Book of Revelation

4 – Letter to the Seven Churches of Asia (Introduction)

[Vision of the Son of Man]

[9] I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. [10] I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet [11] saying, “Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea.”

[12] Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, [13] and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash around his chest. [14] The hairs of his head were white, like white wool, like snow. His eyes were like a flame of fire, [15] his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace, and his voice was like the roar of many waters. [16] In his right hand he held seven stars, from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining in full strength.

[17] When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right hand on me, saying, “Fear not, I am the first and the last, [18] and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades. [19] Write therefore the things that you have seen, those that are and those that are to take place after this. [20] As for the mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand, and the seven golden lampstands, the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches.


(Revelation 1:9-20 ESV)

 1. First impressions

(a) John, probably in exile, on the island of Patmos

(b) Very dramatic call on John

 i. Just minding his own business, on the Lord's day

 ii. Appears to have sensed particular closeness to God on this day

 iii. Startled by a loud announcement

(c) Visual communication from God to John, interpreted by John into his own words

(d) But not just visual – auditory speech part of the “vision”

(e) Spins around to see who is behind him, with such a loud voice

 i. Visualizes a scene, from unusual to completely bizarre

 ii. Visuals are exaggerated, extreme

 iii. Seven golden lampstands

 iv. Son of man – familiar, yet bizarre

 A. Long robe

 B. Golden sash/belt

 C. White hair, like wool, like snow

 D. Eyes like flames of fire

 E. Feet like burnished bronze, refined in a furnace

 F. Seven stars held in right hand

 G. A two-edged sword coming out of mouth

 H. Face like shining sun at full strength

(f) John's response

 i. Fell as though one dead at the feet of the son of man 

 ii. Probably thinks judgment is about to be pronounced upon him

 iii. He probably is unsure whether what he sees is physically real or not

(g) Son of man's response to John – a being of great power, but also familiarity

 i. His right hand (one holding the stars) laid onto John

 ii. “Fear not”

 iii. References back to Prologue section

 A. “First and the last” → 1:8, “Alpha and Omega”

 B. “Died and alive” → resurrection → 1:5, “firstborn of the dead”

 C. “Forevermore” → 1:6, “glory and dominion forever”

 iv. The keys of Death and Hades – son of man able to unlock mysteries, including death

 v. Reiterates command to write the vision

 vi. Mystery begins to be revealed → 1:1, “made it known”

(h) The number/term “seven” is important

 2. Background information

(a) Local governors had wide discretion in handing down the type of sentence to the guilty

 i. John banished, either on account of age (a likely possibility) or due to the governor's clemency

 ii. Banishment could be of two types: deportatio which only the emperor could declare and included confiscation of property and loss of civil rights; relegatio which did not include additional penalties

 iii. Patmos was not deserted; it included a gymnasium and a temple to Artemis

(b) Non-biblical apocalyptic literature often invites visions; here, the vision is unsolicited

(c) The geographical location of the churches places them 30-45 miles apart in sequence

(d) Other apocalypses employ similar imagery, though some exaggerate considerably (e.g., angles thousands of miles tall)

 i. Some Jewish texts describe angels shining as the sun

 ii. The image of recipient of a vision falling in terror common in Jewish texts

 iii. Bizarre imagery not uncommon 

 A. Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Apocalypse of Abraham, Apocalypse of Zephaniah, 2 Enoch, Joseph and Aseneth

 B. 1st century reader would not find the images particularly shocking

 C. John using commonly understood language to attempt to communicate what he saw

(e) Jews understood “keys” as authority over that which it opened

 i. “Gates of Hades” commonly understood as the realm of the dead

 ii. Whoever held the keys rules over them

 iii. Jewish literature said God has the keys to Hades

(f) Prophecy

 i. OT → not primarily about prediction; simply a message from God

 ii. Greek, Plutarch → defined prophecy as prediction of future caused by present and past

 iii. Jewish apocalyptic → divided history into ages as prelude to their prophecies about the future (though often pseudonymously written after the events)

(g) Jewish text often portray angels as stars

(h) Cosmic imagery frequent

(i) Palestinian synagogues later sported the Zodiac (though forbidden by the OT)

(j) Pagans believed Fate controlled nations through stars

 i. Stars often deified → introduced from the East as “science”

 ii. Many Jews concurred that stars controlled nations, but interpreted stars as angels

(k) In regards to Artemis

 i. One of the most popular goddesses of the region, aka Hekate

 ii. Hekate known to hold the key to Hades

 iii. Known to have three forms related to heaven, earth, and underworld (often, the sea) → Selene/Luna, Artemis/Diana, Persephone

 iv. Aka, the beginning and the end

 v. Moving freely between all three realms, Hekate is a goddess of revelation

 vi. A powerful goddess, dominion over much

(l) Jewish lampstand of seven branches (menorah) → symbol for Judaism

(m) Format of Greek play

 i. Basic structure 

 A. Prologue

 B. Parados

 C. Episodes (multiple occurrences)

 D. Exodos

 ii. Revelation

 A. Prologue

 B. Introduction of Jesus Christ 

 C. Seven acts in seven scenes (churches, seals, trumpets, final crisis, bowls, millennium, New Jerusalem) each with introduction that sets scene, then the details

 D. Epilogue

(n) Angels of the churches – four views

 i. Messengers bearing the scrolls to the churches (unlikely)

 ii. Public readers at each church

 iii. Guardian angels of each church 

 iv. Heavenly counterparts to earthly realities

 3. The Text

(a) Verse 9 – Setting

 i. “Brother” → fellow Christian → John's relationship to his recipients

 ii. “Partner” → “one who shares” → experiencing it in the present → 3 ways

 A. Tribulation (c.f., 2:9, 10, 22; 7:14)

· Daniel 12:1, a future “time of trouble” during which God's people will be delivered

