The Grand Finale of Human History #2

“A Letter from ‘Dear John’”

Revelation 1:3-8

We’ve all heard of “Dear John” letters—some of us have actually received one…or two. The book of Revelation is not a “Dear John” letter in that sense, but rather a letter from a “dear John” known very well to his readers. In the opening verses of the first chapter, the author and the audience are identified in a welcome typical of letters of that time and culture. We will see greeting and promise, grace and peace, and glory and power.

Greetings and Promise

John begins with greetings and promise. In verse four he writes, “John, to the seven churches in the province of Asia…” The author refers to himself simply as “John”—not “John the apostle” or “John the revelator” or even “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” While this has baffled Bible scholars of recent centuries, in the first century the author’s close relationship with and knowledge of the seven churches make it unnecessary to add any identifying phrase.

Verse four mentions “the seven churches in the province of Asia” as the recipients of this writing. This does not mean the continent of Asia as we know it today, including China, Japan, and Korea. The Roman province of Asia was located on the western seaboard of what we now know as Turkey. Revelation 1:11 names the specific churches: “to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.” These seven cities form an irregular circle, and are listed in the order in which a messenger might visit them if commissioned to deliver the letters. Sailing from the island of Patmos, to which John had been banished, he would arrive at Ephesus. He would then travel north to Smyrna and Pergamum, southeast to Thyatira, Sardis, and Philadelphia, and finish his journey at Laodicea. These cities were among the most populous, wealthy, and influential part of Asia Minor, the west-central region.
 Even as the Apostle Paul had sent letters to seven churches—Rome, Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colossae, and Thessalonica—now the Apostle John sends one book to seven different churches.

Why were these seven churches selected to be the recipients of the Revelation? John must have been acquainted with other churches in the province, such as Colossae, Hierapolis, and Troas. Shortly after this time, early Christian leader Ignatius wrote letters to the Asian churches of Magnesia and Tralles.
 So these were not the only churches in the area at the time.

Some interpret the seven churches as representing successive ages in church history, but there is no evidence of this being the case. John may have had a special relationship with these seven.
 Or it may be that seven churches were chosen in the sense of fullness or completeness, as seen throughout the book. The number seven is found 54 times in this final book of the Bible.

Seven is not itself a sacred number. The Antichrist has seven heads and seven crowns according to Revelation 13:1. In Revelation 17:9-10, these are defined as, “The seven heads are seven hills on which the woman sits. They are also seven kings.” The significance here is of diversity within a basic unity. John addresses the letter to seven churches known to him, but its message was also for the whole church in general.
 This understanding is confirmed by the declaration that the message conveyed in each letter to a particular church is “what the Spirit says to the churches”—not that particular church, but the Church as a whole.
 These seven churches, though historical, represent the local churches of all ages and of all lands.

While the book was originally sent to seven actual local churches in Asia Minor, John makes it clear that any believer may read and profit from it in verse three. In fact, God promised a special blessing to the one who would read the book and obey its message.
 Verse three reads, “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.”
The first word, “blessed,” is somewhat bland in our English language. The Hebrew term is much more descriptive, especially with its plural ending. Perhaps a workable rendering would be, “Oh, the happiness, many times over…”
 To me, this still seems rather shallow. Then I read a definition of this term as it is used in the Bible: “Happiness is the experience not of [passing] pleasant emotions but rather of sustained flourishing as a result of living wisely and being carefully guided by reverence for God.”
 Another defines the original Greek word makarios as “expressing the life-joy and satisfaction of the man who experiences God’s favor and salvation, his blessedness altogether apart from his outward condition.”
 You see, “blessed” means much more than “happy.” It describes the favorable circumstance God has put a person in.

The same Greek term makarios is used repeatedly by Jesus in the famous “beatitudes” passage in the Sermon on the Mount. We often think of Revelation as containing nothing but death, destruction, and suffering. In reality, Revelation contains seven “beatitudes” for believers, designed to provide hope and encouragement in the midst of trials.

