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THINGS	ARE	NOT	AS	THEY	SEEM:	AN	INTRO	
Revelation 1:1-8 

Prayer… 

This is a series 


	 I have greatly anticipated doing.


This is also a series


	 that I have had great anxiety toward doing,


	 	 because no where else in the Bible


	 	 	 do we have the warning:


I warn everyone who hears the words of the 

prophecy of this scroll: If anyone adds anything to 

them, God will add to that person the plagues 

described in this scroll. And if anyone takes words 

away form this scroll of prophecy, God will take away 

from that person any share in the tree of life and in 

the Holy City…Rev. 22:18-19


I have no intention


	 on adding nor subtracting from this amazing letter


	 	 (my favourite book of the Bible),


	 	 	 but it does heed a caution as we proceed:


	 	 	 	 we won’t be able to cover everything 
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	 	 	 	 	 this letter contains in this one series. 


	 	 There are chapters in Revelation


	 	 	 that could expound a series in themselves.


Nevertheless,


	 we will remain faithful to the text


	 	 and seek its meaning for the original audience


	 	 	 so that we might be illumined 


	 	 	 	 to how it speaks into our lives today.


Revelation is the longest letter in the Bible 
1

	 and is often the most abused and misunderstood letter.


	 	 It’s abused and misunderstood 


	 	 	 because it falls into the ancient Jewish, literary genre of: 


	 	 	 	 apocalyptic literature.


You may have heard me mention this before,


	 but we shouldn’t be scared or anxious about the word apocalyptic.


	 	 It simply means to unveil, uncover, or reveal.


Revelation is not the only apocalyptic literature in the Bible.


	 We also find it in Ezekiel and Daniel


	 	 and in the apocrypha books 4Ezra and 1Enoch


 Darrell W. Johnson. Discipleship on the Edge. (Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2004), 15.1
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	 	 	 (these are books that share a similar time of origin


	 	 	 	 as other books but have not provided the same 


	 	 	 	 	 reliability as the other books in our canon.


	 	 	 They can be found in the Roman Catholic Bible).


The apocalyptic genre recounts 


	 “a prophet’s symbolic visions


	 	 that reveal God’s heavenly perspective 


	 	 	 on history and current events 


	 	 	 	 so that the present might be viewed


	 	 	 	 	 in light of history’s final outcome.” 
2

All this to say,


	 this was a form of writing


	 	 that was very familiar to John and his audience


	 	 	 as they lived out their faith in the context 


	 	 	 	 of the Roman Empire.


What’s fascinating about the book of Revelation


	 is that nothing is new. 


 “Overview: Revelation Ch. 1-11. The Bible Project. Accessed January 3, 2020. (https://2

www.youtube.com/watch?v=5nvVVcYD-0w&t=39s), 0:41-0:51.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5nvVVcYD-0w&t=39s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5nvVVcYD-0w&t=39s
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	 	 Eugene Peterson states,


“Everything in Revelation can be found in the previous 

sixty-five books of the Bible…The truth of the gospel is 

already complete, revealed in Jesus Christ. There is 

nothing new to say on the subject. But there is a new way 

to say it. I read the Revelation not to get more information 

but to revive my imagination.”  3

And that is my prayer for all of us


	 as we delve into this rich letter.


	 	 That we won’t seek some new information


	 	 	 that will give us details about how the world will end


	 	 	 	 or when Jesus will return — this letter 


	 	 	 	 	 isn’t concerned with answering that.


But that we will come to see


	 that Reality (as we perceive it  

through our senses, intellect and emotions)  

is not as it seems; JESUS has changed everything  

and we’re left to decide: who are we going to follow?  

 Eugene  H. Peterson, Reversed Thunder: The Revelation of John and the Praying Imagination. (San 3

Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988), xi-xii.
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What way will lead us  

to real justice and to real life? 

That is the point of this series.


	 to know that things are not as they seem


	 	 and it's all because of Jesus;


	 	 	 and because of everything Jesus has done,


	 	 	 	 we are left with a choice to make: 


	 	 	 	 	 who will we follow?


REVELATION 1:1-8 

So we start off our series


	 looking at the first eight verses.


	 	 At first glance they may not reveal much to us


	 	 	 but as we wade through these words


	 	 	 	 I hope we’ll hear that:


JESUS IS the  

faithful witness,  

firstborn of the dead,  

    and Ruler of the kings of the earth.  

In a world that seems so far gone - 
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	 with systems that feed on the frailty of humans, 


	 	 corruption within governments and corporations, 


	 	 	 wars, disease and strife on every page of the newspaper, 

it’s easy to feel hopeless. 


