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Lecture 12 The Revelation of Jesus Christ
Revelation 1:1-20

Carol Martin


It is easy to observe that the book of Genesis and the book of Revelation are like two bookends that hold the entire Bible together. In Genesis we have the story of the origin of human sin; in Revelation we have the complete and final victory over sin. Genesis presents the beginning of human history and civilization; Revelation presents the end of both. In Genesis we learn the beginnings of God’s judgment and grace toward mankind; in Revelation we see the awesome result of His judgment and the triumph of His grace. The great themes of the Bible, the progressive revelation of God’s will and purposes begin in Genesis and culminate in the book we’re going to study now – Revelation. 

You know, or have heard, or may even hold the opinion yourself, that many think this book is too vague, too obscure, too complex to be understood by the ordinary mind. The devil likes to have people believe this. We are scared by the Oriental symbolism foreign to our culture, or think it takes deep thinking and profound wisdom that comes from years of study and analysis.

To be sure this is a scary book revealing terrible judgments coming upon the world. But those who know this book have no fear whatsoever; for the believer can know not only what God’s plan is . . . but his own personal place in that plan. That’s why Paul could write to the Thessalonians 5:4-5, “But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness.” And in vs. 9, “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” 

The God of eternity, who knows the end for the beginning, is saying to His own in Jeremiah 29:11 “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” He has brought us to a place where we, too, can know the end before it comes to pass. God has told us that all Scripture is profitable, and in Revelation we find a light that illuminates all the rest of the Bible so that God’s plan throughout the ages becomes a clear stream of truth.

The word translated “revelation” means “unveiling.” It gives us our English word apocalypse which, unfortunately, is a synonym today for chaos and catastrophe. The verb simply means “to uncover, to reveal, to make manifest.” In this book the Holy Spirit pulls back the curtain and gives us the privilege of seeing the glorified Christ in heaven and the fulfillment of His sovereign purposes in the world.

In other words, Revelation is an open book revealing God’s plans to the church. Daniel, we recall, was told to “shut up the words and seal the book” of his prophecy. But John, as we’ll see in Revelation 22:10, was given the opposite instruction, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, because the time is near.” 

Contrary to what you might think, Revelation is not about the Second Coming of Jesus Christ. That does not happen until chapter 19.  It is not even about the terrible judgments of the Tribulation period and future events. It is about the Revelation of Jesus Christ. You cannot divorce the Person from the prophecy, for without the Person of Christ, there would be no fulfillment of prophecy.

In Revelation chapters 1-3, Christ is seen as the exalted Priest-King ministering to the churches. In chapters 4-5, He is seen in heaven as the glorified Lamb of God, reigning on the throne. In Revelation 6-18, Christ is the Judge of all the earth; and in chapter 19, He returns to the earth as the conquering King of Kings. The book closes with the perfect fellowship of the new heaven and new earth. Whatever we encounter in this study, it should help us know our glorious Savior better.

Revelation opens with the words, “The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants . . .” We recall Jesus saying regarding His Second Coming while He was on earth, “No one knows that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” (Matthew 24:36) However, after His resurrection in Acts chapter 1, speaking with His disciples He assured them the Father had set a date by His own authority (Acts 1:7) for the kingdom to be restored to Israel.

So now, in the last book of the Bible, the times and seasons are given over to the Lord Jesus Christ as a revelation for His servants.  Now, as our risen Savior, He knows the exact moment when He will arise from His Father’s throne and come forth to set in motion the events that are to take place upon the earth.

The Holy Spirit used the apostle John to give us three kinds of inspired literature: the Gospel of John which tells us to believe, his three letters reminding us we can be sure of our faith, and Revelation reminding us to be ready. John, you recall, was the brother of James, the son of Zebedee, and beloved friend of Jesus. 

John wrote Revelation about A.D. 95, during the reign of the Roman emperor Titus Domitian. He was an old man, probably in his eighties or even ninety. The emperor Domitian had demanded that he be worshipped as Lord and God and everyone who refused was severely persecuted.  Tradition says that it was Domitian who sent John to the Isle of Patmos, a Roman penal colony off the coast of Asia Minor. It’s only about four miles wide and six miles long. A dreary little place containing a stone quarry, some mining excavations and very little else.