This “blessing” is for those who read and hear the content of this book. In the Greek, the reader is singular while the hearer is plural, referring to public reading in worship.
 In John’s day the vast majority of people could not read and therefore learned aurally. At first the reader was probably someone chosen from the congregation who had acquired some proficiency in the art. Later the office of reader became an official position in the church.
 This implies that John regards his book as inspired Scripture, since it is to be read as a part of corporate worship.

Ironically, there is probably no book in the entire Bible that is less read and understood than the book of Revelation.
 Even less is it truly “taken to heart.” 

John did not send this book of prophecy to the churches in order to satisfy their curiosity about the future. God’s people were going through intense persecution and they needed encouragement. As they heard this book, its message would give them strength and hope. But even more, its message would help them examine their own lives (and each local assembly) to determine those areas needing correction. They were not only to hear the Word, but they were also to keep it—that is, guard it as a treasure and practice what it said. The blessing would come, not just by hearing, but even more so by doing, as seen in James 1:22-25.
 He does not wish merely to stimulate interest but to influence action. Scripture is a guide to conduct as well as the source of doctrine.
 Those who allow the Revelation to penetrate their minds and hearts so that it reshapes their lives—they are the ones who will be blessed.
 We need to approach this book as wonderers and worshipers, not as academic students.

Grace and Peace

Verses four and five move on to “grace and peace”:

Grace and peace to you from him who is, and who was, and who is to come, and from the seven spirits [or “the sevenfold Spirit”] 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. 

“Grace” (Greek charis) was the common greeting used by Gentiles in the first-century Roman world. The term meant “goodwill,” so the greeting was simply a way of expressing positive feelings toward another person. In Christian circles, however, “grace” took on added meaning as the “goodwill” God has shown toward sinners, particularly by sending Christ to die as the sacrifice for sins.  “Peace” (Hebrew, shalom) was the common greeting used by Jews. In Christian circles, the word became a technical term for the peaceful reconciliation to God and to one another that believers enjoy through the cross of Christ. Combining “grace” and “peace” creates a universal greeting that takes in both Jews and Gentiles. In this greeting, the three-person Godhead offers “grace and peace” to the entire world—to “every nation, tribe, people and language.”
 Though grace and peace occur together as words of greeting used in most of the New Testament letters, they are far from being a superficial formality.
 How reassuring to the members of the persecuted church! Though John will later describe judgment and distress that in the future will overtake wicked unbelievers, God’s own people receive grace and peace.

Where does this grace and peace come from? John first identifies the source as “him who is, and who was, and who is to come.” This most unusual Greek expression clearly refers to God the Father, stressing the changelessness and the eternity of God. The whole expression seems intended as a title.
 It harkens back to Yahweh, the name Old Testament meaning “I am.”

“The seven Spirits who are before His throne” is one of the more perplexing expressions in the Book of Revelation.
 Some scholars interpret this as the seven archangels recognized by Judaism around the throne.
 I don’t think so. Coming between references to the Father and the Son it is more probable that this is an unusual way of designating the Holy Spirit. John never uses the expression ‘the Holy Spirit’ in this book, but he uses the word ‘Spirit’ in a variety of ways; it seems most probable that we should see seven as signifying perfection or the like, and the whole expression as pointing to the Holy Spirit.
 The reference here is probably to Isaiah 11:2, “The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord.” Later, in a vision of the heavenly throne room described in Revelation 4:5, John saw the Holy Spirit symbolically represented by “seven lamps of fire burning before the throne.”
 Another Old Testament source of the idea is Zechariah 4, where the prophet described a candlestick with seven lamps which are the eyes of the Lord ranging over the whole earth. The meaning of the vision was, “Not by might, not by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts” (Zech. 4:8).

John completes the trinity by naming Jesus Christ and referring to Him in titles also drawn from Old and New Testament language. The titles “faithful witness,” “firstborn,” and “ruler of the kings of the earth” are drawn from Psalm 89:27 and 37; these refer to Christ’s authority and kingship as the promised descendant of David. These phrases also appear in Colossians 1:18 and Revelation 3:14.
 

Thus grace and peace come from God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, to those who have placed their trust in Him. 

Glory and Power

Verses five and six reverse this direction as we read about glory and power:

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. 

