The Grand Finale of Human History #13

“Worthy is the Lamb”

Revelation 5:1-14

Have you noticed how many commercials on television are promoting medicines of one kind or another? The ads for aspirin or backache relief have been replaced with ones with names I can’t pronounce. Of course, half of the commercial is taken up by listing the side effects…often including death! It’ll cure what ails you…or it will kill you!

This evening we have come to a passage of Scripture that offers a different kind of cure. One commentator writes,

The cure to idolatry is seeing God as he is. The cure to immorality is seeing God as he is. The cure to a godless worldview is seeing God as he is. Revelation 4 and 5 shows us God as he is.

I would add to that list the cure to depression…despair…doubt…fear. Emotional and spiritual ailments disappear when we see God as He is. John invites us to do just that in these two brief chapters.

Actually, chapter 5 is a continuation of the throne-room vision begun in chapter 4 so that the chapter division added here is essentially disruptive.
 We can treat these two chapters as one passage…one that contains the key to the rest of Revelation.
 Leon Morris observes,

These two chapters are very important for an understanding of the message of the book. There are mysteries in life. We feel ourselves caught up in the world’s evil and misery and we cannot break free. Some of us become rigid determinists and we all, at times, feel a sense of hopelessness and helplessness in the grip of forces stronger than we. The world’s agony is real. And the world’s inability to break free from the consequences of its guilt is real. This chapter with its seals that no one can break stresses human inability. But it does not stop there. More important is the fact that through the Lamb the victory is won. The seals are opened and God’s purpose is worked out.

Chapter 5 deals with three main features we will explore in this message. First is the weighty scroll, second is the worthy savior, and finally the worshipful songs. While it is true that this chapter introduces the main body of Revelation, we should not treat it as merely an introduction. This chapter (along with chapter 4) will cure what ails us.

The Weighty Scroll 

John has been describing, as best he can, the majesty of God’s throne room in the previous chapter. Suddenly something caught John’s eye—a seven-sealed scroll with writing inside and out, held in the right hand of the divine Majesty on the throne.
 We read in Revelation 5:1, “Then I saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals.” 
Some translations call this a “book.” The English word “Bible” is derived from the Greek term biblion, which can refer to several different kinds of writing material—papyrus, leather, skin, or parchment.
 A “codex” was similar to a modern book, having a spine and pages. Sheets of either papyrus or parchment were folded over and stitched together to produce the codex. A few commentators believe this is what John saw. But in John’s time a book still generally referred to a scroll, made of papyrus or parchment, and this is almost certainly what John was referring to in Revelation 5. Sheets of papyrus (usually 20 or so) were glued together to form a roll approximately 30 feet long.
 

John notes that the scroll had “writing on both sides.” In the ancient world an author was often limited to whatever could be contained in a particular sized scroll. The similarity of length in the New Testament books of Matthew, Luke, John, Acts, Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Hebrews, and Revelation is testimony to some limitations in availability and size of writing materials. In this case, the author had exhausted one side of the scroll and had to turn it over to the back to complete his message. The perfect passive participles in the Greek verbs for “writing” and “sealed” bears witness to the completed activity of writing and sealing the scroll.
 This shows that nothing more could be added. What was written was completed and final.
 

Furthermore, the scroll was sealed with seven seals. To prevent tampering and unwanted reading, scrolls were often sealed with clay impressed with the owner’s signet ring (from which we get the word “signature”). John may have had in mind Roman wills, which were sometimes witnessed (and sealed) by seven witnesses and put into effect only upon the death of the testator. It is also possible, however, that the number seven in this context may simply have allowed for a dramatic unfolding of events.

Some scholars hold that all seven seals were on the outer edge so that no part was opened till all the seals were broken, but this is hard to harmonize with what happened as successive seals were broken. It is better to see that each part of the scroll was kept in place with an individual seal, so that it could be opened one section at a time.

Three Old Testament prophets encountered similar scrolls. In Isaiah 29 the prophet was confronted with a sealed scroll; Ezekiel, on the other hand, had a vision in Ezekiel 2 in which “a written scroll” was spread out open before him.
 Daniel was told in Daniel 8:26 to “seal up the vision, for it concerns the distant future.”

John sees a scroll sealed with seven seals, but as Revelation unfolds, the seals are opened. Near the end of the book, John is told in Revelation 22:10, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, because the time is near.”
What is this weighty scroll? We should not underestimate the significance of this book. The whole story of human history and destiny rests in the hand of God.
 All that transpires from chapter six onward is contained in this scroll. Chapters 6-8 reveal the contents of the seals, but the seventh seal introduces the seven trumpets, and the seventh trumpet ushers in the seven bowls of God’s wrath—all of which is technically included in the seventh seal! I am not a historist in the sense that I think everything in Revelation represents an era of history from the first century onward, but I do believe that this scroll contains all of history, not just the final chapter.

