Revelation 1:9-20 – The Glorified Christ

Jewish rather than Greek symbolism

This passage introduces what we addressed on our first day of study, that is, that Revelation is based on the use of Jewish symbolism rather then Greek symbolism.  John, using Jewish symbolism, is describing what he sees based on what those descriptions mean, and not what they look like.  As an example that humorously contrasts Jewish symbolism with Greek symbolism, see ‘03 Appendix: Song of Solomon Literalist Graphic’.

Where is this?

While Revelation 1:9-20 begins on the Island of Patmos on a specific day, the scene quickly shifts onto the heavenly scene.  See John’s pattern of Earthly – Heavenly alternation in the handout ‘01 Revelation – Introduction to Revelation’, page 4.

Revelation 1:9 (NASU, as with the verses that follow)

I, John, your brother and fellow partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and perseverance which are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.

While John could have written claiming his apostleship, instead he places himself humbly as a spiritual equal to those in the church to whom he is writing.  He also wrote the same words, “I, John”, in Revelation 22:8.  John tells his readers that he is a “brother and fellow-partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and perseverance”.  This is the tribulation that means trials and trouble, which many of the believers he was writing to were also experiencing.  The kingdom is the anticipated 1000 year earthly kingdom (Revelation chapter 20).  And the perseverance is the God-given patience with circumstances that believers are to have through such earthly trials (2 Thessalonians 1:4).

John is writing from the Roman prison island called Patmos.  He had been sent there by Emperor Domitian (according to extrabiblical accounts).  The reason that John had been exiled to Patmos was because of the word of God – the message which God had given him – and for testifying about Jesus Christ.    

10 I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like the sound of a trumpet, 11 saying, "Write in a book what you see, 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."  

John wrote literally, “I was in Spirit”.  John uses the phrase, “in the Spirit” here in Revelation 1:10 as well as  4:2, 17:3 and 21:10.  This is not the usual “walking in (or, by means of) the Spirit” that is referred to in Galatians 5:16.  Rather this is the mode of special revelation in which John, by means of the Holy Spirit, is given a vision of scenes in places and times not normally visible to him or others.

Some have thought that “on the Lord’s day” means a day in which the Lord was influential or “the Day of the Lord”, referring to the time from the beginning of the coming seven year Tribulation period to the end of the present heavens and earth (Isaiah 13:6, 9; Joel 3:14… 1 Thessalonians 5:2; 2 Thessalonians 2:2; 2 Peter 3:10).  But by the time of John’s writing of Revelation (about 96 AD), more than one author, who also wrote in the general location of John’s ministry (Asia) and had contact with John either directly or indirectly, used the exact same Greek words to mean the seventh day of the week (which we call ‘Sunday’), when believers customarily gathered to worship (Acts 20:7), and was also the day of the week in which our Lord was resurrected (Matthew 28:1; Mark 16:2, 9; Luke 24:1; John 20:1).

As John writes, “a loud voice like the sound of a trumpet” he is using for the first time the phrase “loud voice”, which occurs 19 times, and the loud voice never comes from someone on the earth.  John writes with the word ‘like’ for the first time in this passage, but he will use it repeatedly to make comparisons with things that we can relate to in this present world.  The voice was loud, like a trumpet blast would sound.

John is told by Christ to "Write in a book what you see, and send it to the seven churches”.  There were no such things as books bound on one edge until right after John wrote revelation, so John more than likely pictured a scroll or stack of papyrus leaves.  The seven churches are those also named in the same sequence in Revelation chapters 2 and 3.

12 Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking with me. And having turned I saw seven golden lampstands; 13 and in the middle of the lampstands I saw one like a son of man, clothed in a robe reaching to the feet, and girded across His chest with a golden sash. 

We take it that John does not literally “see a voice”, but rather that John is seeing the source of the voice (a figure of speech known as ellipsis, in which the words ‘the source of’ are not written).  John saw seven golden lampstands, which, according to verse 20, represent the seven churches.  John had been in contact with these believers in these churches, so we take it that these were on his heart and mind a great deal during his exile. John sees Christ in the midst of them all – close to them.  Aside from being awesome, this must also have been reassuring.  John uses the words “I saw”, as he does 38 times in this book, which is consistent with his legal testimony and certification in Revelation 1:1-8.  From this point forward in this passage, we will see repeated references to Old Testament phrases and symbols.

John writes that he sees “one like a son of man”, which draws from Daniel 7:13.  This is a reference to ‘the Christ’ = ‘the Messiah’ (Matthew 16:13-20; Ephesians 1:9,10; Revelation 14:14).  Christ often called Himself the “Son of Man” in the gospels, drawing upon the term in Daniel 7:13.  The term “son of” or ‘sons of’ in the Bible, when not referring to a genealogical son, refers to being like in character to or close in relationship to (e.g., ‘sons of your Father who is in heaven’, ‘sons of disobedience’).      

