The Grand Finale of Human History #1

“The Opening Word”

Revelation 1:1

I don’t understand people who like horror movies.

I mean, who likes to be scared out of their minds? Apparently, a lot of people, according to an article subtitled, “How the Horror Industry Makes a Killing”:

America loves a good scare and the entertainment and ad industries are obliging with big-concept haunted houses and theme parks, real-life zombie chases, scary TV shows and even creepy TV commercials and branding stunts. It's a frighteningly big business: The appeal of evil drives the $500 million haunted-attraction industry and $400 million at the box office for horror films each year.

I mention this because, for many people (including Christians), the book of Revelation is the scriptural equivalent to a horror movie. The strange symbols and signs, the terrifying images of beasts and dragons, and the drastic judgments described therein make many readers cringe, yet books on prophecy in general and the book of Revelation in particular remain very popular (as seen in the immense popularity of the fictional Left Behind series several years ago).
Few would argue with Leon Morris’ appraisal of Revelation as “one of the most difficult of all the books of the Bible.”
 He explains,

It is full of strange symbolism. There are curious beasts with unusual numbers of heads and horns. There are extraordinary phenomena, like the turning of one-third of the sea into blood (Rev. 8:8), which are impossible to envisage. Modern readers find it strange. They are moreover not usually attracted by the fantastic schemes of prophecy which some exegetes find in it, and whose ingenuity is matched only by their improbability.

Because of this, for many Revelation remains a closed book. And that is a shame. The book claims to be a divine revelation, given by God to his servants. It promises at its beginning a special blessing to the person who reads it aloud in church and to those who listen, and it adds at the end a solemn warning to anyone who dares to tamper with its message, either by addition or by subtraction. We are foolish to neglect it.

Revelation is positioned as the last book of the Bible, the final book written and dealing largely with the end of time. Yet in another way Revelation sits as a keystone, bringing all the other books of the Bible together as a unit. I am convinced that only by seeing Revelation in light of the other sixty-five books can we correctly understand what John is communicating.

This book is saturated with almost four hundred allusions to the Old Testament, at the rate of some twenty allusions per chapter and almost one allusion in each verse.
 William MacDonald points out, 

The characters, symbols, events, numbers, colors, and so forth, are nearly all previously encountered in the word of God. Some have appropriately called the book “the Grand Central Station” of the Bible because it is here that the “trains” come in. What trains? The trains of thought begun in Genesis and the following books.

We must therefore keep Revelation within its biblical context, rather than isolating it from the rest of Scripture. We must also study Revelation in its original context. I believe the key principle in interpreting the Bible is this: Before we can understand what the Scriptures mean to us today, we must understand what it meant at the time it was written. In other words, we must appreciate the historical, cultural, and even at times grammatical elements of the text before we jump to present application. 

The first three chapters are crucial to this end as we are introduced to the author, the audience, and the aim of the book. Some prophecy enthusiasts like to skip to Revelation 4 to “get to the good stuff.” We will spend considerable time in these opening chapters. In fact, this evening we will focus on just the first verse of chapter one!

Turn with me to the beginning of Revelation, the first three verses:

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.

This trio of verses, often called the Prologue by commentators, introduces the book yet were probably written last.
 This verse is echoed in Revelation 22:6, serving as bookends for the book as a whole: “These words are trustworthy and true. The Lord, the God of the spirits of the prophets, sent his angel to show his servants the things that must soon take place.” 

From the first verse, I want to consider the style, the subject, and the scribe of the book.

The Style of the Book

We see the style of the book in the first two words of verse one: “The Revelation.” As one of my father’s favorite radio preachers, Oliver Greene, writes, “This book is not the book of “Revelations” (plural). The word “Revelation” is SINGULAR.”
 (He was using all caps before it became popular as “yelling.” I’ve heard his preaching…the connection is accurate!)

Certain Bibles call the last book “The Revelation” while others refer to it as “The Apocalypse.” Which is right? Actually, both are accurate. Revelation” and “Apocalypse”—coming from the Greek word apokalupsis, the first word of the Greek text of the book—both mean, “an uncovering of something hidden, the making known of what man could not find out for himself.”
 (Isn’t it interesting that the one book of the Bible which, by its very name, means God is explaining something to us, is the one we are so often confused about? I’m certain that the confusion did not come from God!) Although it appears only once in the book, this Greek term functions as the title of the entire book.

