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If you have your Bibles, you can go ahead and turn with me to Revelation 1.
· Today we’re embarking on a journey through a book that is widely considered one of the most challenging books in the Bible.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Leon Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 20, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 17.] 

· For centuries, scholars, pastors, and laypeople alike have wrestled with its strange symbolism and apocalyptic style.
· Even stranger are the fantastical schemes of prophecy that have been read into the text over the years—especially, the last 150 years.
· The result is that for many, Revelation remains a closed book—a book just too mysterious to understand.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, 17.] 


But Revelation wasn’t written to confuse or divide us. It was written to comfort and encourage God’s people.[footnoteRef:3] It was given to the Church to reveal Christ’s victory, not to obscure it. [3:  Elwell, “Revelation,” 1198.] 


To paraphrase Bible scholar Robert Mounce, “Revelation is not a chronological timetable for the last days…rather Revelation is a call for endurance to people experiencing the pressure to conform to the ways of the world. It counsels us to remain faithful to the end, and it provides encouragement by keeping before the people of God the indisputable fact that as history draws to a close, they will share in the victory of the Lamb.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Robert H. Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2004), ix.] 


Church, Revelation is and always will be the very Word of God. 
· Does it seem mysterious and complex to modern readers? Yes. 
· But we must remember that Revelation is God’s inspired Word. 
· His Word is a gift to us and because we know that God’s Word is a gift, and that none of it will ever return void, we can know that the book of Revelation, even though it seems difficult, can be used by God to bless us, strengthen us, and give us clarity on who He is. 
· And that is my aim in this series: to give us clarity and help us see the powerful gospel at work in the book of Revelation.

So, today we’re going to dip our toes into the waters by looking at the first 8 verses.
And if you’ve been here a while, you’ve probably noticed that I typically preach through books of the Bible covering every verse in the book. 
· In this series, we aren’t going cover every verse, but we will look at many passages in the book of Revelation.
· And as we study this book together, I will be preaching the book of Revelation from a Wesleyan holiness perspective. 
· We are in a COG congregation, so the teaching in this series will remain consistent with the beliefs and theology of our movement.
· And if you have a different church background, may not agree with me on every interpretation that I share concerning the verses we’re going to deal with in this series, but I hope you agree with me on the main things we talk about and on the emphasis of Revelation which is Jesus Christ as Lord.
· The triumph of Jesus over all of God’s enemies. 

So, with that being said, let’s jump in and look at the first 8 verses today.
Revelation 1:1-8 ESV The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. 3 Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near. 4 John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, 5 and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood 6 and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. 7 Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him. Even so. Amen. 8 “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”

These verses form the prologue to this book and like a good introduction, these opening verses answer two critical questions: 1) what is the book of Revelation and 2) why should we pay attention to it?

Let’s consider the first question “what is the book of Revelation?”
I. Well, at the outset, John tells us that it’s a “revelation.”
Revelation 1:1 ESV The revelation of Jesus Christ…
The first word in the Greek is apokalypsis (where we get our word “apocalypse”).
· And in our time the word “apocalypse” has become a synonym for chaos and catastrophe.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 566.] 

· We speak of hurricanes, earthquakes, and acts of terrorism as “apocalyptic.” 
· But that’s not what the word apocalypse means in the Bible.
· Apocalypse simply means “to uncover,” to unveil what has previously been “hidden.”
· So, we tend to think of this book as a book that cannot be understood, but right out of the gate we have a description of what Revelation is supposed to do—it’s meant to uncover something we need to know.
· Jesus used the word two times when he declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed [apocalypsed] them to little children.… And no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal [apocalypse] him” (Matt. 11:25–27). Later in the Gospel of Matthew we read that after Peter affirmed that Jesus is “the Christ, the Son of the living God,” Jesus said that flesh and blood hadn’t revealed [apocalypsed] this to Peter but rather, “my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:16–17).[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Nancy Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 28–29.] 


But it’s not just an uncovering. Specifically, it’s the Revelation of Jesus Christ.
· It’s not the “Revelation of St. John the apostle,” even though he identifies himself as the author of this letter.
· And it’s not the “Revelation of future events.”[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, ix.] 