But the JESUS that John knows


	 (the JESUS unveiled for John in this letter) 


	 	 is powerful enough to not only save us 


	 	 	 from that brokenness and corruption, 


	 	 but able to redeem and restore that brokenness, 


	 	 	 to judge and make right the corruption 


	 	 	 	 AND take on the leadership Himself, 


	 	 	 	 	 to lead this restored world 


	 	 	 	 	 	 into His New Creation.


My hope and prayer this morning


	 is that you will encounter JESUS


	 	 and find hope to face the brokenness of this world;


	 	 	 to know that things are not as they seem.


So John writes,
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	 The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to  

his servants the things that must soon take place. vs. 1


John defines his genre directly


	 as the word revelation is apokalypsis (apocalypse).


	 	 But as we see it’s the apocalypse of Jesus Christ.


	 	 	 This is why there’s no “s” at the end of Revelation; 


	 	 	 	 it’s not Revelations. 


There is only one Revelation: Jesus the Christ,


	 and it is given from God to Jesus


	 	 and from Jesus to his servants.


So within this first verse


	 we have been told the genre,


	 	 who it’s from (God the Father), who it’s about (Jesus the Christ)


	 	 	 and who it’s for (Jesus’ servants/followers).


We’re also told in verse 3 


	 that it is a prophecy,


	 	 and we’re told blessed are those who hear it 

and take it to heart 
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	 	 	 	 (more literally, who hear, and who keep/guard  

what is written in it).


What John is doing


	 is recalling every prophet found in the First Testament.


	 	 It was their role to hear the Word of God for Israel,


	 	 	 to deliver it and call Israel to repentance.


However,


	 we read countless times in the First Testament


	 	 that God’s People (or rulers of the nations) 


	 	 	 heard the Word of God


	 	 	 	 but did not listen. 
4

Here in Revelation, we’re given a beatitude


	 that if we hear the words of this prophecy


	 	 and keep it…guard it…take it to heart…


	 	 	 take it seriously and live it out


	 	 	 	 we will find blessedness


	 	 	 	 	 (which in Matthew’s gospel account 


	 	 	 	 	 	 is a primary feature 


 Ex 9:12; Is 30:9, 42:20; Jer 6:10, 17:23; Zech 7:11 to name a few.4
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	 	 	 	 	 	 	 of the Kingdom of God).


In other words,


	 John is calling his audience


	 	 (the 7 churches of Asia )
5

	 	 	 to hear and obey.


	 	 	 	 Don’t just listen to these words 


	 	 	 	 	 and think, “Well that was nice,” 


	 	 	 	 	 	 and go off doing whatever you’d like. 


Let these words transform you 


	 and shape your life from the moment you hear them.


In the next verse 


	 we discover who the original audience is:


	 	 …to the seven churches that are in Asia…


Now the number 7 


	 has great significance to John;


	 	 we find them scattered throughout his gospel account  
6

	 	 	 and we should expect nothing less in Revelation.


7 is John’s number of completeness


 see 1:4.5

 7 signs performed by Jesus, 7 “I AM” statements, and more!6
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	 so for him to reference 7 churches


	 	 there is the secondary layer that this is meant 


	 	 	 for the complete Church.


That said,


	 John is writing this prophecy


	 	 to real people in real situations,


	 	 	 so we need to learn about that 


	 	 	 	 before we can begin to apply these texts 


	 	 	 	 	 to our own contexts.


These early churches


	 found themselves under the Roman Empire,


	 	 and it was under the leadership of Domitian 


	 	 	 that made being a Christian a very dangerous reality.


Domitian had around 40,000 Christians killed 


	 while he was ruler


	 	 and it was all because Christians refused 


	 	 	 to worship him as god.


So these early churches were facing a very real persecution;


	 being a Christian was a life-threatening devotion.
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	 	 And some of those churches were wrestling between


	 	 	 compromise and faithfulness;


	 	 	 	 how can we follow Jesus but not end up dead?


As we’ll see in chapters 2-3


	 some of the main issues these churches were faced with were


	 	 persecution, apathy, affluence and immorality. 


But as this prophecy unfolds, we find that


	 Jesus is the answer to these situations!


Rev. Dr. Darrell Johnson (who inspires this series 


	 and whose book  is an extremely helpful 
7

	 	 supplementary reading to the series) says,


“Revelation is…a down-to-earth manual on how to be a 

disciple of Jesus facing the harsh realities of life on the 

earth; in particular, how to do this the way Jesus did and 

does.” 
8

So Jesus is the answer 


	 to persecution, apathy, affluence and immorality.


