soaking his onesie, without my prompting, amid his indiscernible gibberish, yet clearly and without question, I heard it: “Da-da.”

I jumped up and let out a cry that startled him to tears. But that’s okay; I was crying too. Moments later, after he and I both gathered ourselves, he said it again, “Da-da.” A name with variations I never tire of hearing. But the first time is simply precious. Because, like last words, first words matter.

Whether the words come in the opening scene or at the final bow, first and last words matter because they communicate what we value. What we cherish. Where our heart resides, and where our hope finds its home.

And the book of Revelation is no different.




First Words Matter

John begins Revelation with five words. Five words often forgotten as the revelation unfolds, lost in the chaos of commentaries, prophecy experts, and rapture debates. Five words that summarize the heart of this book and the blessed Seer on Patmos: “The revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev 1:1).

John writes this letter in exile on the island of Patmos. In exile for testifying to “the Word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (Rev 1:9). In exile from the seven churches of Asia Minor (Rev 1:4, 11). Seven churches living life in the shadow of the Roman Empire, struggling with conflict and compromise, disorientation and despair. Seven churches desperate for a word from the Lord. Desperate for understanding and explanation. Desperate for a revelation of Jesus Christ.

For many interpreters, though, that simply isn’t enough. “Revelation must be more,” they implore. Somehow prediction seems far more satisfying than simply Jesus. A chronological road map of the future seems far more intriguing than depictions and declarations of Christ.

Several years ago, I was in Russia teaching Revelation. Over several sessions, I proclaimed the power of the first five words of this book, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ.” I emphasized the Word’s pervasiveness in the words of Revelation. I explained how whether we’re in the seals, the trumpets, or the bowls, or confronted by dragons, beasts, or false prophets, the goal is the same: reveal Jesus.

In the final session, however, the paterfamilias of the church unveiled his displeasure. Boris was a quintessential Russian: thick goatee, strong physique, and an oversized furry hat with optional flaps. When he spoke, others listened. His voice boomed with authority.

He began his “question” by pounding his fist on the table, flushing his cheeks with red strain. The interpreter translated the first line or two and then went silent as Boris increased his volume and pace. I quickly realized the interpreter was censoring this eruption for my sake. For three full minutes, everyone sat still as Boris unleashed his frustration with ever-increasing intensity.

And then the room fell silent.

No one moved.

Boris too.

Slowly, the interpreter turned to me and said, “Umm. . . . He says . . . well, ummm . . . if what you are saying is right, then . . . umm . . . then the book of Revelation is no different from any other book of the New Testament.”

Immediately, I replied, “Tell him he’s right.”

“What?!?!” the interpreter fired back.

“Tell him he’s right,” I restated. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’m saying the book of Revelation is doing the same thing as Matthew, as John, as Acts, as Romans, as 1 Peter: it’s revealing Jesus Christ.”

You see, first words matter. They express value. They guide our steps. They communicate the center of our hearts. Revelation begins not by accident but on purpose with these five words: the Revelation of Jesus Christ.

Why? Because in times of struggle, in times of rebellion, in times of spiritual, physical, or emotional conflict, what we need most is a revelation of Jesus Christ. A picture so pristine and crystalline that no guesses are necessary or debates possible or predictions needed. For the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End, is present, ready to walk with us, come what may.

The first words of the Apocalypse, then, are not to be discarded, overlooked, or ignored. They are our guide. They are the center of what follows. They express what John values, even if we don’t.




Questioning Our Assumptions

Regardless of how creative or forceful we become, Revelation is steadfast in its intention. Relentless in its determination to reveal Jesus. We offer blood-red moons predicting the end of all; Revelation offers Jesus. We sleuth presidential candidates for marks of the beast; Revelation offers Jesus. In place of the rapture or seven years of tribulation or the emergence of an antichrist, Revelation emphatically and without reserve unveils Jesus. Simply Jesus. Which creates tension. Why? Because Revelation doesn’t start where we assume, comply with our demands, or find value in our countless attempts to apprehend the future.

Consider the tendency to approach Revelation as a chronological road map of the future. An approach that assumes Revelation sleuthed adequately will reveal the sequence of events leading up to and including the end of the world. Revelation, then, is dissected and parsed for clues to the rise of China or your run-of-the-mill Apache helicopter—clues that, when woven together with the headlines of the latest news feed, can reveal whether we are in the middle of the fourth seal or the third trumpet or the sixth bowl. Clues that reveal when the world will end. Or so we assume.