It is “The Revelation of Jesus Christ.” 
· It’s both about Christ, the living Lord, and it is from Christ the King of Kings. 
· It’s given by God to Christ, who mediates it through his angel to John, who bears witness to God’s servants.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Kenneth J. Collins and Robert W. Wall, Wesley One Volume Commentary (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2020), 910.] 


So, what we are reading here is not something that originated in someone’s imagination. It is the Revelation of Jesus Christ.

And even though it’s not used here in a technical sense, the Greek word apocalypse is important because it describes the literary style in which this book is written.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Collins and Wall, Wesley One Volume Commentary, 910.] 

· If you’ve ever read the book of Revelation, then you’ve noticed a difference in the style of the book compared to other books in the NT. 
· Revelation belongs to a genre called apocalyptic literature. 
· Apocalyptic writings are characterized by the use of symbols, visions, and images. Picture-writing.
· The symbols describe earthly events from a heavenly perspective[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Nancy Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 30.] 

· Many of the symbols in Revelation are drawn from other books in the Bible like Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and the Song of Solomon.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Albert J. Kempin, Revelation for Today (James L. Fleming, 2005).] 

· It seems strange to us because we tend to prefer straightforward writing in America. But the truth is we too use symbols to communicate.
· Bear, snake, cats and dogs, chickens coming home to roost.
· Symbolic writing was a popular style in Judaic culture around the time of Christ, and the symbols, visions, and images were used to speak of the coming intervention of God into the affairs of man.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, vii.] 


It’s really important for us to recognize the style of Revelation otherwise, we’re bound to end up with a distorted understanding of what the book is all about.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, viii.] 

I like what Warren Wiersbe wrote about interpreting the apocalyptic language of Revelation, “In understanding John’s symbolism, we must be careful not to allow our imaginations to run wild. Biblical symbols are consistent with the whole of biblical revelation. Some symbols are explained (Rev. 1:20; 4:5; 5:8) and others are understood from OT symbolism (Rev. 2:7, 17; 4:7)… Nearly 300 references to the OT are found in Revelation! This means that we must anchor our interpretations to what God has already revealed, lest we misinterpret this…book.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 567.] 


Revelation isn’t meant to be a mystery—it’s an uncovering.
II. But John also invites us to read this book as prophecy.
Revelation 1:3 ESV Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy…

Now when we hear the word prophecy, we most likely think of foretelling the future/predictions of the future.
But in the Bible, prophecy is more about encouraging God’s people to walk in the way of the Lord than it is about predicting the future.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Richard K. Eckley, Revelation: A Commentary for Bible Students (Indianapolis, IN: Wesleyan Pub. House, 2006), 59.] 


This is the way that Revelation distinguishes true from false prophecy. 
· In chapter 2, the woman nicknamed “Jezebel” is denounced as a false prophet because she encouraged people to eat what had been sacrificed to idols and to practice sexual immorality (2:20). 
· Revelation does not suggest that she was a false prophet because she spoke wrongly concerning the future but rather because her teaching drew people away from God.
· Later visions in this book depict a false prophet as a beast that seems to have the ability to perform miracles.
· But in chapters 16 and 19, the false prophet is condemned for luring people into false worship, not for incorrect predictions of the future (13:11-18: 16:13-14; 19:20).

PAUSE
Church, the point is, when we think of prophecy as only pertaining to the future, then we end up reading Revelation like it’s a historical roadmap, and we read it as something to be studied but not really taken to heart.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, ix.] 


But the preface to Revelation says that John wants people to respond to his prophecy by “keeping” it (Rev. 1:3).
· If he primarily intended to dispense information about the future, we would expect 1:3 to speak of the blessing that comes on those that “understand or decipher” his book. 
· The word “keeping,” however, is associated with repentance and a manner of life that is consistent with Christ (2:26; 3:3).
· It entails obedience to God’s commands (12:17; 14:12) and a refusal to deny one’s relationship with Christ (3:8).
· To “keep” the message of Revelation’s prophecy means to “worship God” (22:9).[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2018), 50.] 