 Darrell W. Johnson. Discipleship on the Edge: An expository journey through the book of Revelation. 7

(Vancouver: Regent College, 2004).

 Ibid., 15.8
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And John points this out


	 through the titles he declares in his greeting.


5…Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the 

dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. 

Jesus is the faithful witness.


	 What does John mean by this?


The churches are facing persecution from Rome.


	 They’re put on trial and forced to choose between


	 	 Caesar (ruler of Rome) and Jesus (Ruler of rulers).


During these trials one would need to bear witness


	 to one’s convictions about who is King


	 	 and where one’s allegiance lies. 


The Greek for witness is the word marts


	 from which we derive the term martyr.


John declares Jesus as the faithful witness because 


	 Jesus is not only the revealer from heaven  

	 	 but also stood before the Roman authorities.  
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	 	 	 He had borne his witness, even at the cost of his life.  9

John encourages the churches


	 that their salvation (and ours) does not rest on our own faithfulness


	 	 but on Jesus’ faithfulness.


Jesus was faithful even to the point of death.


	 He was a witness to what God was doing


	 	 and how not even Rome could overcome this New Kingdom.


If it comes to a choice between Rome and Jesus


	 who would you choose to follow?


	 	 The one whose faithfulness to kill 


	 	 	 in order to advance the expansion his empire?


	 	 OR


	 	 The One whose faithfulness to death


	 	 	 enabled the advancement and expansion of His empire?


Jesus is the firstborn of the dead.


	 This indicates the resurrection,


	 	 and the idea that Jesus is the New Adam;


	 	 	 He’s the firstborn New Human in the New Creation.


 M. Eugene Boring. Interpretation: Revelation. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2011), 76.9
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John encourages the churches


	 who are facing death sentences for their faith in Christ


	 	 by reminding them about what kind of future they have.


“Christ as the ‘first-born from the dead’ 


	 is revealed as the one who gives the Christian martyr 


	 	 a future even beyond death. 


The phrase also indicates that the resurrection of Jesus 


	 was more than an isolated event of the past; 


	 	 it was the beginning of the eschatological event 


	 	 	 of the general resurrection of the dead.” 
10

Jesus was the first to be resurrected


	 and those who follow Him,


	 	 who are joined with Him in baptism, 
11

	 	 	 will experience his resurrection as well.


So for those enduring persecution,


	 the hope is in the fact that life does not end in death;


	 	 persecution (even in its final form of death) 


 ibid.10

 Romans 6:511
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	 	 	 does not get the last word!


Jesus is Ruler of earth’s kings.


	 John reminds the churches


	 	 what Jesus reminded Pontius Pilate:


	 	 	 “You would have no power over me if it were not  

given to you from above.” John 19:11


God is the One who bestows power 


	 because all power is His alone.


	 	 Likewise, Caesar did not conjure his power.


	 	 	 It was a gracious gift from God,


	 	 	 	 and that same God has raised One even greater.


	 	 	 	 	 One to whom even Caesar will bow!


Jesus is that Ruler. 


	 He is the King of kings 


	 	 and Lord of lords.


John finishes with a doxology


	 and he quotes Daniel 7:13 and Zechariah 12:10


	 	 to complete the image of Jesus
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	 	 	 as also being the Ancient of Days; God Himself!


[read verse 7] 

This was the starting point


	 of encouraging the churches who faced 


	 	 the real brokenness of the world around them.


- - -


How, then,


	 are we to be encouraged


	 	 in the face of the brokenness we encounter in 2020?


When we feel our own brokenness 


	 and feel as though we don’t measure up 


	 	 or we can’t get it right,


	 	 	 we’re reminded that JESUS is our faithfulness.


Christianity is not about our ability to perform


	 but about JESUS’ ability to perform on our behalf.


When we feel the brokenness in the world


	 and see people falling into corruption or deceit,


	 	 of bullying and manipulation,
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	 	 	 we’re reminded that 


	 	 	 	 JESUS is the new way to be human. 

He offers us another way to live.


	 He shows us a life worth having


	 	 even if no one else is living it as well.


	 	 	 As long as we can live it along with Him


	 	 	 	 we’ll find the fullness of God


	 	 	 	    who cannot be corrupted, manipulated or bullied.


When we are faced with broken systems


	 that seem to have ultimate authority


	 	 and seem impossible to change,


	 	 	 we’re reminded that JESUS is the highest authority. 

Everything in heaven and on earth


	 and under the earth


	 	 are subject to His authority.


Although we suffer a little now,


	 we know this is not the end.


This is the Jesus we worship.


Who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty. Amen.