Next John sees a mighty angel (possibly Gabriel?
) who calls for someone who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals. An extensive search is made—”in heaven or on earth or under the earth,” referring to the realm of angels, living mankind, and dead mankind—but no one was found to be worthy.

John’s reaction was that he “wept and wept” (the Greek means a noisy grief, a wailing), because he found it depressing that no one was found … worthy for the task.
 Philip Hughes notes, “Nothing is more lamentable than the fact that by our own ungodliness we have deprived ourselves of all worthiness.”

The Worthy Savior

John’s sorrow is short-lived, though. In verse five he records, “Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.’” Notice that the angel asked for someone worthy to open the scroll and break its seals. His concern is with worthiness, not merely power.

“The Lion of the tribe of Judah” is an expression that occurs here only in the Bible. The lion is a symbol of the Messiah in Jewish writings between the testaments, so it may well have been an accepted messianic designation, at least in some circles. The elder tells John that the Lion “has triumphed.” The word points to complete victory and the aorist tense in the Greek may well indicate a victory won once and for all.

This is what John heard; what he saw was quite different. Verses 6-7 record,

Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. He came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne.
Imagine expecting to see a lion only to see a lamb! 

As the “Lion of Judah,” Jesus Christ is the concentration and the consummation of all that this title implies. As the Lion in an absolute sense He is the true King who is over all.
 But He is also spoken of as “a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain.” The cross is central. It is as Christ crucified that He is worthy.
 His final victory as the Lion of the tribe of Judah—as the conquering Messiah—is possible only because He first suffered as the Lamb.

The Lamb is depicted as appearing “as if it had been slain” (the technical term used is “slaughtered”), and having seven horns and seven eyes. This description, if produced literally by an artist, would provide a grotesque picture; but when understood symbolically, conveys spiritual truth. Since seven is the number of perfection, we have here perfect power (seven horns), perfect wisdom (seven eyes), and perfect presence (seven Spirits in all the earth). The theologians would call these qualities omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence; and all three are attributes of God. The Lamb is God the Son, Christ Jesus!

The elder also speaks of the Lion of Judah as “the root of David,” that He was the source of David’s line. This is a paradox indeed. As far as His humanity is concerned, Jesus had His roots in David; but as far as His deity is concerned, Jesus is the Root of David.
 In Matthew 22:41-46, we read of a question Jesus asked the Pharisees:

“What do you think about the Christ? Whose son is he?” 

“The son of David,” they replied. 

“How is it then that David, speaking by the Spirit, calls him ‘Lord’? For he says, ‘The Lord said to my Lord: “Sit at my right hand until I put your enemies under your feet.”’ If then David calls him ‘Lord,’ how can he be his son?”

No one could say a word in reply, and from that day on no one dared to ask him any more questions.

The Pharisees apparently had never thought of it and could not answer. In this text the answer is provided in the preexistence of Christ and His incarnation. The Messiah is at once the root from which David himself arises, and the offspring of David through His incarnation.
 That Jesus is both the Root (Isa. 11:10) and the Shoot (Isa. 11:10) of David is possible because of the His preexistence as God the Son. As the offspring of David, He was humanly born into David’s kingly line.
 

This Lion-and-Lamb of Judah, this Root-and-Shoot and David, takes the scroll from the hand of Almighty God. The weighty scroll, which one writer calls, “the scroll of destiny,”
 symbolizes His taking control of the future.
 Isn’t that great news to know that our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, has the destiny of the whole world in His hands?

The Worshipful Songs

This leads to the worshipful songs that dominate the remainder of the chapter. John records in verses 8-10,

And when he had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. And they sang a new song: 

“You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain,

and with your blood you purchased men for God

from every tribe and language and people and nation.

You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God,

and they will reign on the earth.”

When the Lamb took the sealed scroll, all heaven broke forth in a hymn of praise. Robert Mounce writes, “With the handing of the scroll to the Lamb we enter into one of the greatest scenes of universal adoration anywhere recorded. Nowhere else in the literature of worship will one find a scene of such unrestrained praise and adoration.”

As we saw from our study in Revelation 4, worship will be our primary activity in Heaven. Gerald Thompson, a retired pastor from Decatur, suggests, 

Heaven will be a very busy place. There will be plenty to do. It certainly will not be a boring place. We will probably be busier than ever. We will need our glorified body to keep up with the fast pace of Heaven. Actually, we will do many of the same things in Heaven that we do on earth—except we will do them perfectly.

