VISION OF CHRIST IN THE MIDST OF THE CHURCHES

Revelation 1:1-3:22

Key verse: 1:17,18

“Do not be afraid. 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.”

Introduction:


Let’s have a brief view of Revelation. In Chapter 1 is John’s vision of Christ at Patmos. Chapters 2‑3 contain seven messages dictated to John by Christ and ad​dressed to seven churches in Asia in and around Ephesus, which was a Roman province in western Asia Minor. Then follows a vision of God, his heavenly court, and an appearance of Christ in chapters 4‑5. For the most part, chapters 6‑19 describe plagues that will take place during the painful and chaotic time, called “the Tribulation”, and the subsequent return of Christ. Finally, John tells about the reign of Christ and the saints for a thousand years, the Last Judgment, and the New Jerusalem in chapters 20‑22. 


The author, John, summarizes in 1:1-3 the content of the book of Revelation and its purpose. “The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testifies to everything he saw—that is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. 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.” What will soon take place? We find in the reading of the book that God is saying Jesus Christ is coming again. On the day of his coming again he will destroy all the anti-Christian forces of the world, which will result in the full realization of God’s kingdom. This prophecy is given by God to Christians who face the antagonism of an unbelieving society that they may take it to heart. 


What does it mean to take the prophecy to heart? What is the worth of the prophecy to those whose burdens are already beyond their bearing? What does it matter for the burdened whether the prophecy is from God? It is a bitter joke if anyone asks them to entertain thoughts about tomorrow. As we read Revelation we learn that the essence of all the prophecies in the book is the confession of faith in Jesus Christ who died for our sins and who rose from the dead. The book does not lead us to escape into the thoughts about tomorrow. Revelation leads us to the understanding that the testimony of Jesus Christ—of his death, his burial and his resurrection—brings us to the presence of God today. Hymn 193 is an excellent expression of the view. So we can pray for our study of Revelation that God may call some who will take the gospel of Jesus Christ to heart. Once that happens the whole Bible will come to that person to aid him to the worship of the Living One. He will abide in God until he will meet God face to face on the glorious day of his coming.


As we go through the content, the use of highly symbolic language and extravagant figures of speech may turn our minds off and make us feel strange about the content. But they convey the cosmic proportions of the events described far more effectively than prosaic language could ever do. Since the essence of all the symbols and extravagant expressions is the gospel of Jesus Christ, we may gain the perspective of seeing the gospel with all creation in mind. We may compare the strange figures to the creations of our own contemporary cartoonists, which we readily accept and understand.


The perspective of seeing the gospel of Jesus Christ as the prophecy and the revelation, which means “uncovering”, is well illustrated in 1:4-8. The author writes in 1:4-6, “John: To the seven churches in the province of Asia: Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and father—to him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen.” Then his thoughts move to the understanding that the gracious Lord Jesus Christ is God the Almighty as he remembered Daniel 7:13, “‘Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the people of the earth will mourn because of him. So shall it be! Amen.’ ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega,’ says the Lord God, ‘who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.’” If anyone is still confused, he may as well memorize 1:1-8. The gospel will come to his heart.

1.  John sees the vision of Christ at Patmos (1:9-20)


1:9 gives us a clue of when this book was written and who the readers were. “I, John, your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus, was on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.”


Why was John at Patmos? Early church tradition seems to imply that John was in exile on the island, which is one of the many islands in the Mediterranean Sea southwest of Asia Minor, today’s Turkey. It is believed that he was later released from Patmos and spent his last years in Ephesus. He wrote to the Christians in the seven churches in the Roman province in western Asia Minor.