Assumptions influence vision and guide our questions. If Revelation is a chronological road map of the future, then our questions demand the text to answer: “When will the world end? How will we know it’s drawing near? What signs signal the coming rapture? Is [fill in the name of a political enemy] the antichrist?” These questions and endless others are understandable if we assume Revelation intends to predict. But what if Revelation doesn’t want to answer these questions? What if Revelation simply isn’t interested in providing a road map for the future at all? Will we allow the text to speak? Or will we just shout our questions all the more loudly, with hands pressed over our ears like the Sanhedrin storming Stephen with stones (Acts 7:54-60)?

The problem with this chronological-road-map-of-the-future approach is that it simply ignores the text. It overlooks the original readers (Rev 1:4, 11; 2:1–3:20). Treats the first five words like fodder for the fire of the future just waiting to be deciphered by the next prophecy expert to tackle the jigsaw puzzle of the Apocalypse. In fact, it ignores not just the first five words but the entire text. The imagery. The message. The transformation Revelation targets that stretches far beyond a prediction—road map or otherwise.




Wrecking Our Road Maps

Take, for example, Revelation 6:12, “And I watched as he opened the sixth seal.” The pronouns of this sentence summarize the first five and a half chapters of the Apocalypse. “I” is John, and “he” is Jesus. In Revelation 1, John is exiled on the island of Patmos (Rev 1:9) when the cosmic Christ appears before him radiant (Rev 1:16), with a voice as strong and soothing as “the sound of many waters” (Rev 1:15; see Rev 1:10). Jesus commissions John to deliver God’s message to the seven churches in Asia Minor (Rev 1:11, 19; 2:1–3:22), a message unfolding in Revelation 2–3 in red letters.

In Revelation 4, John is transported from Patmos to a rhapsodic worship service in the heavenly throne room (Rev 4:1-2), complete with “flashes of lightning and rumblings and peals of thunder” (Rev 4:5). Twenty-four regally arrayed elders surround the throne (Rev 4:4, 10-11) as four living creatures (Rev 4:6-8) cry out day and night without ceasing, “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God, the Almighty one, the one who was and is and is to come” (Rev 4:8).

As the adulation reverberates in the heavenly halls, John’s attention is arrested by a scroll secured with seven seals in God’s right hand (Rev 5:1). Tension builds. No one in heaven or on earth, in the sea or on the land, alive or dead, is worthy to break the seals, to receive this word from the Lord, to peer inside this divine scroll (Rev 5:2-3).

And so, John weeps (Rev 5:4). Desperate for a word from the Lord, the Seer sobs in anguish.

Yet, like at the sight of a morning star heralding the dawn of a new day (Rev 2:28; 22:16), the tension and the tears wither away with the pronouncement of the Lion of the tribe of Judah (Rev 5:5). The one who is worthy. The one who appears, though, not as a proud Lion but as a slain Lamb (Rev 5:6). Sovereignty secured through sacrifice. Sacrifice that purchased for God every tribe, tongue, people, and nation, transforming them into a kingdom and priests (Rev 5:9-10).

In Revelation 6, the Lamb opens the first four seals to reveal four horsemen hell-bent on conquest (Rev 6:2), the violent eviction of peace (Rev 6:4), the grieving of economies (Rev 6:6), and the exaltation of death over life, war over peace, plague over plenty (Rev 6:8). In short, devastation that’s vast yet familiar to John and the seven churches living under Rome’s reign.

Unfortunately, the fifth seal offers little respite. John sees souls of the martyrs in heaven, who, like the Lamb, were slain for their witness (Rev 6:9). They’re crying out a haunting query: “Sovereign Lord, the holy and true one, how long until you judge the earth dwellers and avenge our blood?” (Rev 6:10).

Then comes the sixth seal in Revelation 6:12: “And I [John] watched as he [the slain Lamb] opened the sixth seal.” A massive earthquake signals the shaking of the heavens, with the dramatic pronouncement that “the stars in the sky fell to earth, as a fig tree casts its unripe figs when shaken by intense wind” (Rev 6:13). This verse presents a significant problem for our chronological road maps of the future. Namely, if just one star were to fall from the sky and collide with the earth, the world and life as we know it would be over. No tomorrow. No “and then . . .” No chance for a seventh seal.

And this shouldn’t be controversial. The sun at the center of our solar system is an average-sized star. It has a diameter of over 860,000 miles of fire, gas, and mass. The earth’s diameter is 7,918 miles. If the earth and the sun collided, the sun would be fine. The earth, on the other hand? Not fine. Incinerated. Destroyed. No more.