Just as there are seven “blessings” in Revelation, so there are seven “doxologies,” or giving glory to God, in the book.
 Grace and peace come from God to man, whereas attributing glory and power comes from man to God. As we will see more in chapters 4-5, Revelation is as much a book of worship as it is a book of prophecy.

John writes that Jesus has made us “a kingdom and priests,” clearly an echo from the Old Testament, in Exodus 19:5-6, Exodus 19:5-6—“Although the whole earth is mine, you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”—and 1 Peter 2:9—“But you are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.”
 

Walter Kaiser observes, “The continuity of terms, identities, and meanings throughout both Testaments is more than a mere accident. It is a remarkable evidence of a single planned program and a unified single people of God.”
 I believe this is one key to properly interpret the book of Revelation.

Verse seven provides a “coming attraction” of the main event in this book: “‘Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him.’ So shall it be! Amen.” The beginning of this verse recalls Daniel 7:13, where the prophet records, “there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven.” This language is repeated in Revelation 14:14, which I believe is a reference to what has become known as “the Rapture.” Philip Hughes comments,

The clouds intended here are not dark storm-clouds which presage divine judgment (true though it is that the Lord’s coming spells wrathful judgment for the unrepentant, as passages elsewhere in Revelation indicate), but the bright clouds of his transcendental glory. They stand for the shekinah glory of God’s presence which caused the face of Moses to shine with supernatural brilliance after speaking with God at Sinai or in the sanctuary (Exo. 34:29; 2 Cor. 3:7); and they are to be identified with the ‘bright cloud’ of Christ’s divine glory witnessed by Peter, James, and John on the mount of transfiguration (Mt. 17:5), and with the cloud which received him out of the apostles’ sight at his ascension, followed by the assurance that ‘this Jesus, who was received up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye beheld him going into heaven’ (Acts 1:9-11). This association of the clouds of Christ’s coming with his glory is plainly made in Matthew 24:30, where he declares that ‘all the tribes of the earth…shall see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory’ (Mt. 16:26; 26:64).

The second part of this verse blends Daniel 7:13 with Zechariah 12:10, “They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one grieves for a firstborn son.” Jesus himself combines these two texts in Matthew 24:30.

Verse 8 concludes this section with an interjection from God Himself, “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” This statement comes from God the Father (who is called “Alpha and Omega” here and in Revelation 21:6); but the name also is applied to His Son (Revelation 1:11; 22:13). This is a strong argument for the deity of Christ. Likewise, the title “the first and the last” goes back to Isaiah 41:4; 44:6; and 48:12-13, and is another proof that Jesus is God.

Alpha is the first letter and Omega the last letter of the Greek alphabet; thus the self-identification “I am the Alpha and the Omega” is the same as “I am the First and the Last.” This means, not that God had a beginning and will have an end, but that he is before all and after all. The statement is always in the present tense of his eternal being, without beginning and without end: ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end’ (Rev. 21:6).

The verse ends with the title, “the Almighty.” This is the first of nine times in this book that God is referred to as “the Almighty,” emphasizing His complete power and control over the universe He created.

So what does this mean to us today? Three truths emerge in application.

First, while Revelation was written to historical congregations some two thousand years ago, the message applies to all Christians of all ages. It was not meant only for them or only for those living in the last days (let’s face it, every generation of believers think they are in the last days!). We are blessed by God when we read it, hear it, and take it to heart.

Second, in light of the opposition and persecution of the Church by Satan and by the world, the grace and peace of God is available to bring us through. Many Christians are scared of the book of Revelation, and with good reason: the oppression brought against believers in the last days will be unlike any in history. But through it all we can be “more than conquerors” in the strength He provides.

Finally, despite the powerful displays of the unholy trinity—Satan, the Antichrist, and the False Prophet—the glory and power ultimately belong to our God. Throughout our study of this book, never lose sight of the one fundamental truth: Jesus Christ wins! Regardless of how bleak the circumstances, He will prevail. And, as Abraham Lincoln said in the dark days of the Civil War, “The question is not whether God is on our side; the question is whether we are on the Lord’s side.”

Are you?
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