The information about the date and the readers is important for the right interpretation of the content. In reference to the experience of the readers we must adapt a right perspective to attain the right understanding of the content. Based on the observation that the numerical value of the Hebrew letters spelling Nero Caesar comes to 666, which appears in 13:18 as symbolic of “the beast”, some think this book was written during the time of Nero’s persecution of Christians after the burning of Rome in A.D. 64 as an encouragement to endure persecution. Based on the testimony of the early church father Irenaeus, who learned from Polycarp, one of the students of John the Apostle, others think this book was written during the reign of Domitian (A.D. 81-96), who attempted to enforce emperor worship. From this view, this book is designed to prepare Christians for resistance against emperor worship. Mixing the two observations, there is still another group of people who think that this book was written during the reign of Titus, the predecessor of Domitian (A.D. 79-81). If so, Revelation looks forward to the time of Domitian and the following persecutions after him. By referring to the historical record of the time we may gain some helpful perspective to view the prophecy in this book better. That we will do in the future. Of course, there are many more and different ways of seeing the dates. and so the interpretations.


Some approach Revelation as a picture of the continuous struggle between good and evil, the church and paganism, and of the eventual triumph of Christianity. They ignore the prophetic aspect of the content. Others think of it as a symbolic presentation of church history from the time of the apostles to the Second Coming and the Last Judgment. These people are responsible for the popular idea of millennialism. The latter are again divided into futurists, dispensationalists and so forth. 


Now what can be our perspective? John writes for the Christians of his own time considering them the last generation. But John writes to the coming generations as well as we can see in the content and all generations of Christians should read Revelation with the possibility in mind that they will be the last one. As we thought about the purpose in 1:1-3 and learned from Jesus’ words in Acts 1:7, however, God did not give us Revelation to pacify our curiosity. He gave this precious book to us so that we may abide in him today by the help of the gospel of Jesus Christ and so worship him day and night. As we learn in 1:9 being a Christian means being a companion in the suffering and kingdom. That is the twofold experience in which all believers share, and what else should characterize their lives but the patient endurance? May the day of your patient endurance be filled with the vision of Christ as it happened to John on a certain Sunday, which he calls “the Lord’s Day.” May each Sunday be the Lord’s Day for you all.


What did he see on the Lord’s Day? He writes in 1:10-18, “On the Lord’s Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet, which said: ‘Write on a scroll what you see and send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.’ I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me. And when I turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and among the lampstands was someone ‘like a son of man,’ dressed in a robe reaching down to his feet and with a golden sash around his chest. His head and hair were white like wool, as white as snow, and his eyes were like blazing fire. His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of rushing waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth came a sharp double-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining in all it brilliance. When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand on me and said: ‘Do not be afraid. 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.’” 


How can we understand John’s description of Christ? We know John does not intend his description of Christ to be taken with strict literalness. Other descriptions may be O.K., but think about the description that out of his mouth come swords. It would be quite a grotesque image. Even other descriptions are beyond us. We can imagine anything but we know those imaginations mean nothing if not something against the glory of Christ. Then what did John see that day? We find in chapters 2 and 3 that John relates each image to the message to each church. So we will learn what his glory is like in reference to each message. 


There are one or two things we may learn before we get into the study of his glory in relation to each church. The first thing we notice is that the image of Christ portrayed here might be different from the image of Jesus Christ that we have had in our mind so far. The second thing is that his glorious image is related to his churches as we read in 1:19-20. “Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later. The mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand and of the seven golden lampstands is this: The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.” We pray that God may fill us with Christ’s vision in place of our own imagination. We also pray that God may give us something like a 3-d vision of Christ’s glory as John showed in chapters 2 and 3. By the help of the Spirit, he saw that Christ Jesus and God the Father and his churches were all bound together as inseparable. He was reminded of Christ as he thought about each church and vice versa. When he thought about Christ and his churches John could see God’s glory.

2.  Jesus’ words to the seven churches (2:1-3:22)

Each of the seven messages contains an address, self‑designation, analysis (with commendation and/or rebuke), exhortation and promise. 


How did Christ introduce himself to the church in Ephesus, that is, to the Christians in Ephesus? “To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand and walks among the seven gold lampstands (2:1).” What did Christ commend the church in Ephesus for? “I know your deeds, your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate wicked men, that you have tested those who claim to be apostles but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and have endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary (2:2-3).” The Christians in Ephesus must have been devoted to the service of the truth of Christ. They were discerning people, obviously a leading church. They were fierce in the promotion of truth. 


“Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken your first love.,” says the Lord in 2:4. “Remember the height from which you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. If you do not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place.” The Ephesians became so deeply involved in leadership to sustain and maintain Christ’s church that they became less a servant to Christ. But Christ had something in their favor. “But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.” In their zeal for Christ’s truth they joined to Christ in love in the matter of the Nicolaitans. 


The Nicolaitans have been identified as heretical followers of Nicolaus of Antioch (an identification perhaps based on a similarity of the names). This Nicolaus was one of the seven men chosen to wait on tables in the early church at Jerusalem (Ac 6:5). What went wrong with him? We gather from scattered statements in Revelation 2‑3, such as 2:14-15 that the Nicolaitans participated in pagan worship and immorality. Perhaps the Nicolaitans caused division in the church and made the orthodox Christians lose their former love toward one another.


How does the warning against the church in Ephesus apply to each of us as well as to all believers? We find the answer in 2:7. “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to eat from the tree of life, which is in the paradise of God.” Somewhere else in the Bible is the warning that after we teach someone we may fall. Likewise we should learn not to fail to hear the gospel message newly in the midst of our struggle against the Nicolaitans. In our struggle, which is commendable, we should learn to hear the gospel until we see Christ, who is the Tree of Life, who is the Paradise of God. That is how we overcome and receive life, even Christ. That is the promise.


What could have been the experience of the believers in Smyrna? Christ says in 2:8-11, “To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.”


They were in a deadly serious situation. There was persecution from outside and they were poverty ridden. But Christ says their suffering will last only ten days. The “ten days” of persecution for the church in Smyrna (2:10) refers to a short period of testing, like the ten days of testing for Daniel and his three friends in Babylon (Dan 1:12, 14). He says they are rich. How could Christ say such a thing to the suffering people? In what ways were they already rich? We need to read 2:8. “These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.” In the suffering of the Smyrnans to their death is revealed Christ’s glory. When they die they will rise again. May the gospel of Jesus’ resurrection be heard by those Smyrnans in our time. 


To the Christians in Pergamum Christ writes, “These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword. I know where you live—where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city—where Satan lives. Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality. Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans. Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, I will give some of the hidden manna. I will also give him a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to him who receives it (2:12-17).” 


“Satan’s throne” in Pergamum alludes to the centrality of that city for worship of the emperor in Asia, and to a huge altar to Zeus located on a nearby hill and dominating the city. We can see that the Christians in Pergamum remained true to Christ Jesus. But there was some among them who indulged in immorality. Christ encourages them to perfect their faith. Perhaps there crept into their midst by the immoral few some temptation to laxity of morality to those who were tired and worn out in their struggle to worship Christ Jesus alone. The “manna” symbolizes eternal life (2:17), and here Jesus compares himself to the bread of life (Jn 6). We do not know what the symbolism of the white stones implies. But we may relate it to the holiness of God. Christ is encouraging those who slowed down and began to be distracted to sensual things. Chris Jesus is portrayed here as the one who has the sharp, double edged sword. The Christians in Pergamum must listen to the words of Jesus and be judged in their hearts. They will receive the hidden manna.


“To the angel of the church in Thyatira write: These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze. I know your deeds, your love and faith, your service and perseverance, and that you are now doing more than you did at first. Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols. I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. I will strike her children dead. Then all the churches will know that I am he who searches hearts and minds, and I will repay each of you according to your deeds. Now I say to the rest of you in Thyatira, to you who do not hold to her teaching and have not learned Satan’s so-called deep secrets (I will not impose any other burden on you): Only hold on to what you have until I come. To him who overcomes and does my will to the end, I will give authority over the nations—’He will rule them with an iron scepter; he will dash them to pieces like pottery’—just as I have received authority from my Father. I will also give him the morning star. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches (2:18-29).” Numerous trade guilds in the industrial city of Thyatira caused many Christian members of the guilds to participate in worldly festivities that formed part of the guilds’ activities. They were encouraged to listen to Jesus’ words which will pierce through their minds and which will burn all the dirty things until the Morning star rises in their hearts. 