And that’s just one star. Revelation 6:13 says “stars.” More than one.

At this point, our chronological road map of the future encounters a serious dilemma: the world appears to end, but we’re only in Revelation 6. We still have sixteen more chapters to go. And if we keep on reading, it just gets worse. “The sky peeled off like a scroll being rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place” (Rev 6:14). If by some miraculous fluke the massive stars didn’t decisively annihilate the globe, removing “every mountain and island” would hardly be a welcomed encore. By itself, landmass expulsion of this sort would be so cataclysmic for the earth, its climate, and all creation that it too would be the end of life as we know it. But, once again, we’re still only in Revelation 6.

And, once again, continuing to read doesn’t alleviate the tension; it strains the road map greater still:


And the kings of the earth, the important persons, the generals, the rich, the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, concealed themselves in the caves and in the rocks of the mountains. And they cried out to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of the one sitting on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb, because the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?” (Rev 6:15-17)



As creation upheaves, evil cries out and clings to the earth as its salvation. The honesty of their question is rivaled only by their despair. The great day of God’s wrath has come, “and who can stand?” Throughout the Old and New Testaments, the “great day of God’s wrath” is also known as judgment day. Or the end of everything. The end of rebellion, pain, death, and sin; the beginning of harmony, rest, community, and complete restoration. The end of old creation, and the beginning of everything new.

At this point, I don’t know how John could be more clear. The astral shower (Rev 6:13), the earth-mass eradication (Rev 6:14), and the day of judgment (Rev 6:15-17) all point to one event: the end of the world. If this is true, the chronological-road-map assumption suffers quite a bit—because we’re only in Revelation 6. We still have sixteen more chapters to go. And the world’s denouement has already arrived.

And if we keep reading, it only gets worse. Judgment day reappears five chapters later, this time in the seventh trumpet: “And the nations raged with fury but were confronted by your wrath. And the time has come to judge the dead—to reward your servants, the prophets, and the holy ones (both small and great), the ones revering your name, and to destroy those who destroy the earth” (Rev 11:18).

Once again, judgment day. The end of the world. The problem is, once again, we still have eleven chapters to go. And the world has come to its end twice.

In fact, the book of Revelation comes to the end of the world over and over and over and over again: seven times, by my count (Rev 6; 11; 14; 16; 19; 20; 21). Why? Because Revelation’s target is bigger than mere prediction or fortunetelling cartography. Each time the “end of the world” is invoked, it is in service of a greater aim: thinning the veil. Revealing Jesus Christ. Transforming those with ears to hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Indeed, when our assumptions about the text guide our questions for the text, chaos ensues, climaxing in a confrontation between what we demand and what the text demands from us. The question is, Who will win?




The Revelation of Jesus Christ

Revelation doesn’t match our expectations for chronological road maps. But that’s good news, not something to lament. More than prediction or seven years of tribulation, Revelation was written to reveal Jesus. To unveil Christ. To open our eyes, soften our hearts, entice our ears to hear the message of the crucified King, now risen and reigning. A message typically forgotten in times of trial, in moments of disarray, in worlds caught up in the torrent of tragedy and war. A message the seven churches of Asia Minor desperately needed to hear—and a message we desperately need to overhear today.

What follows in the rest of this book is not a verse-by-verse commentary, although all twenty-two chapters of Revelation are mined deeply. It’s not an exhaustive exploration of every theological issue, although theological wrestlings abound. It is a work of the academy and the church, the classroom and the pew. Exegetical and academic without ignoring application and implications for today. Yes, scholarly citations arise, although not at the rate some may prefer. But this is intentional. For what follows is an exploration of John’s Apocalypse governed by the first five words, guided by God’s revelation embodied in Christ’s incarnation, the person of Jesus who housed heaven and earth in one flesh. And the results are striking.

“The Revelation of Jesus Christ” reveals that the veil between heaven and earth is not as thick as we assume (chapter 1), inviting the possibility for an intimacy far more piercing than many understand or prefer (chapter 2). The unveiling of who God is and what God has done (chapter 3) provides clarity for our worship and our war with the world (chapter 4), revealing a God in desperate pursuit of all, including enemies (chapter 5). Clarifying God’s identity clarifies who the true enemy is (chapter 6) and how to fight that enemy effectively (chapter 7). The life and death of Jesus unveil the true nature of evil (chapter 8) and remind us that in Christ we are victorious, despite what the world may say and our sufferings may accept (chapter 9). Through the cross of Christ, union with God is once again possible. A union lost in Genesis 3 yet restored in Revelation 21–22 through God’s pursuit of his beloved creation (chapter 10).