These days, the English word apocalypse is a synonym for chaos and catastrophe.
 But the word really means “unveiling.” Rather than causing confusion, this book was written to clarify what God is doing and will do as time draws to a close. Donald Grey Barnhouse notes, “Revelation is not a puzzle or an enigma. This book is not called the hiding or the mystery of Jesus Christ but the revelation of Jesus Christ.”
 We should approach this book as such.

Most commentators classify the book of Revelation with apocalyptic literature, a form of writing common in Jewish culture in the ancient world between 200 bc and ad 100.
 These books are similar in their claims to be revelations of events unknown to men, in their use of visions and dreams, in their common use of symbolism which is often bizarre and fantastic, in their common concern about the end of the world and the coming of God’s Kingdom, and in their common adherence to what George Eldon Ladd calls “a cosmic catastrophic type of eschatology.”

However, he notes, the Revelation stands apart from Jewish apocalyptic in several notable features. Jewish apocalyptic is pseudonymous—meaning they are attributed to ancient saints in Israel, long since dead, to validate them. John is unique in bearing the name of a contemporary author well known by the addressees. In Jewish apocalypses, the writer takes his stand at a point in past history and then rewrites history under the guise of prophecy by the use of symbols. John takes his stand in his own day and looks forward to the consummation of God’s redemptive purpose.

Furthermore, the pessimism of the Jewish apocalypse does not seem to be found here. This age is not seen as hopelessly dominated by evil, though the writer does look for an outbreak of Satanic activity at the last time. But he sees history as the place wherein God has wrought out redemption. And though evil is depicted realistically the book is fundamentally optimistic.
 So, while Revelation shares many of the features of apocalyptic material, John himself labeled his book as a prophecy several times. Thus, John used the apocalyptic format to give to us “the word of God” as a prophecy.

The Subject of the Book

Second, let’s consider the subject of the book. Verse one speaks of “The revelation of Jesus Christ.” It bothers me that many refer to the final book of the Bible as “The Revelation of St. John.” Nowhere does the Scriptural text support that view. The first five words here give us the true title of this book: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ.” Scholars tell us that the word “of” can mean “by” or “about.”
 Both are true, so there is no need to argue about it! This book is a revealing by Jesus Christ about Jesus Christ. He is both the Source and the Subject. John’s prophecy is primarily the revelation of Jesus Christ, not the revelation of future events. Don’t separate the Person from the prophecy, for without the Person there could be no fulfillment of prophecy. “He is not incidental to its action,” wrote Merrill Tenney. “He is its chief Subject.”
 

Verse one continues, “…to show his servants what must soon take place.” From these words we can conclude that this book deals with the future in some shape or form. Many Christians, though, stumble over that word “soon” or “shortly” in other versions. If it was “soon” at the end of the first century, why hasn’t it taken place? Philip Hughes writes, 

If it is objected that the predictions of the book of Revelation have not taken place “soon” since century follows century and there is still no final day, the reminder is needed that history is advancing in accordance with God’s timetable, not man’s, indeed that “one day is with the Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day” (2 Pet. 3:8). There is, and there will be, no failure of fulfilment. That is why the events foretold in these visions must come to pass; there is no escaping them.

Barnhouse points out that the Greek term translated “soon” is en taxei, the root for the English word “tachometer,” a device for measuring velocity. He concludes, “the events of this book are to take place within a brief space of time.”

This is reflected in Habakkuk 2:3, “For the revelation awaits an appointed time; it speaks of the end and will not prove false. Though it linger, wait for it; it will certainly come and will not delay.” The promise of God was certain and would come suddenly, even though it might “linger” and the believer might have to “wait for it.” We should not expect the return of Christ at a particular time, but rather be ready for His return no matter when it occurs.

Throughout Revelation, Jesus is seen as the Ancient of Days in chapter one, the Lord of the churches in chapters two and three, the Lamb that was slain in chapters five and six, the Child of the woman in chapter twelve, the Son of Man coming the in the clouds in chapter fourteen, and the conquering King of Kings and Lord of Lords in chapter nineteen. Yes, we are introduced to the four living creatures, the twenty-four elders, the four horsemen, the 144,000 witnesses, the beast from the sea and the beast from the earth, Babylon the Great—but the “star of the show” (if I can use that term reverently) in the book of Revelation is Jesus Christ, and Jesus Christ alone. Throughout our study of this book, let’s not get distracted by the other images and characters that we lose sight of Him.

The Scribe of the Book

At the end of verse one, the author identifies himself as John. Who was this John? The early church fathers, such as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Tertullian, agreed that the Revelation was written by the apostle John, the son of Zebedee and brother of James.
 Many modern commentaries agree with this conclusion.