What was wrong with the Christians in Sardis? What was needed for them to overcome the situation? 3:1-6. “To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you. Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” Sardis was noted for its immorality. The effect on the church was severe: only “a few people in Sardis…have not soiled their garments” (3:4). The city was noted also for its dyeing of woolen garments. Therefore Christ promises that those who overcome will walk with him, by contrast, “in white garments” (3:4-5). The people in Sardis were required to listen to Jesus until they see the whole picture of the Church of Jesus Christ and her history from its beginning to the end. It seems they became quite content. 


The situation of the Christians in Philadelphia was different. 3:7-13. “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars—I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”


Because of frequent earthquakes the population of Philadelphia was small. The church there was correspondingly small. As the one who has authority to admit or deny entrance into the messianic kingdom (3:7), the Lord promises admittance to the Philadelphian Christians. He does not criticize them at all. 


To the church in Laodicea Christ introduces himself this way: “To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation.” The church is described as lukewarm in 3:15-22. “I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth. You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”


Laodicea was a prosperous center of banking, a place for the manufacture of clothing from the raven black wool of sheep raised in the region, and a center for medical studies. In particular, a famous Phrygian powder used to cure eye diseases came from the region. So self-sufficient was Laodicea that after a destructive earthquake in A.D. 60, the city did not need the financial aid which Rome gave to neighboring cities for reconstruction. In allusion to these facts, Christ castigates the Laodicean Christians for their spiritual poverty and nakedness in the midst of affluence and advisesthem to acquire spiritual wealth, to clothe themselves with white clothing (righteousness), and to treat their defective spiritual eye sight, or distorted sense of values, with spiritual medicine (3:18). Cold water is refreshing; hot water is useful. But the Laodiceans were like the water from nearby hot springs, which after flowing through an aqueduct was tepid and nauseating.


Ephesus represents the hardworking apostolic church; Smyrna, the heavily persecuted church; Pergamum, the increasingly worldly church, though it may be a state religion. Thyatira represents the corrupt church which was common in the Middle Ages; Sardis, the church with a reputation for orthodoxy but a lack of spiritual vitality; Philadelphia, the church of the remnants who devote themselves to world evangelism and Laodicea, the contemporary church made lukewarm. Thus the seven churches represent all the churches. We all need to see the vision of Christ Jesus in his glory.


As we thought about it at the beginning of this message there is no one who is exempt from the burden of their life. They have enough for today to wear them down to the ground. They have unfounded anxiety for tomorrow. As a result people bite their fingernails until they leave very little. Or they indulge in all kinds of sensual experiences for the same reason. While I was preparing this message my father called me, “Sam Zun, Sam Zun, come here.” He was almost in tears. I found out that it was because his gum was bleeding and his denture was not fitting well. As I examined his mouth I learned that he did not clean his teeth, the four remaining ones, and so his gum was infected to cause pain and bleeding. Though I told him many times to clean his teeth he didn’t. Instead he wore himself down with fear that his son would not make his new denture soon because he is so busy. After brushing his teeth, of course, he felt much better. During recent weeks, I have been burdened with the broken hearted sympathy over my children in New York since I had heard from my co-worker the reality of NYU environment. I felt miserable because I couldn’t do anything for them. I felt so helpless that I couldn’t even speak the words of encouragement as my co-worker did. When I was captured by the helpless feeling speaking the words seemed meaningless. I hope you bear with me for I know your suffering is far more intense and serious. But I am talking about the menial things in my life to show that we can help ourselves to go through this assignment, that is, the calling to be a companion in the suffering and kingdom. When we take the gospel of Jesus to heart, a day will be like a thousand years, for we see the immeasurably vast and long and high and wide glory of the grace of our Lord Jesus. We will live one thousand years as if it were a moment because we are carried away with the gospel of Jesus, worshiping him every day and in every experience.