However naive it may seem, John believed that Christ’s identity, Jesus’ story, “the revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev 1:1), was our guide. Not just in the highs but in the lows, not just in wealth but in poverty, not just in Revelation 1 but in all the words that come thereafter. In Christ, the veil becomes quite thin, revealing heaven’s resolute opposition to our brokenness. To our wounds. To the barriers between humanity and divinity that, whether real or perceived, prevent us from receiving God’s grace like healing rain reviving a parched land.

Indeed, Revelation begins with Jesus. And deep loneliness.




Going Deeper

At the end of each chapter, there are additional exercises and resources to more deeply unearth the text and yourself. These additions are organized under three headings:


The tool—videos/exercises engaging a principle to interpret Scripture

The text—videos/exercises engaging aspects of the chapter’s Revelation text

The takeaway—Spiritual practices/questions to invite the Word to penetrate your soul



Each element can be used individually or as a group, discussed aloud or written in a journal for personal study. Each category may build on something in the present chapter or a prior chapter, or set up conversations in chapters to come. The idea is to partner with the Spirit to engage the text with your mind and more.

For this chapter, explore the following elements: 



THE TOOL: Context. If we take the Bible out of context, we can make the Bible say whatever we want. Whether intentional or not, the temptation to transform the Word of God into our image (instead of the opposite) is treacherous. Watch this video on context (www.ivpress.com/wood-intro-a) and wrestle with the following questions:






	1. Have you ever had your words taken out of context? If so, explain the situation, how it made you feel, how you responded, and how you wish you would’ve responded.


	2. What are the dangers of taking the Bible out of context? How does this danger apply to Revelation in particular?


	3. How could understanding the biblical context help us interpret and apply Scripture more effectively?






THE TEXT: The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Rev 1:1). “The Revelation of Jesus Christ” offers insights into the relationship between God and humanity, heaven and earth. After watching this video (www.ivpress.com/wood-intro-b), answer the following questions:






	1. Is Jesus truly enough? Are we more in love with knowing the future or knowing God’s face revealed in Christ?


	2. Why is prediction so enticing for humanity? What’s the relationship between prediction and power?


	3. What revelation is Christ challenging you with in this season of life?






THE TAKEAWAY: Praying through God’s Word. If Revelation’s goal isn’t prediction of the future but transformation of the reader, then approaching Scripture to more clearly hear the Spirit is essential. What follows is an ancient Christian prayer practice centered on God’s Word called lectio divina. Here’s how it works:





First movement: Reading the text


	1. Read Revelation 1:1-6 aloud two times slowly.


	2. Sit in silence for one to two minutes, asking the Spirit to surface a word or phrase from the text.


	3. Write down the word or phrase the Spirit unearthed without any elaboration.




Second movement: Reflecting on God’s Word


	1. Read Revelation 1:1-6 aloud for a third time.


	2. Sit in silence for two to three minutes, reflecting on the question, How does this word/phrase intersect with my life today?


	3. Write down how this word or phrase is affecting you in this moment.




Third movement: Responding to God’s Word


	1. Read Revelation 1:1-6 aloud for the fourth time.


	2. Sit in silence for two to three minutes and reflect on the question, How is God calling me to respond?


	3. Prayerfully write down your response to God’s call.




Fourth movement: Resting in God


	1. Read Revelation 1:1-6 aloud for the last time.


	2. Sit in silence for two to three minutes, merely resting in God’s Word.


	3. Close your time with a verbalized prayer thanking God for this encounter with his Spirit.
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    Thinning the Veil

    (Revelation 1)

    The Casualty of Loneliness


  

  
    
      How long, LORD? Will you forget me forever? How long will you

      hide your face from me? How long must I struggle in my soul

      and have sorrow in my heart day after day? How long shall

      my enemy triumph over me? Behold and answer me,

      LORD my God. Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death.

      PSALM 13:1-4, A PSALM OF DAVID

    

  

  
    WE DON’T HAVE TO LOOK FOR LONELINESS. It finds us. All of us. Regardless of gender, race, creed, or nation, loneliness is universal.

    Loneliness is always on the hunt. Undeterred by our bank accounts. Relentless in our times of struggle. Unforgiving even in a crowded room. Loneliness lurks, feasting on the guilty and the holy. The saints of old, like David, and sinners today, such as me.