To paraphrase John Wesley’s commentary on this text, John wants his audience not simply to understand God’s message but to respond in faithfulness and obedience. His goal is not merely information but transformation.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Collins and Wall, Wesley One Volume Commentary, 910.] 


Then …
III. John places his prophecy in the framework of a letter.
Revelation 1:1 NLT This is a revelation from Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants the events that must soon take place…
Revelation 1:4 NLT This letter is from John to the seven churches in the province of Asia. 
Grace and peace to you…
Revelation 22:21 NLT May the grace of the Lord Jesus be with God’s holy people.
Its beginning and ending place it in the same category as the Letters of Peter and Paul, of James and Jude. Revelation is not an appendix to the NT—it’s a letter.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Michael Wilcock, The Message of Revelation: I Saw Heaven Opened, The Bible Speaks Today (Leicester, England; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1986), 28.] 

John identifies himself as the author and while some modern scholars want to debate his identity, the consensus of classic Christianity is that Revelation is the work of John the apostle.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Paige Patterson, Revelation, ed. E. Ray Clendenen, vol. 39, The New American Commentary (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2012), 20.] 

· The same John who authored a Gospel and three Epistles in the NT.
· In the mid 2nd-century, Irenaeus who was the bishop of Lyon, wrote of John the apostle as the author as a matter of recognized fact.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Patterson, Revelation, 20.] 

· And John identifies the recipients as “the seven churches that are in the Roman province of Asia (present-day Turkey).

These were real congregations made up of real people and evidence suggests that John wrote this letter toward the end of Emperor Domitian’s reign, somewhere between A.D. 90-95.
· Domitian was a brilliant man, but he also viciously persecuted the church and demanded that he be worshiped as a god.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Elwell, “Revelation,” 1199.] 

· During his reign, people were required to go to one of the temples designated for the worship of Caesar, take a pinch of incense, cast it on the altar, and say, “Caesar is Lord.”
· And whenever Domitian entered the Roman Senate, all were required to stand and shout, “Worthy are you, Caeser, to receive power and riches and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing.”
· Citizens of the Empire were allowed to believe pretty much whatever they wanted to believe, as long as they embraced the empire and gave their allegiance to the emperor.
· But only Jesus can be called Lord and a life of discipleship to Christ demands a separation from the activities of the Empire that are considered “normal.”
· But for the Christians of John’s day, going against the Empire was considered treasonous. 
· Some of them were harassed, others likely lost their jobs and were excluded from clubs and organizations and others investigated by government officials.
· John was exiled as punishment for his behavior and at least one of the faithful was actually killed.
· So, there was tremendous pressure to compromise, to go along with the flow—to not cause problems.

And it’s to these persecuted Christians that John wrote calling them to uncompromising faithfulness and loyalty to Christ.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Michael J. Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly: Uncivil Worship and Witness: Following the Lamb into the New Creation (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 32.] 


Revelation is a letter anchored in history.
· We must not think of it as a kind of intellectual puzzle sent to a relaxed church with time on its hands and an inclination for solving mysteries. It was sent to a little, persecuted, frustrated church, one which did not know what to make of the situation in which it found itself. John writes to meet the need of that church.”[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, 22.] 


PAUSE
To quote scholar Craig Koester, “Instead of first asking how Revelation relates to the headlines in today’s news, we must ask how it relates to the situation of the Christians of John’s own time…Looking at ways in which the book addressed the situation of its first readers invites modern readers to explore ways in which it continues to address our situations today.”[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 43-44.] 


So, what is this book? It’s the revelation of Jesus Christ (both from and about Christ), it’s a prophecy to be kept, and it’s a letter originally sent to seven actual local churches in Asia Minor, but a letter that any believer may read and profit from it (Rev. 1:3).[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, 567.] 


Let’s move onto the second question: Why should we pay attention to the book of Revelation? For starters…
I. God promises a blessing to those who read it and take it to heart.
Revelation 1:3 NLT God blesses the one who reads the words of this prophecy to the church, and he blesses all who listen to its message and obey what it says, for the time is near.
John tells us at the beginning, that if we read, hear, and keep these words, we will be blessed.