Vs. 1 says the Revelation was made know to John by an angel.  The Greek word “angelos” is another word for messenger. If we take it transliterated to the word angel, with the context that we commonly think of as angels (wings, halos, a special class of God’s creation), it will lead to confusion in Revelation because the word is used many times of different orders of beings. Sometimes, it’s true, “angels” are the messengers; sometimes, men are the messengers; and several times the messenger is Christ Himself. So let’s try from the beginning to accustomed ourselves to think of the word angel as messenger.

There are two other areas to mention briefly about the book of Revelation. First, symbols and second, numbers.

Symbolism is not unique to the book of Revelation. Sometimes the prophets undertook symbolic actions like Jeremiah who put a yoke on his neck to symbolize that God’s instruction was for the people to subject themselves to Nebuchadnezzar, or Ezekiel who laid on his right side for 390 days for the sins of Israel and on his left side for 40 days for the sins of Judah. Sometimes their words had symbolic meanings like Jesus saying “I am the door.” They had visions like Ezekiel described “the wheel within a wheel.” John will be trying to describe what he saw in the vision given to him. I want to give you five brief principles for interpreting symbolism:
1. Approach symbolism with humility. The simple fact is that there are some we can only speculate about. We can be confident that these symbols communicated something intelligible to the original readers; but, in some cases, the key to understanding has been lost to modern readers. So we can’t be overly dogmatic about our reconstructions of the meanings of such symbolic writing.
2. Recognize the primary importance of imagination over reason.  The key is not logical analysis, but we must think in pictures like seeing a movie. This doesn’t negate rational thought, but before we analyze, we must SEE what is going on.
3. Find the meaning in context. Interpret Scripture with Scripture is the rule. What seems fuzzy in one place may be explained with great clarity elsewhere in the Bible. That’s where the Old Testament will come in especially useful. Example: “one like the son of man.”  Daniel used that phrase in 7:13 describing his vision. John also uses that description in Revelation 1:13 but it is clearly the Lord Jesus Christ in 1:18. 
4. Look for the prophet’s pastoral concern. Is there a call to repentance, to steadfastness and perseverance, to remembering the Lord’s faithfulness? This is to say, we must not neglect the historical contexts of prophetic writings in our desire to find fulfilled prophecy.
5. Look for the main point. Apocalyptic writers employ visions for much the same reason Jesus taught in parables – to drive home in a dramatic, memorable fashion a significant point. So in Revelation we must consider the whole picture just as we study parables in their entirety. The idea is not to squeeze from every detail some allegorical meaning, but to discover the leading idea, the main point.

Very briefly, a word about numbers in the Bible. There are whole books written about biblical numerology you can explore for yourself if you’re interested. Most have the consensus that 1=God/Unity; 3=Trinity; 6=man; and 7=completeness. Of course there are others. I mention this because we’ll encounter the number 666 in Revelation and the number 7 several times, such as 7 seals, 7 trumpets, 7 vials, 7 stars, 7 lampstands among others including 7 “beatitudes.” 

Just so you’ll be on the lookout for them they are as follows:

1:3, Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.

14:13, Then I heard a voice from heaven say, "Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on."  "Yes," says the Spirit, "they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them."

16:15, "Behold, I come like a thief! Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps his clothes with him, so that he may not go naked and be shamefully exposed."

19:9, Then the angel said to me, "Write: 'Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the Lamb!' " And he added, "These are the true words of God."

20:6, Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years.

22:7, "Behold, I am coming soon! Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book."

22:14 "Blessed are those who wash their robes, that they may have the right to the tree of life and may go through the gates into the city.


So, symbolically we can see in Revelation the number 7 indicating the fullness, the completeness of God’s will.

Having said all of this as a rather lengthy introduction to Revelation, I want to make reference to another verse in the prologue. . . Revelation 1:3 which is our memory verse and the first beatitude –  “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.”