Notice that the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders are each holding a bowl of incense, which John identifies as the prayers of the saints. Think of it! Our prayer on earth ascends to the throne of God like the sweet savor of burnt offering, saturating heaven with the fragrance of devotion.

The term “saints” does not refer to a special class of Christians recognized by the Church. “Saints” here, as elsewhere in the New Testament and the rest of Revelation, is simply the normal term for Christians, those set apart for God’s purposes.
 Some argue that John uses the term “saints” in Revelation only to refer to converted Jews, since they hold that all Christians are raptured at the beginning of the Great Tribulation. However, limiting of “saints” to converted Jews is not a natural use of the word. In the present verse, “saints” appear to designate all of God’s people on earth who have prayed for the coming of God’s Kingdom; and the foremost among such saints must be believers who constitute the church.

Note the emphasis on Christ’s sacrifice and blood in this worship song. Without offering up His own life on Calvary, there could have been no redemption of the world, and Christ would have entered heaven alone. The cross thus becomes the basis for adoration. This theme is amplified in the reference to the blood, and it lies at the heart of true worship. Coleman adds, 

Blood is specifically mentioned 460 times in the Scripture. If related concepts were considered—such as atonement, priesthood, altar, covenant, sacrifice, and many others, all of which imply the shedding of blood—I doubt if there is a page in the Bible which does not have some reference to this source of life given unto death. It is the scarlet thread that weaves the whole scope of God’s written Word into one harmonious witness to the Gospel of redeeming grace.

The Lamb is worthy to open the book for three reasons: he was slain (a historical fact), he purchased people for God (the interpretation of that fact), and he made them to be a kingdom and priests (the result of the fact).

Those who use the King James Version will read, “Thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to God…and hast made us unto our God kings and priests: and we shall reign on the earth” (emphasis added). This would suggest that the twenty-four elders are human. But the most accurate texts omit the first italicized pronoun and read “them” and “they” for the other two, as reflected in most modern translations. The elders sing praise to the Lamb not for their own redemption but for the redemption of the church.

This is called a “new song”—a chorus never heard before. Fresh lyrics…a fresh melody…and a fresh experience of worship.
 The word “new” has a way of recurring in Revelation. It applies to the new name in Revelation 2:17 and 3:12, to the new Jerusalem in 3:12 and 21:2, to the new heaven and the new earth in 21:1, and finally there is the resounding declaration that God makes all things new in 21:5. The original Greek signifies “fresh” rather than “recent.” It is concerned with quality rather than date.

In verses 11-12 we see another worshipful song:

Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” 

The four living creatures and the twenty-four elders are now joined in worship by a huge angelic choir. We should resist any temptation to multiply out the figures in an attempt to reach a precise number; John is concerned simply to indicate that the total was vast. In fact what he means is the angelic host was innumerable.

Verses 13-14 complete the scene:

Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them, singing: “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!” The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the elders fell down and worshiped. 
Once again the trilogy of “in heaven and on earth and under the earth,” though now “on the sea” is added. Scholars debate the precise meaning of this phrase, such as the question of whether this includes Satan, demons, and unsaved people. I doubt that this verse includes those who refuse to acknowledge the lordship of Christ—I think that will come later, at the very end—but Gary Kurz, author of the book Cold Noses at the Pearly Gates, cites this passage to suggest that it is speaking of ALL creatures created by God.

In verse 14, the four living ones add their “Amen.” They began the chorus of praise in verse eight and it is fitting that they should close it. The twenty-four elders, as they have done before, prostrate themselves in worship. John does not say whether they worshipped God or the Lamb and there is no need to. In this passage the two are not differentiated.
 This serves as another proof of the deity of Jesus Christ.

As we wrap up this message, we are reminded of the importance of worship in the book of Revelation and in Heaven itself. This also helps us as we plunge deeper and deeper into Revelation. Throughout this book John is reminded of God’s majesty and sovereignty amidst the tremendous (and often terrifying) events taking place. As long as we remember that God is on the throne and will ultimately conquer the forces of evil, we won’t get caught up in the incidentals and lose the forest for the trees.

I began this evening mentioning the cure to a number of spiritual and emotional ailments. I conclude by quoting the same author:

Seeing God will change your life. When you see God as he is revealed in chapters 4-5, you know that God is worthy of praise because of who he is. God is worthy of praise because he is holy and eternal. God is worthy of praise because he made everything according to his will. If you see God as he is, you will worship him. He is worthy.

Several years ago a worship song entitled, “Come, Now is the Time to Worship” was very popular. The chorus is very appropriate:

One day every tongue will confess You are God,

One day every knee will bow,

Still the greatest treasure remains for those
Who gladly choose you now.


We can choose to worship Him now or be forced to later. What is our choice?
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