The Grand Finale of Human History #3

“One Not-So-Fine Day on the Isle of Patmos”

Revelation 1:9-20

Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day is the title of a children’s book that has also been adapted into a play, a television special, and a movie. I mention that this evening because it reminds me of Revelation chapter one, when John receives the revelation of Jesus Christ that becomes the final book of the Bible. Okay, maybe that title is an overstatement of the case, so I will settle with “One Not-So-Fine Day on the Isle of Patmos.” 

At the time he received this revelation, John had been exiled from his home in Ephesus to the Isle a Patmos, a rocky crag in the Aegean Sea, isolated from the churches and Christians he dearly loved. He was an old man by this time—likely in his eighties or nineties—and his living conditions was no doubt hard on his health. Perhaps he wondered if he would ever return home, ever greet his brothers and sisters in Christ, ever worship his Lord and Savior in public once again.

One day passed into the next, without much change or excitement…until the unexpected happened.
John’s Miserable Venue

We begin tonight with John’s miserable venue. Verse nine reads,

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. 

Notice how John introduces himself: “your brother and companion,” simply meaning, “your fellow believer in Christ.”
 He disclaims any place of eminence or superiority.
 Though John could have pointed out items in his résumé that no one then alive could equal, he didn’t. Instead, he described himself in ways that emphasized the common experiences he shared with other believers: “your brother and fellow partaker.”
 

The Greek term translated “partaker” is related to the concept of “fellowship.” It’s hard for most Christians today to imagine fellowship in the church without the three so-called essentials—food, folks, and fun. Yet John verified that fellowship in the early church centered on an altogether different threesome—perseverance through tribulation in light of the coming kingdom.

The word “kingdom” might seem out of place in between “suffering” and “patient endurance.” We might have expected John to place “kingdom” at the end of the list, since we read in Acts 14:22 that “We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,” and also in 2 Timothy 2:12, “If we endure, we will also reign with him.” Yet as Philip Hughes points out,

future fullness does not rule out what is a present reality. Here and now Christian believers are members of Christ’s kingdom, and it is their allegiance to Christ as their king that involves them in the necessity to suffer and endure. With this understanding the awkwardness of “kingdom” being included, and even being centrally placed between “tribulation” and “patience”, disappears.

These two subjects, “tribulation” and “kingdom,” are the two main concerns of the book, with the exhortation of “patient endurance” in light of them both.
 

John describes his own suffering as being “on the island of Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” According to the earliest historical records of the ancient church, the apostle John was exiled to Patmos by the Roman emperor Domitian for eighteen months beginning in ad 95.
 The NIV Archaeological Study Bible describes this location this way:

Only 25 miles in circumference, Patmos is a small island off the coast of Asia Minor, approximately 36 miles southwest of Miletus. It has a bare, mountainous terrain, with Mount Elias, at 800 feet, as its highest point. Patmos served as a place of banishment during the Roman period.

John was eventually released from exile and directed the churches of Asia until his death sometime after the crowning of Emperor Trajan in ad 98.
 One scholar suggests that the language employed by John suggests (“I was on the island…”) that he was no longer on Patmos at the time of writing the book; that he received the visions on Patmos but composed the book at some later time.
 This is possible though cannot be verified.

American Christians often have a hard time relating to the book of Revelation for this very fact: We have not experienced this kind of persecution for our faith. Freedom of religion has been a constitutional guarantee from the establishment of our nation. Perhaps this is why many in our culture shy away from this book—they are afraid of the suffering depicted here. I believe we are beginning to see the tide turn, though, in our society, and it will not be long before we will be called upon to suffer because of our faith in Christ. The original recipients of Revelation in the first century were already going through that suffering, and to them this was a treasured source of encouragement, as I am certain Revelation provides great comfort and strength to the persecuted believers in the twenty-first century.

John’s Magnificent Visitor

On one not-so-fine day on the Isle of Patmos, though, the aged apostle received an unexpected guest. Verses 10-16 describe John’s magnificent visitor:

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 its brilliance.

This vision took place “on the Lord’s Day.” This is the only use of the expression in the New Testament and John does not explain it. Some see a reference to the day of judgment (the Old Testament “Day of the Lord”) or to Easter, but the best suggestion is that this is the first use of the term for a day of worship, a weekly commemoration of the resurrection.
 Both Acts 20:7 and I Corinthians 16:2 suggest that Sunday became the weekly Christian day of worship in place of the Jewish Sabbath dating back to the earliest times.