In her book Experiencing the Promise of Revelation, Nancy Guthrie wrote, “Revelation…was written to convey a message and stir the imagination rather than to trace an argument. It was written to evoke worship, confidence, anticipation, and hope in those who heard it read to them. It was written for listeners to get a sense of the big picture rather than obsess over the details. And the same goes for us.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Nancy Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 33.] 


Because Revelation is the Word of God, we need to read and hear this book. And rather than obsessing over details, maybe we read it and imagine being in one of those seven churches in Asia Minor, hearing it for the first time.
· Imagine being in their shoes and being told that either we embrace, applaud, and bow to the empire, or we’ll be exiled to Patmos.

We should read Revelation because it counsels us to remain faithful to the end and provides encouragement by keeping before us the indisputable fact that as history draws to a close, God’s people will share in the victory of the Lamb.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, viii–ix.] 

But we should do more than read Revelation. Verse 3 promises a blessing to those who keep what is written in it.
· Church, this is a book that’s meant to lead to obedience.
· The blessing is for those whose lives are impacted and shaped by what is in it. 
· It changes their priorities. It builds up their courage. It impacts how they spend their money. It leads them to worship in spirit and in truth. It sends them to their knees in prayer. It emboldens their witness. It takes away their fear of death.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 35.] 


Revelation is the only book of the Bible that begins with a blessing and ends with a warning. If we want God to bless us, then we need to hear and obey the message of this book.

Another reason why we should pay attention to Revelation…
II. The time is near.
Throughout this book, John emphasizes the nearness of Christ’s return. 
· In verse 1 he says this revelation from Jesus and about Jesus concerns events that must soon take place.
· In verse 3 it says the time is near.
· In chapter 22 Jesus tells us that He’s coming soon three times.

John emphasizes the nearness of Christ’s return, but the question quickly becomes: how do we make sense of Revelation’s emphasis on the nearness of Christ’s return when 2,000 years have passed since John wrote this letter?  
· For some, this is a real dilemma. 
· But as Peter reminds us, there’s a difference between God’s time and chronological time.
2 Peter 3:8 NLT But you must not forget this one thing, dear friends: A day is like a thousand years to the Lord, and a thousand years is like a day.
· As pastor Mark Jackson put it, there’s a difference between chronological time and football time.
· UT vs. Arkansas.

There’s chronological time and then there’s God’s time.
· And from God’s perspective, the coming of Jesus Christ is near because it's the last thing on the eschatological timetable.
· Jesus has already come, He’s already died, He’s already been resurrected, He’s already been ascended, and He’s already sent out his Apostles.
· The last thing on God’s timetable is the return of Jesus Christ. That’s how it’s near.

And if you’re hoping that at some point in this series, I’m going to make some predictions, you’re going to be disappointed. 

I don’t have any predictions. But there are some things we do know about the return of Christ. For one…
a. We do know that Jesus is coming again.
He will return just as He promised. He is coming back.
· This is what James told us a couple of weeks ago. We know that He’s coming back.

Something else we know…
b. We don’t know when.
There’s an abundance of teaching on the internet today that claims to know when Jesus is coming back, but Jesus said the angels don’t know, the Son doesn’t know—only the Father knows.
· So be careful of setting dates.

One more thing we know…
c. We need to be ready.
When the disciples asked Jesus about the end of all things, this is what Lord emphasized.
· Matthew 24 and 25.
· He told parables about being ready. Bridesmaids, servants, sheep and goats.

Eventually, in this series, we’ll talk about the millennium and some of the passages that are often debated and you may or may not agree with me totally but let me tell you what the main thing is—Jesus Christ is coming again, we don't know when, but we need to be ready. 
· That’s what we’re going to unite around.

And one last reason why we need to pay attention to this book…
III. Revelation moves us to worship (1:4-8).
Revelation 1:4-6 ESV John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, 5 and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood 6 and made us a kingdom, priests to his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.