This book of prophecy was not written to satisfy curiosity about the future, but to offer encouragement, strength and hope. The darker the day, the greater the light of the Church should shine. The promise of His coming should be to all Christians at all times a motivation for obedience and consecration. So what kind of blessing?

I believe the Lord is promising that we will find comfort, guidance, and assurance, even through such times of upheaval and fear as described in Revelation. Our world today is troubled, confused, hostile, filled with temptations, pressures, and anti-Christian philosophies . . . and they grow darker as we near the end of history.  But the person who understands the book of Revelation will have a faithful guide through the turmoil and confusion of this dying age.

As we’ve studied this week, the book of Revelation was written to the seven churches in Asia. In the next couple of lessons we’ll study more about them. Interesting to note in verses 4 and 5, however, is a departure from the normal order that the Trinity is usually given in.  We’re accustomed to reading the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Here it’s the Father, Holy Spirit and Son.  The NIV says the “seven spirits before the throne” with a footnote or “the sevenfold Spirit.” This has reference to Isaiah 11:2 where the Spirit of God comes upon the Messiah.

In that passage the Spirit of God is described in a sevenfold way. He is the 1) Spirit of the Lord  2) Spirit of wisdom  3) Spirit of understanding  4) Spirit of counsel  5) Spirit of power  6) Spirit of knowledge and 7) Spirit of the fear of the Lord.  So the “seven spirits” of Revelation 1:4 are a symbol of the Holy Spirit in His sevenfold completion, perfection, fullness.

Then the description of Jesus Christ – faithful witness, firstborn from the dead, ruler of the kings of the earth. He is firstborn because of the resurrection. We know that others were raised like Lazarus, but it was to the same earthly body and eventually they died and were buried again. Jesus was raised to eternal, incorruptible glory. That same glory He will given to us. He is the Alpha and Omega, the first and last, the Almighty and every eye will see Him when He comes.

So, here is John. Suffering for the cause of Christ. In exile physically, isolated from his family in Christ – but in total communion with his Lord and Savior on the Lord’s day. (We’ve learned in the past that means Sunday, not the Saturday Sabbath.) He was worshipping, as we must, in “spirit and truth” when he heard a voice and turned around. Very often we’re tuned into that small still voice of God in our spirit, but what John heard was like a trumpet! And behold . . . a vision of the Lord in full majesty and glorification!  


Right in the first chapter of Revelation we discover truth imparted in the form of symbols. Jesus is described not so much as to convey His physical appearance but the various aspects of His character, His attributes, His role. The long robe and sash are priestly garments.  Gold symbolizes deity. The whiteness of wisdom and purity, the blazing aspects of judgment in His eyes that sees all, and glowing feet that crush evil, the voice of mighty power, the truth of the Word that cuts and divides bone and marrow coming from His mouth and the brilliance of overall intensified truth. Perhaps John looked on the brilliant face of the risen Lord and remembered the event he witnessed that we recall as the Transfiguration.

It was enough to make him fall at the Lord’s feet in awe. Not an unusual reaction – Isaiah and Daniel did the same thing. We’d do the same thing! As John lay prostrate before the feet of Jesus, the Lord did something completely typical and characteristic of Him: He reached down and touched John. As you read through the gospels you see Jesus was always touching people. When He healed the leper, He touched him. When He restored sight to the blind, He put His hands on their eyes. Now He touches John with reassurance. “Don’t be afraid.”  Personally, I don’t think it was the voice of a trumpet blaring at John that said that, but the sweet, reassuring voice of the familiar friend, the carpenter. There is nothing to fear. “I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever.  And I hold the keys of death and Hades.”

I was struck anew at the completeness of those few words: He is Creator and Judge; He was crucified and resurrected; He offers salvation and victory over death - or - the power to send men to Hell.  Those are awesome verses.

Here at the very beginning of Revelation, Jesus presented Himself to His people in majesty and glory. What the church needs today is a new awareness of Christ and His glory. We need to see Him “high and lifted up” (Isaiah 6:1). In some of our modern plans and programs we  come dangerously near to standing on our own two feet, when instead we need to be falling at His feet in awe and adoration.