John describes himself as being “in the Spirit” in verse 10. This phrase is also similarly used in Revelation 4:2; 17:3; and 21:10. This is not the same as Paul’s phrase “in the Spirit,” which is the normal state of the Christian walk. The phrase here means to be caught up in an ecstatic experience or to enter into a trance. Paul described one such experience in 2 Corinthians 12:2, when he was “caught up to the third heaven” and “heard things that man is not permitted to tell.”
 

In this state John records in verses 10-11, “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.’” Leon Morris points out that trumpets are mentioned more often in Revelation than in the rest of the New Testament put together, and they are usually associated with last things.
 The fact that Jesus directed John to write to the seven churches in Asia demonstrates that the apostle did not pick them out but Jesus Himself did.

Verse 12 records, “I turned around to see the voice that was speaking to me.” That sounds odd—“to see the voice”?—but it simply means “to see the source of the voice that was speaking to me.” And what he saw was nothing less than magnificent.

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 its brilliance.
The seven golden lampstands are identified later in the chapter as the seven churches. Among them was someone “like a son of man.” Jesus used this title “Son of man” as His favorite expression for Himself, but notice that John does not say “like the Son of man,” but rather “like a son of man.” He does this to point his readers back to Daniel 7:13-14,

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. 

Several of those descriptions ought to sound vaguely familiar, as they appear throughout the book of Revelation! John quotes and alludes to many books of the Bible in Revelation, but none so much as the book of Daniel. 

Daniel speaks of “the Ancient of Days” in verse 13, and this is a reference back to 

Daniel 7:9-10,

As I looked, thrones were set in place, and the Ancient of Days took his seat. His clothing was as white as snow; the hair of his head was white like wool. His throne was flaming with fire, and its wheels were all ablaze.  A river of fire was flowing, coming out from before him. Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times ten thousand stood before him. The court was seated, and the books were opened.

Again, we see a number of similarities with references throughout Revelation. I ask you, to whom does Daniel refer as “the Ancient of Days”? In this case it is God the Father. With this in mind, the one “like a son of man” is obviously Jesus, God the Son. Yet notice how similar the “son of man” in Revelation is to the “Ancient of Days” in Daniel! His clothing and hair are described as white as snow and wool. His eyes are like fire and His face shone like the sun. 

Scholars are divided on the significance of the white hair and clothing—some see it as “absolute purity and integrity”
 while others “wisdom and the dignity of age”
—but I agree with George Eldon Ladd’s identification of this as a sign of deity. Christ shares this feature with God the Father himself, whose clothing is white as snow and the hair of his head like pure wool. In Daniel, these features belonged to the “Ancient of Days.” John used them to show that Christ shares eternal existence with the Father.
 Just as the phrase “Alpha and Omega” can be equally applied to the Father and the Son, so these descriptions show that they are one in essence.

John next says that his voice was “like the sound of rushing waters,” a description applied to the voice of God in Ezekiel 43:2.
 Once again, descriptions of God in the Old Testament are applied to Jesus in the New Testament. (Remember learning in math class that if a=b and b=c, then a=c? If the Father equals God and the Son equals the Father, then the Son equals God!)

What happens next may surprise us. We read in verses 17-18,

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.” 

I say this may surprise us because John was as close to Jesus as anyone on earth. We might think John would walk up to Jesus and say, “Hey, buddy! Good to see you! How ‘bout a high five?” Some Christians have that attitude about Jesus—that He’s their homey, their best pal—or refer to God the Father as “the Man upstairs.” (That one really gets under my skin!)

John’s reaction to seeing his Lord and Savior was to fall at His feet, the posture of reverence and respect. This was the common reaction of people in the presence of God in ancient times, but not so much in our own. Warren Wiersbe writes,

At the very beginning of this book, Jesus presented Himself to His people in majestic glory. What the church needs today is a new awareness of Christ and His glory. We need to see Him “high and lifted up” (Isa. 6:1). There is a dangerous absence of awe and worship in our assemblies today. We are boasting about standing on our own feet, instead of falling at His feet.

I believe the Old Testament phrase “the fear of the Lord” means “to take God seriously” or “to see God for who He really is.” Oh, how we need that today! Perhaps the reason why worship is described as “the missing jewel of the church” is because we do not see God for who He really is. That is the key to revival—when Christians get serious about who God is and what He wants for their lives. As Chuck Swindoll concludes, “The better our understanding of who Christ really is, the quicker we’ll respond in submission and obedience.”