 B. Kingdom (c.f., 1:6)

 C. Patient endurance (c.f., 2:2, 3, 19; 3:10; 13:10; 14:12)

 iii. John may have seen his banishment as a parallel to Jewish exile in Babylon

 A. As a result, he now sees Rome as the new Babylon

 B. Just as OT prophets denounced Babylon, John will denounce the new Babylon

(b) Verses 10-11 – Voice

 i. “In the Spirit”

 A. Ezekiel's experiences – Ezekiel 2:2; 3:122, 14, 24; 11:1; 43:5

 B. Trance-like/charismatic experiences in NT – Acts 10:10; 11:3; 22:17; 2 Cor. 12:2-4

 C. Not necessarily a worship experience, thought it may have been a part of worship

· c.f., John 4:23 → making an inappropriate conclusion based on presumed authorship and similar phrase

 ii. “Lord's day”

 A. Only such reference in the NT

 B. So what day is it?

· Really don't know... or... 

· The day of judgment... or...

· Easter... or...

· A day of the emperor... or...

· Saturday...

· That would have been the Jewish day of gathering at synagogues

· No explicit command to worship on any other day

· With Jewish animosity, it may have been preferable to call Sabbath by another name

· or... 

· Sunday

· Didache 14:1 directs people to gather on the “Lord's day” and break bread (a common term for the Eucharist/Communion)

· Didache contemporary with Revelation (perhaps earlier, as early as 50CE)

· No synagogue would have allowed communion

· Early Jewish Christians, at the least – while they could, would have gone to the synagogue on Saturday, and together with Christians to celebrate Communion on a different day

· Other contemporary mentions: Magnesians 9:1; Gospel of Peter 35, 50

· Term “Sabbath” appears only in Gospels, Acts, and singular mentions in Colossians and Hebrews

· The “Lord's day” implies commemoration of something uniquely Christian, not shared with Judaism

· Connection with resurrection and Sunday made explicit in 2nd century – Gospel of Peter, Epistle of Barnabas, Justin, Apology

· Implies connection was already present during prior years

 C. It really doesn't matter

 iii. “Loud voice like a trumpet”

 A. Trumpet blast at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 19:16, 19)

 B. Invokes imagery of the authority of God and his revelation

 iv. Command to write → Isaiah 30:8; Jeremiah 30:2

 A. Underscores revelation from God

(c) Verses 12-16 – What John saw

 i. Seven golden lampstands → Zech. 4:2, “a lampstand of all gold... seven”

 A. John reappropriates a classic symbol of Judaism into Christianity, implying that Christianity is the true heir of Judaism

 ii. Son of man → Daniel 7:13, “one like a son of man” → already echoed in 1:7

 iii. Long robe → allusion to priestly garment → Exodus, Zechariah, Wisdom of Solomon, Wisdom of Ben Sira

 iv. Golden sash/belt → Daniel 10:5

 v. White as wool/snow → Daniel 7:9

 vi. John attempting to apply words describing God in OT to Jesus; i.e., Jesus is God

 vii. Flame of fire → Daniel 7:9 LXX; 10:6

 viii. Burnished bronze → Daniel 10:6

 ix. Refined in a furnace → Daniel 3:6

 x. Voice like many waters → Daniel 10:6, “noise of a multitude” → Ezekiel 1:24, “many waters”

 xi. Two-edged sword → Isaiah 49:2, “mouth like a sharp sword” → Heb. 4:12

 xii. Right hand → symbol of power and protection → Exodus 15:6; Deut. 33:2; Psalm 16:8; 17:7; 20:6; Isaiah 41:10

 xiii. Holding stars → God controlling stars → Job 38:31-32

 xiv. Sun shining → Judges 5:31

 xv. John returns to many of what he saw later in the book

(d) Verses 17-20 – John's response

 i. Falling down, figure reaching down to touch, “fear not” → Daniel 10

 ii. First and last → echoes of Prologue, 1:8, “Alpha and Omega” (c.f., 22:13)

 iii. Living one → Joshua 3:10; Ben Sira 18:1

 iv. Died and alive → refers to death and resurrection of Jesus; 1:5, 7

 v. Hades → not hell, not a place of punishment → Gk. equivalent to Heb. Sheol, the place of the dead; i.e., grave → Job, Psalms, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, etc.

 vi. Keys → power to unlock death and its consequences

 vii. “Write” → 1:1; inclusio with 1:11

 viii. “Have seen..., are..., are to take place”

 A. Don't make too much out of the change in verb tenses

 B. Allusion back to Daniel 2:45, “God has made known to the king what shall be after this”

· The interpretation includes things both past, present, and future

 C. The entire book of Revelation, all throughout, includes past, present, and future

· No artificial divisions should be made as to where one ends and the next begins

· This differs in perspective from traditional interpretations of Revelation

 ix. Mystery → Daniel → God who reveals mysteries

 A. John puts forth the proposal that the rest of the book continues God's pattern of the Old Testament

 4. Summary of this section

(a) Why John writes: commissioned by God

(b) To whom John writes: the seven churches of Asia

(c) What John writes: what was, is, and is to come

(d) Description of the One who commissioned John: Jesus

 i. What does this passage reveal about Jesus?

 ii. Any significance in similarities between Hekate and John's description of Jesus?

(e) John keys in on Jesus' death and resurrection

(f) John applies to Jesus language traditionally associated with God

(g) Jesus stands with the churches

(h) Jesus' right hand of power and protection is over the churches