    
      6-20-23, 2:39 a.m. (my journal)

      I’m trying to hold it all together. But God, I feel betrayed by you. Abandoned by you. And I’ve felt that way for a long time. I’m broken. But you won’t freaking put me back together. So, I fade. No hope of resurrection. . . . Do you care? No manipulation. Genuine question. Do you even freaking care? Then why won’t you show it? Why won’t you prove it? Where the hell are you?

    

    Loneliness wafts over the soul like smoke wisping from the end of incense. A foggy shroud unfurling with lies and deceit. Loneliness whispers, “You don’t belong.” Loneliness mutters, “You aren’t worth the effort.” Loneliness convinces that God is no longer Immanuel but something closer to perpetually disappointed.

    
      6-13-23, 11:49 p.m. (my journal)

      God, are you proud of me? This question seems to hound me relentlessly. . . . I feel like a failure. I feel like I have no faith. . . . I feel like a waste. I feel like I’m a massive disappointment. A spiritual, spoiled brat. To be honest, I don’t know if I’m worthy of your investment. There just seems to be so many more cut out for this than me. I just don’t feel like I belong anywhere. I feel trapped. Cut off. My life more of a cautionary tale than anything else. Will you meet me here? Will I even be able to see you?

    

    Loneliness woos us to desperation or depression, typically interweaving both into a confluence of confusion and pain. An ever-increasing descent into isolation and anger, numbness and panic, insecurity and frenzied motion. Loneliness blooms in desolation. Demands segregation. Thrives in exile.

    
      6-11-23, 4:17 p.m. (my journal)

      God, my heart is remarkably resistant to your love. My body stubbornly resistant to your healing. My mind exhausted. My will retired. Where do I turn, Lord? Have I grown deaf to your Spirit? Have you stopped speaking to my wayward heart—no longer wanting to waste your time on me? Is there hope? My goodness, hope is elusive. It seems so tangible at times, yet scares away so easily. I seem to swim in it as I go to sleep, only to awake to despair as a bedfellow with hope nowhere to be found. . . . Please be with me, God. Truly with me. Do you see me, God? Can you hear me through this soul besmirched with stains of sin? Then cleanse me, Jesus.

    

    Loneliness finds us all. Those forgotten in the slums, those ignored on a corner holding cardboard, those abused, misused, and falsely accused. Regardless of age, time of day, personality, or prosperity, loneliness neglects no one. Includes all in its embrace. Sinners and saints, young and experienced, new converts and even apostles.

    

      An Apostle’s Struggle

      In Revelation 1, at the end of the first century CE (ca. 90–96),1 John was on the island of Patmos alone and lonely. Exiled by Rome for his testimony to Jesus (Rev 1:9).2 Away from Asia Minor and the seven churches he pastored. Away from his family. From his friends. Alone on an island as the last living apostle.3

      An apostle who witnessed the birth of Jesus’ ministry (Jn 2:1-12), the final breath of Jesus’ body (Jn 19:25-30), and even the empty tomb populated by linen and nothing else (Jn 20:3-8). An apostle who watched Thomas place his hands in Jesus’ wounds (Jn 20:24-29), the Holy Spirit’s outpouring at Pentecost (Acts 2:1-4), and the gospel exploding from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth (Acts 8:1; 15:1-35). An apostle entrusted with caring for Christ’s mother (Jn 19:26-27), with nurturing churches planted by Paul such as Ephesus (Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.1.1; 3.3.4), and with preaching the good news to the powerful, the impoverished, and the broken (1 Jn 1:1-4; Acts of John 38-39).

      And yet, here at the beginning of our Revelation, John is condemned to an island of loneliness. Unsure of what’s next. Uncertain of his ministry’s success. Unclear on whether God is intent on fulfilling his promises, yet quite clear on Rome’s appeal to dominance, violence, and the title “the kingdom of heaven reigning on earth.”

      It’s not clear when John arrived on Patmos or how long he was on the island before Revelation 1. We don’t know whether John arrived during the hot, dry months of May–August. Or the wet, dreary months of December–January, which provide only six to seven hours of sunlight a day. We don’t know whether his aged body was riddled with years-old ailments, lingering aches and pains, or battling a fresh cold deeply set in his laboring lungs. We don’t know the condition of his heart, soul, mind, or strength (Mk 12:30).

      But we do know that John was stretched thin. On the precipice of breaking. At his emotional end. For example, at the sight of a sealed scroll in God’s hand, John bursts into tears, virtually inconsolable, desperate for a word from the Lord (Rev 5:4). Still later, erratic and irrational, John twice falls prostrate to worship at the feet of an angel (Rev 19:10; 22:8), both times receiving a stern rebuke and a command to “Worship God!” (Rev 19:10; 22:9). John is not himself. Quite unlike the beloved disciple from the Gospel bearing his name, the steady disciple bold enough to stand at the foot of the cross as the rest scatter out of self-preservation (Jn 19:26-27).