John’s Mysterious Vision

We conclude this evening with John’s mysterious vision in verses 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.”

Many commentators point to verse 19 as the outline of the book: “What you have seen” referring to the vision of chapter one; “what is now” referring to the letters to the seven churches in chapters two and three; and “what will take place later,” beginning in chapter four through the remainder of the book.

Verse 20 speaks of the “mystery,” here specifically about the lampstands and stars, though the word applies to the book of Revelation as a whole. “Mystery” does not mean what is “mysterious” in our sense of the term, but something that people could never work out for themselves but which has now been made known by God.
 Paul uses this same word in a similar fashion in a number of his letters. Remember, this book is called “Revelation,” meaning, “unveiling”; it is not called “Concealment.” 

This does not, however, mean that every detail is easy to understand! In the revealing of the stars and lampstands, we run into such a case. The seven lampstands represent the seven churches. Perhaps this is a reference back to Zechariah 4:2, where the prophet writes, “I see a solid gold lampstand with a bowl at the top and seven lights on it, with seven channels to the lights.” At any rate, we understand the lampstands to be the seven churches in Asia. Simple enough.

The seven stars, however, are identified as “the angels of the seven churches.” What does that mean? The word angel literally means “messenger” and can be used of human messengers, as in Luke 7:24 and 9:52. But it is much more often used of heavenly beings, God’s “messengers.” Indeed in Revelation, apart from the references in the first three chapters to the angels of the churches, there is no place where it does not refer to heavenly beings, and as the term is found sixty-seven times this consideration is important. Some suggest that it means something like “guardian angels” of the churches, but there is no evidence that churches have heavenly beings associated with them in this way. Moreover, in the next couple of chapters the letters to the churches are in each case addressed to ‘the angel’ of the particular church, which is a strange way to treat a guardian angel. So it is suggested that the expression may point to the essential “spirit” of the churches.

Others prefer to think of some earthly representative of the churches. The great advantage of this view is that such a person is a much more natural recipient of a letter to the church than is any heavenly being. The disadvantage is in seeing who it can be. The messengers who took the letters are mentioned, but there seems no reason for addressing the letters to these “postmen.” There is more to be said for the view that the angels are the bishops or pastors of the churches. This would be a good solution except that we do not know whether the churches had individual pastors as early as this. And if they did, why call them angels?
 (We all know that pastors certainly aren’t angels, right?) Yet this seems to be the most satisfactory conclusion, that the stars in Christ’s hand are the pastors of the local churches.

Let’s not lose sight of the message this vision represents, though. Christ is seen as walking among the lampstands with the stars in His hand. He is intimately acquainted with each local church—as becomes very apparent in the letters of chapters 2-3—and He holds the pastors of these churches in His hand. That is both an amazing privilege and an awesome responsibility.

Further, this speaks to the purpose of the church in the world. John Stott writes,

Christ’s churches are meant to be light-bearers in the darkness of the world. No one can disperse the shadows of sin and sorrow but he who is the Light of the World and those to whom he gave his own title. “You are the light of the world”, he said in the Sermon on the Mount, “…let your light shine…” (John 8:12; Matthew 5:14, 16). But the church’s light is as borrowed as the moon’s. If the stars are to shine and the lamps are to burn, they must remain in Christ’s hand and in Christ’s presence.

You might wonder why I have taken three studies to go through the first chapter of Revelation. Most students of the book want to hurry ahead to chapter four or six, “to get to the good stuff!” Yet this opening chapter is indispensable to a proper understanding of the book as a whole. Not only does this give the historical context of Revelation, but it gives us the proper perspective on the rest of the book—the rest of human history, for that matter. As Morris concludes, “It is only as Christ is seen for what he really is that anything else can be seen for what it really is.”
 When we see Christ for who He really is, there is no need to fear the Dragon, the Beast, the False Prophet, Babylon the Great, the seven seals, trumpets, or bowls of God’s wrath, or the Lake of Fire itself. There is no reason to give up in the midst of even the fiercest persecution, for we know that our Lord Jesus Christ is the Conqueror over death and the devil.

Finally, we need not approach the book of Revelation with a merely academic or scholarly approach. As Stott notes, “A church with its back to the wall, fighting for survival, needs more than moral exhortation and pious entreaty; it must see Christ.”
 Let us come before this study of Revelation with the words of the Greeks in John 12:21, “we would like to see Jesus.”

Our lives will never be the same!
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