The “robe reaching his feet” and, “girded across his chest with a golden sash” is a direct picture of the Old Testament garb of the high priest (Exodus 28, 39).  Christ, of course, ministers as our high priest for us now, in the heavenlies (Hebrews 2:17-10:21).  

14 His head and His hair were white like white wool, like snow; and His eyes were like a flame of fire. 

Next, John writes about the description of Christ’s head, including hair and eyes, conveying Christ’s character, consistent with Jewish symbolism.  Continuing his pattern, he uses the word “like” for points of comparison with things that his readers would understand.

Regarding Christ’s head and hair, they are like:

· Wool or snow, being white, which shows both wisdom of age (Daniel 7:9, 13,22; Micah 5:2) as well as moral and spiritual purity (Isaiah 1:18).  

And about Christ’s eyes, they are like:             

· Flames of fire, having penetrating judgment (1 Corinthians 3:12-14; Romans 3:23, 4:2).

By the end of the next verse, John’s description of Christ will return to characteristics regarding features of his head.

15 His feet were like burnished bronze, when it has been made to glow in a furnace, and His voice was like the sound of many waters. 16 In His right hand He held seven stars, and out of His mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and His face was like the sun shining in its strength. 

In this verses John describes five features of Christ, conveying His character: 

· Feet like the bronze of the furnace, the molten metal signifying purity (Exodus 38:2-39), as well as being immovable and solid.

· A voice like many or rushing waters, roaring (Psalm 93:4; Jeremiah 10:13; 51:16; Revelation 14:2, 19:6).

· The right hand, from the earliest books of the Old Testament, is the hand of power, authority, security and blessing (Genesis 48:13; Exodus 15:6; Psalm 17:7; 18:5; 20:63).  The seven stars that He holds are the messengers of the seven churches which are identified in verse 20, and will be discussed in greater detail as we begin chapters 2 and 3.   

· From Christ’s mouth comes a five foot long Barbarian battle sword (rhomphaia), fully able to carry out awesome judgment, all the way to the day in which Christ will come again and be said to have that Barbarian battle sword for the last time (Isaiah 49:2; John 12:48, Revelation 1:16; 2:12, 16; 19:15, 21). 

· Christ’s face is compared to the sun in its strength, conveying incomparable glory (Matthew 17:2; Acts 26:13).  

Ponder this: When had John last seen the Lord prior to his moment?  How long had it been?  How had Christ changed since those days?  During the time that Christ had walked the earth with John, what time was the greatest contrast with this time that John describes in Revelation 1:9-20?  Are these descriptions of John meant as a means for us to get to know Christ, personally? 

17 When I saw Him, I fell at His feet like a dead man. And He placed His right hand on me, saying, "Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, 18 and the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades."

John says that he fell at Christ’s feet as a dead man (Ezekiel 1:28; Daniel 8:18, 10:8, 9, 17, 18).  This being the first time that John had seen Christ for over six decades, and given the description of Christ, John was so overwhelmed that he fell at Christ’s feet as if dead.  Christ places His right hand on John , as was done with the prophet Daniel (Daniel 8:18, 10:10).  The meaning of Christ placing His right hand on John is given in the words of Christ that follow:  

· “Do not be afraid”, as was also said to Daniel (Daniel 10:19).

· “I am the first and the last”, which are words said by God (Isaiah 41:4, 44:6, 48:12).

· “Was dead and am alive”, which speaks of Christ’s death and resurrection.  John was a personal witness of Christ as He died and as He was resurrected (1 Samuel 2:6; Job 19:25; John chapters 19-21).

· “I have the keys of death and Hades” (Revelation 20:13,14).  Keys were of a different mechanism than we use now, but there were keys in biblical times.   To have a key meant to have power of both access and restraint.  Death and Hades, the place of the dead, no longer hold the power within themselves.  Christ has charge, now, having overcome death.

19 "Therefore write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things."  

This is a three-verse outline for the entire book of Revelation, as is reflected on the overview chart on ‘01 Revelation – Introduction to Revelation’, page 5.  In quick summary John’s given outline and assignment for writing Revelation consists of:

"Therefore write:

· the things which you have seen [here in Revelation chapter 1], and 

· the things which are [the present state of the seven churches as given in Revelation chapters 2 and 3], and 

· the things which will take place after these things.[future heavenly and earthly events as given in Revelation chapters 4-22]". 

The phrase “after these things” conveys historical sequence and reality.  For further insight into the phrase “After these things” see ‘03 Revelation, Appendix: After these things’.

20 "As for the mystery of the seven stars which 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." 

We have taken advantage of this kind of explicit definition as we examined the verses above.  Verse 20 is all about defining things regarding the seven churches of Asia. 
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