      The strain of loneliness tempts even titans to transform into something far less than who they truly are. In Revelation 1, John is alone and lonely. Alone and wrestling. Alone and agonizing, questioning, clinging. Alone and desperate for a revelation.

      Moments like these, however long or short they may be, seem suffocating. The stomach twists as the mind sprints, the chest constricts as the breath quickens, and God’s silence thickens with each question unanswered, with each prayer pending:

      
        God, are you there? Do you hear my cries? Do you see my pain? Why won’t you respond? Are you angry with me? Are you listening to me? Why are you withholding? “I cry to you, LORD, for help. In the morning, my prayer comes to meet you. Why, LORD, do you reject me? Why do you hide your face from me? . . . You have taken away my beloved friend and neighbor. Darkness is my closest friend.” (Ps 88:13-14, 18)

      

      Such pain plagues the faithful and the far off, the pastor and the prodigal. Without response, the veil between heaven and earth seems impenetrable. A chasm of chaos. Whatever the cause or catalyst for this curse of silence, the result is the same: loneliness.

    

    
    

      Transformed by Loneliness

      Yet, such a description may just be projection. Saints, so I’m learning, simply don’t experience loneliness as I do. Yes, they struggle. Indeed, they languish. But their pain retains meaning. Not through sadistic twists and turns but through a belief that union with God simply doesn’t translate to our faculties. That as grace presses deeper into our souls stained with worry and fatigued by wandering, we experience life as a “ray of darkness”; we encounter truth in a “cloud of unknowing.”4

      God’s silence is mistaken for indifference when in fact he’s speaking in a language foreign to our senses, yet quite familiar to the recesses of our soul. A language more fit for the Spirit than for sin, more attuned to our suffering than we presume. Drawing closer to God’s radiant glory, as bright as “the sun shining in all its brilliance” (Rev 1:16 NIV), we are blinded by grace. What worked before no longer works. What helped before no longer helps. All of our idols are awash with a light so bright all now seems dark; God so close all now seems lost.

      Yes, John is alone and lonely. But it may not be a loneliness understood by those uninitiated in the divine intimacy found only in the “dark night of the soul.”5

      Consider Mother Teresa. In 2007, the book Come Be My Light, a biography compiled from her journal and intimate letters with her spiritual mentors, came with both excitement and scandal. These writings, which Mother Teresa pleaded to have destroyed, revealed the inner world of a saint who, from the outside, appeared closer to Jesus than most. Yet she recounts an enduring silence, an absence of Christ’s presence for more than twenty-seven years. A darkness and poverty of soul that rivaled the darkness and poverty she served in every day among the poor and dying in the slums of Calcutta.

      
        Undated, ca. 1959 (her journal)

        In the darkness . . . I call, I cling, I want—and there is no One to answer—no One on Whom I can cling—no, No One.—Alone. The darkness is so dark—and I am alone.—Unwanted, forsaken.—The loneliness of the heart that wants love is unbearable.—Where is my faith?—Even deep down, right in, there is nothing but emptiness & darkness.—My God—how painful is this unknown pain. It pains without ceasing.—I have no faith. . . . Love—the word—it brings nothing.—I am told God loves me—and yet the reality of darkness & coldness & emptiness is so great that nothing touches my soul.6

      

      “How is this possible?” many quipped. “Is she a faux saint, hypocritically speaking of God’s love while absorbing wounds from her divine abuser?” Such questions are spoken from a perspective that misunderstands silence and God’s presence in the form of loneliness. For even during immense internal agony, Mother Teresa resolves, “I am not alone—I have His darkness.”7

      A mystery here may yet minister to our understanding of the Revelation of Jesus Christ just as much as it may illumine the cavernous longing in our souls that compels us to deconstruct our faith, abandon the bride, lash out at Christian culture, and even more. For silence is a divine strategy, the dark night a gift of grace, the cloud of unknowing evidence of an awakening of intimacy.