We read this greeting of grace and peace so often in the letters of the NT that’s easy to read right through it. 
· But John knows that if the believers who read and hear this letter are going to be able to keep what is written in it, they will need supernatural help. 
· They’re going to need grace to persevere instead of compromise. 
· And they’ll need peace if they are to endure constant conflict with the world’s system.
· This kind of grace and peace has only one source. And that is exactly who John says will provide it.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 36–37.] 


John works his way through Father, Spirit, and Son as the source of this grace and peace. 
He refers to the father as “him who is and who was and who is to come.” 
Again, John wrote to Christians facing very difficult realities. Christians who would soon be facing even more intense persecution.
· And 
· John reminds us that regardless of the difficulties we face, we can be sure of the support of the God who has always been a helper to his people, the God who is even now caring for his people, and the God who is sovereign over all things.
Then he speaks of the Holy Spirit as “seven spirits who are before his throne.” 
· 7 is one of John’s favorite numbers. The number represents perfection, wholeness and this description most likely derives from Isaiah in which the prophet says…[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, 54.] 

· Isaiah 11:2 NLT And the Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.
· We can be sure that the HS will deliver this grace and develop this peace in the servants of Jesus. 
Then he gives us three titles for the son, and each one speaks grace to us and brings us peace:
· Jesus is the faithful witness. 
· We can trust that Jesus will tell us the truth about ourselves, about the world we’re living in, about the future, about everything.
· Jesus is the firstborn of the dead. 
· He was the first to rise from the dead and never die again. But he won’t be the last! He is our hope for life beyond this life when our lives are threatened.
· Jesus is the ruler of the kings of the earth. 
· Sometimes it seems to us that governments, philosophies, and the dominant culture have all the power in this world. But they don’t. Their days are numbered.

These three titles for Jesus move John to praise. He is moved to worship this triune God who is revealing so much about who he is, what he is doing, and what he is about to do in “the things that must soon take place.” 

And did you notice that John receives this revelation from someone “who loves us?” 
John wrote in…
1 John 4:10 NLT This is real love—not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as a sacrifice to take away our sins.
· The love of Jesus toward us is not just sentimental; it’s sacrificial. 
· He actively demonstrated his love for us by offering himself as a substitute in such a way that sin doesn’t have the power over us that it once had. 
· We’ve been “freed from our sins by his blood”—freed from its penalty and its power.

And then, John enables us to hear God himself speak and what God says about himself assures us that he is a reliable source for all we’re about to read in this book…
Revelation 1:8 ESV “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”

God identifies himself as “the beginning and the end and the Almighty” (1:8). 
· To a people wondering if God is aware of their suffering.
· To a people wondering if they should really put their lives on the line for the gospel.
· To a people wondering if they’re risking everything for something that isn’t real or true.
· God reminds them of his name.
· From the beginning of time until the end, God is in control.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 39.] 

· And in times of great crisis, it is crucial to remember that he is the Almighty.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 3.] 


Church, imagine what it would mean for us if none of what we’ve been shown in these first eight verses were true. 
· What if God did not choose to reveal or uncover these things for us? 
· What if he did not act to reveal to us where history is headed? 
· Then sorrow and persecution would seem meaningless and unbearable. 
· Imagine if we had no resource for grace or peace. 
· Without Jesus as the faithful witness, how would we know what is true in a world of so many lies? 
· Without Jesus as the firstborn from the dead, how would we have any hope of life beyond our number of years on this earth? 
· Without Jesus as the ruler of kings on earth, what would keep us from despair over the corruption, oppression, and misery that is so pervasive in our world? 
· If Jesus did not love us by freeing us from our sins, we would still be ruled by them in the here and now, and we would be destined for destruction because of them in the hereafter. 
· If he had not made us a kingdom and priests to his God and Father, our lives would have no dignity or purpose.

But instead, he who is the Alpha and the Omega has revealed to us what we can expect in this in-between time—in between his ascension to heaven and his return to this earth. 
· He who is and who was and who is to come is present with us now by his Spirit and will be fully and intimately present with us when he comes. 
· Because he is the Almighty, we can rest knowing that he has the power to provide the blessing promised in this book, to accomplish the elimination of evil and suffering portrayed in this book, and to prepare us as a bride to present to the Son as pictured in this book.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 39–40.] 
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