Revelation 1:19 is God’s inspired outline for the book of Revelation. “The things you have seen” refers to the vision in chapter 1.  “What is now” refers to chapters 2-3 with special messages to the seven churches. And “what will take place later” covers the events describes in chapters 4-22.

The last verse of this chapter introduces us to the next two chapters. The seven churches are the lampstands and the seven stars are the “angels” of the seven churches. Again we see the Greek word “angelos” means messenger. The Lord is recognizing the ministry of the overseers in the church. Scripture clearly teaches that God holds the overseers of the church responsible for the spiritual condition of the people. No “angel” in heaven could be held responsible for the state of the church on earth. Clearly here angels refers to human messengers. 

So, we’ve begun. John was to write “what you have seen.”  Well, what have we seen?

1. This is a Christ-centered book.  To be sure, all Scripture speaks of the Savior, but the book of Revelation especially magnifies the greatness and glory of Jesus Christ. It is His revelation and not simply the revelation of future events.
2. It is an “open” book -- Revelation can be understood. True it’s full of symbolism, but a blessing is promised to all who will read and take to heart what is in it. It’s a personal message to which we need to say “amen.” You’ll notice how many times “Amen” appears in the book.
3. It is a book of prophecy.  When you have assurance of the future, you have stability in the present. If you were with us this past fall as we studied various prophetic themes, you’re going to begin to see it all fall into place. 
4. It is a relevant book. We see the words “shortly,” “the time is at hand,” “immediately” . . . God does not measure time as we do. No one knows when the Lord will return, but He will. When He begins to open the seals of the scroll, events will occur with speed and without interruption.
5. It is a climatic book. All that began in Genesis will be completed and fulfilled in keeping with God’s sovereign will. He is the “Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending.” What God starts, He finishes!

So, good stimulating thoughts.  It’s exciting thinking about what we’re going to learn as we study Revelation. But what application is there for us to take home in this lesson?

First, God knows my circumstances. John was old, he had been a faithful servant – yet he was suffering, he was isolated. Not a pretty picture of human circumstances. It’s times like these that self-pity can sink its teeth into us. We can feel I’m too old to be useful anymore. Let someone else lead, teach, serve, sing, encourage, greet visitors, park cars . . . I’ve done my time. And if it isn’t the weariness of years, perhaps it’s the difficulties on the job (or not having a job at all) – or illness or finances. Where is God? And dreaded isolation – the loss of a loved one, broken relationships, loneliness. Does God care?  The answer is – He is here, He cares, He speaks, He comforts. 

What was John doing when He encountered the Lord Jesus?  He was worshipping, immersed in the Spirit, no doubt praying and praising. Just as the Lord reached out and touched John with words of comfort, “Don’t be afraid,” He will say that same thing to us as we seek to be in His presence. He assures us: “I know where you are . . . I’m still in control . . . I have a plan. I will use you until I call you home even if you can’t see how or understand. Whatever seems a limit to you is not a limitation on Me!”


Second, if things stay the same, there’s no reason to fear or to run.  What I’ve seen is this chapter is the Lord’s love for me. He has freed us from our sins by His blood, made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve His God and Father. (vs. 5,6) My circumstances may feel like a prison, but I am free in Christ . . . my sins are forgiven.  I have a place, a position, a responsibility in the kingdom of God. Even if things do not change, I am not afraid . . . He will work all things out for my good because I love Him and have been called according to His purpose.

And third, if things get worse, He will see me through.  There is no reason to expect that I will be exempt from trials and tribulations in this world. Should my Savior suffer and I expect not to?  I have seen the Risen Lord in all His splendor and glory in the pages of Scripture . . . John’s vision in Revelation 1 inspires me to full assurance of my faith. Nothing will happen to me that He is not already prepared to handle according to His sovereign will. Vs. 8 “I am the Alpha and Omega, says the Lord God, who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.”

Let’s pray: Father, together we stand on Your Word that we will be blessed if we read, hear and take to heart this portion of Scripture.  We ask for Your wisdom and spiritual illumination as we do that.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.  