      Indeed, the pain of the process is real: “[In the dark night,] the longings for God become so intense that it will seem to individuals that their bones are drying up in this thirst [of love],” proffering a suffering “worse than death.”8 But the purpose isn’t punishment or divine neglect. It’s intimacy. Unity with the infinite. Nearness to the “light of the world,” whose gaze is so brilliant that all our senses go mute, blinded by his radiant presence. For in order to draw near to the one beyond all senses, our senses must meet their end, as St. John of the Cross (1542–1591) admits.9

      Thus, what appears as divine abandonment is actually a divine strategy for ineffable intimacy. So Padre Pio, a twentieth-century Franciscan saint (1887–1968), comforted a child of the faith afflicted with inner loneliness by unveiling heaven’s design. “What is producing such desolation in your spirit,” he suggests, “is a very special grace.”10 The “alarm and terror” at the inner loneliness is “the poor soul’s reaction to this grace.” When the radiant light of God draws near to the soul saturated in death, life “finds the soul unprepared and not well adapted . . . to receive this supernatural light.” Ill-equipped and caught off-guard, “the poor soul,” Padre Pio explains, “experiences terror and fear in its faculties, memory, intelligence, and will.” However, over time, the soul’s sight adjusts to the light, and “little by little, it soon begins to feel the healing effects of this new grace.” A new grace that feeds the malnourished with an intimacy surpassing all cravings.

      With such a cloud of witnesses, loneliness transforms into a conduit of transformation. If seen, if perceived, if welcomed as grace. To embrace loneliness as a gift, even in the face of the great silence, we must harness its despair as the essential spark that ignites faith, that increases longing for God, for his Word, for his presence.

      Loneliness, as in the dark night of the soul, will produce intimacy and clarity beyond reason and articulation if it isn’t shunned but partnered with. Resiliently embraced. Harnessed with joy in suffering, so that, with Mother Teresa, we can say, “I will smile at Your Hidden Face—always.”11

      And in Revelation 1, this is just how John responds.

    

    
    
      Encountering the Cosmic Christ

      Loneliness wooed John to his knees, pressed him into prayer and pleading “on the Lord’s Day” (Rev 1:10). Loneliness situated John on Patmos in a posture of surrender, a disposition of receptivity to encounter God intimately. An ineffable union fit for the mysterious phrase “in the Spirit” (Rev 1:10).

      “In the Spirit,” John’s loneliness is transformed from isolation into a conduit through which God can be received, or maybe, still better, perceived. For “in the Spirit,” John’s senses are no longer dulled by dereliction, but surpassed. Unfettered to hear and see what the Spirit says and unveils.12

      “In the Spirit,” John hears “a sonorous voice like a trumpet” (Rev 1:10), shattering the phantasm of solitude. Alone on Patmos, John turns (Rev 1:12) and sees Christ transfigured: “His face as brilliant as the sun shines” (Rev 1:16; cf. Mt 17:2); “His hair as white as wool, as white as snow” (Rev 1:14; cf. Dan 7:9); “His feet like bronze flamed in a furnace” (Rev 1:15; cf. Rev 10:1); “His eyes as a fiery flame” (Rev 1:14; cf. Dan 7:9).

      No, John is not alone. Christ is present. As always, Jesus is here, yet quite unlike the crucified “King of the Jews” (Jn 19:19-22), who cried out from the cross in John’s Gospel, “I thirst” (Jn 19:28). Here, in Revelation 1, on the island of Patmos, Christ lacks nothing. For what was finished on the cross (Jn 19:30) is now present without a veil to cover the Lord’s glory (2 Cor 3:7-18). Christ’s divinity now on full display for those with eyes to see in the dark.

      In Revelation 1:13, John identifies “the voice that was speaking to me” (Rev 1:12) with the peculiar phrase “one like a son of man.” A designation that conjures a context of ancient exile and prophecy. In Daniel 7, living in the shadow of Babylon, the prophet receives a vision fit for the book of Revelation: beasts are coming out of the sea (Dan 7:2-7; cf. Rev 13:1-8) resembling a lion, a bear, and a leopard (Dan 7:4-6; cf. Rev 13:2), some with ten horns (Dan 7:7; cf. Rev 13:1) and others with the power to crush any who oppose their authority (Dan 7:7; cf. Rev 13:7-8). Daniel is enamored and astonished (Dan 7:8; cf. Rev 17:6), but his vision is interrupted by divine presence. Entering the heavenly throne room, the Ancient of Days (Dan 7:9) is seated in sovereignty, wearing “a robe as white as snow” with “the hair of his head as white as wool” (Dan 7:9 LXX). The throne itself was “flaming with fire,” with chariot-like wheels “as a fiery flame” (Dan 7:9 LXX). A great multitude stood before the throne in anticipation of what was to come (Dan 7:10). Or, better still, who was to come: “In my vision at night I watched, and look! Coming with the clouds of heaven was one like a son of man” (Dan 7:13).