John wrote Revelation about ad 95, during the reign of the Roman emperor Titus Flavius Domitian. The emperor had demanded that he be worshiped as “Lord and God,” and the refusal of the Christians to obey his edict led to severe persecution. Tradition says that it was Domitian who sent John to the Isle of Patmos, a Roman penal colony off the coast of Asia Minor. This being the location of John’s exile, perhaps it is not surprising that the word sea is found twenty-six times in his book.

Chuck Swindoll reflects on the life of John:

More than sixty years had ticked away since the day a youthful, wide-eyed fisherman by the name of John, along with his brother, James, literally dropped his nets to follow Jesus. During Jesus’ three-year public ministry, John witnessed things most other disciples didn’t. With Peter and James, John received a front row seat to the resurrection of a young girl from the dead. The same select three experienced the remarkable transfiguration of Jesus on Mount Hermon. It may be this closeness with Jesus that led James and John—nicknamed “Sons of Thunder”—to try presumptuously to schmooze their way into the highest places of glory whenever Christ would take His throne and begin to reign. Yet this same special relationship gave them access to teachings of Jesus that went beyond those of His normal public ministry. We should also remember that Jesus called on Peter, James, and John to keep watch and pray with Him that night in the Garden of Gethsemane when Jesus was betrayed.

At the climax of Jesus’ earthly ministry, that young disciple witnessed epochal events that would literally change the course of human history. He witnessed the Lord’s crucifixion, where he received the unique responsibility to comfort and care for Jesus’ mother, Mary. After Jesus’ resurrection, John and Peter were the first to rush to the tomb. Though Peter entered the tomb before him, John was the first of the eleven remaining disciples to size up the empty tomb and believe that Jesus had risen.

In his old age—after nearly sixty years of preaching and teaching, primarily in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey) near the city of Ephesus—John recounted his own memories of Christ’s earthly ministry. In his gospel, John snuffed out a rumor spreading among the early Christians that he would not die before the coming of Christ.

In a certain sense, however, that disciple would live to “see” the return of Christ from heaven in glory. In the 90s, the apostle John had been exiled for his faith by Emperor Domitian to a penal colony on the island of Patmos, about forty miles from Ephesus in the Aegean Sea. As he was worshiping the Lord one Sunday morning, the veil between heaven and earth tore asunder and once again John was invited into the presence of the risen, glorified Jesus..

Some, however, have challenged the identification with the author of Revelation with the son of Zebedee by the same name. R. H. Charles argues that stylistic and linguistic differences between Revelation and the Gospel of John point to different authors.
 Others point to the frequency of the appearance of John’s name—three times in the first nine verses of chapter one—and contrast that to the other books that bear his name, none of which ever use his name! Perhaps, they conclude, this is just another characteristic of apocalyptic literature found in Revelation. Reddish explains,

The human recipient of the revelation [apocalyptic literature in general, not the book of Revelation in particular] is normally presented as a famous hero of the past (Abraham, Enoch, Daniel, Ezra, Adam, Elijah). In actuality, the author is a much later individual who writes pseudonymously—that is, in the name of some venerable figure from the past. The technique of pseudonymity was used to lend authority to the writing, to suggest that the work was not of recent origin but came from a respected figure of ancient time.

And so some these days doubt that the apostle John, son of Zebedee, wrote the final book of the New Testament. Personally, I find these arguments rather weak, and Morris does a commendable job in answering the various objections.
 I find no compelling reason to doubt that the same John who wrote the fourth gospel and the three letters that bear his name also wrote this book. But, honestly, if it could be proven beyond doubt that someone else penned this work, it wouldn’t change anything! As Oliver Greene points out,

It is true that John the Beloved is THE WRITER of the book of Revelation, but he is not the author. The Author of Revelation is the Lord Jesus, Himself. The Apostle John was the scribe…the holy man to whom God spoke these words. It seems that the Holy Spirit desires to make this known clearly and unmistakenly. Revelation 1:1, 22:8 clearly indicate that the revelation came from God Almighty—not from man.

Above all, this is important to remember. Ultimately this is the Revelation of Jesus Christ by Jesus Christ. This is the Word of God, not the speculation of man. The opening word of this book reveals the essential truth about the style, the subject, and the scribe to the book. As we move forward in our study of Revelation, let’s do so without fear or dread, confident not so much in what we know about the future, but in the One we know who knows the future and holds the future in His hand.
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