      The parallel language is not incidental but intentional. Yet the parallel is anything but a one-to-one correlation. John, as elsewhere in Revelation, invokes the Old Testament to bring greater clarity to the Revelation of Jesus Christ.13 Or to demonstrate how Jesus brings greater clarity to the sacred Scriptures.

      The initial parallel is clear: “one like a son of man” (Rev 1:13; Dan 7:13) who is “coming with the clouds” (Rev 1:7; Dan 7:13) and rightfully celebrated as supremely sovereign (Rev 1:5-6; Dan 7:14). But John moves beyond what the Old Testament affirms, blending the imagery of the “Ancient of Days” with the “one like a son of man.” In Daniel 7:9, the Ancient of Days has clothing “white as snow” and hair “white as wool,” whereas in Revelation 1:14, Jesus’ hair is “white as wool, as white as snow.” The throne of the Ancient of Days is aflame with fire, wheels ablaze (Dan 7:9), whereas John identifies the feet of Christ “like bronze flamed in a furnace” (Rev 1:15) and “his eyes as a fiery flame” (Rev 1:14). Daniel’s vision, then, matures in Revelation to depict the “one like a son of man” with imagery more fit for the Ancient of Days himself.

      This high Christology unfolds further as the Revelation unfurls. In Revelation 5, the heavenly elder comforts the weeping prophet (Rev 5:4-5) by redirecting his attention to the triumphant Lamb “appearing as if it had been slaughtered” (Rev 5:6). Yet it’s the location of the slain Lamb that startles: “[The Lamb is] standing in the middle of the throne, surrounded by the four living creatures and the elders” (Rev 5:6)—the same cast who encircled God’s “throne in heaven” (Rev 4:2, 4, 6) with songs of praise and postures of worship. If such an infringement on the Shekinah could be excused, the chapter’s concluding hymn would surely cause concern: “To the one sitting on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!” (Rev 5:13; cf. Rev 7:17; 22:3).14

      Revelation modifies Daniel’s vision not by mere happenstance but strategically, Christocentrically. Daniel discerned through the revelation and narrative of Jesus Christ. A narrative invoked in Jesus’ trifold appellation in Revelation 1:5:

      
        “the faithful witness”: an allusion to Christ’s death on the cross15

        “the firstborn from the dead”: an allusion to Christ’s resurrection16

        “the ruler of the kings of the earth”: an allusion to Christ’s ascension to heaven17

      

      The story of Christ, retold in Revelation time and again, unveils the divinity and sovereignty of Christ. So, in Revelation 1:17-18, Jesus can claim the divine identifier “I am the First and the Last” (Rev 1:17; cf. Rev 2:8) because of his death on the cross (“I was dead,” Rev 1:18) and his triumphant resurrection (“I’m alive for ever and ever,” Rev 1:18), which secure universal dominion in his ascension to God’s right hand (“And I possess the keys of Death and Hades,” Rev 1:18).18

      Such a revelation of Jesus Christ changes not just our understanding of Old Testament texts such as Daniel 7 but even our understanding of loneliness, the veil between heaven and earth, and grace itself.

    

    
    
      Thinning the Veil

      Grace is a movement of God toward humanity. Toward the fallen and the forlorn. Toward the forsaken and the crestfallen. Toward us. Grace is a divine movement impossible to reproduce or fabricate or coerce, yet a movement unmistakable to those on the receiving end. For grace does more than just “get us out of hell”; it unveils. Transforms. Creates all things new. Even “in the beginning.”

      God’s first movement toward humanity, his first grace, didn’t occur on the cross or in the virgin birth or with the law on Sinai or with the exodus from Egypt. God’s first grace occurs in the first five words of sacred Scripture: “In the beginning God created” (Gen 1:1). Not from a sense of loss or a payment for an overdue debt but from a divine desire. As the twenty-four elders of Revelation 4:11 melodically instruct, God “created all things, and through your will they came to being and were created.”

      God birthed creation by his choice; he sustains creation by his desire. He pours himself out anew each day and each moment, so that breath continues to fill life’s lungs, so that gravity continues to secure love’s attraction, so that the heavens, day after day, “pour out speech” (Ps 19:2) testifying to God’s glory, goodness, and grace.

      Nevertheless, creation, both space and time, is a gift of grace often misconstrued. Space is warred over, while time maligned—never enough of either to satisfy the avaricious heart of humanity originally fashioned in the image of a God (Gen 1:26-27) who, ironically, withholds nothing. Sacrifices all for everyone. Pours himself out on evil and his own indiscriminately.
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