
The Lifting of the Curtain 
(Revelation 1:1-20) 

 
Introduction:- 
 
The Book of Revelation has long fascinated the history of Christendom, and 
endless theories about its message have long dominated the history of the 
book’s interpretation. But as we seek to understand the text, we must never 
forget that a special blessing is given at the outset of the book in chapter 1 and 
verse 3, to the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, as well as to 
those who hear it, and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is 
near. And so, at this point, it might be helpful to say something briefly about the 
book’s background and setting, as well as its purpose and structure. First, with 
regard to background and setting, the book came into being because of the 
Apostle John’s exile to the Island of Patmos, around 95 AD, because of his stand 
upon the Word of God, and his testimony to Jesus (Revelation 1:9).  This 
happened when the Roman emperor Domitian was just commencing his 
persecution of the church. Domitian was more insistent on pressing his claims 
to divinity than any of his predecessors. His favourite title in Latin was “Our Lord 
and God” – Dominus et Deus noster ). Nowhere in the empire were there more 
enthusiastic supporters of such adulation of the emperor than the priests of the 
shrines devoted to his worship in Roman Asia. But no Christian who 
acknowledged Jesus as Lord and God could possibly assent to such an 
acknowledgment of the emperor. In this situation, John was given to see the 
principles at work and their implications in an anti-Christ who would proclaim 
war on the only group in the world who would resist him to the death. The end, 
however, was to be the victory of the Christ of God over the Satanic imitation, 
and the kingdom of the world becoming the kingdom of our Lord and of his 
Christ (Revelation 11:15). It is in this setting that the symbols and the parabolic 
visions of the book yield their meaning, and their message is grasped. Secondly, 
with regard to the book’s purpose, this is revealed in verse 1 as showing God’s 
servants, “what must soon take place.” On the basis of this point, this would not 
only incorporate all that follows in the book, but would also suggest that John’s 
present hearers are participants in all that is about to take place, from beginning 
to end. The end time, in which the events pictured in the book will happen, will 
be a time of suffering for the church, of the testing of its faith, and of the 
revelation of the power and grace of God. Faithfulness in suffering to the end 
will be rewarded by a manifestation of inexpressible glory. The basis of all 
warning, encouragement, comfort, and hope, is that the victory has already 
been won. For this reason, there can be a constant “lifting of the curtain”, to 
reveal the power, the majesty, and the joy in the Heavenly throne room, and the 
victory that is already being celebrated there. As one commentator once put it, 
Revelation is “a trumpet call to faith”, and to this end the book was written, in 
order to strengthen the faith, courage, and hope of John’s fellow-believers in 



Christ. May the book also do this for us as well. Finally, I have often reminded 
my students, that structure equals meaning. Is there some kind of structure in 
the writing of this book, which also helps to convey its meaning?  Different 
scholars have suggested different ways in which we may see the structural 
layout of this book. But however we might see the book’s structure, we must 
first remember that the book of Revelation, in terms of genre, is essentially an 
Apocalypse or revelation, which employs the full language of apocalyptic, as well 
as being a Prophecy, which instructs and foretells events to come, and finally 
performs the function of a Letter. The opening paragraph of the book reflects 
the style of a typical greeting found in New Testament Letters. In fact, it has not 
been commonly recognized that Revelation is fundamentally a “letter” 
addressed to churches for which John was concerned, and for which he had a 
special responsibility. And so, as with the other New Testament letters, 
Revelation has an abiding word for all churches, in all generations, for all times. 
And when we think further about this, a letter is meant to be read from 
beginning to end in one sitting or reading. When we receive a six page letter 
from a loved or friend, we do not just sit down and read page one, and then 
leave the other five pages for some future time. No, we read the letter from 
beginning to end in one reading, lest we miss some vital information that may 
be found, even toward the end of the letter!  And here John’s readers are invited 
to do the same, mainly as those who hear the letter read, which suggests that 
all the passing scenes and events in this letter are meant to convey an overall 
picture or impression, until the end is reached, which would rule out any 
attempt on the listener’s part to try and work out any elaborate schemes or 
timetables of end-time history and eschatology within this process, such as the 
book has experienced over the Christian centuries! After all, we are again 
reminded at chapter and verse 1, that the events recorded in this book are those 
which are about to “soon take place” – could this be understood as within the 
next 6 -12 months, within the next 5-10 years, within the next 100 years, or 
within the entire history of the church on earth, until Jesus comes again? No 
doubt the words “soon to take place” may well have been first understood by 
the first recipients of this letter as taking place within their own lifetime, and 
therefore knocking at their own door. In fact, one school of thought called the 
Preterist viewpoint, adopts this point of view, and believes that the events of 
Revelation would “soon take place” for  John and his first century believers. 
However, some within this school of thought are prepared to see some events 
like the second coming of Christ, the final judgment, the resurrection, and the 
new heavens and earth as future. And so the varied approaches to Revelation 
have multiplied down through the centuries of the Christian church. Finally, let 
me say a brief word about interpretation and structure. Much of Revelation is 
symbolic, achieving this through the use of numbers, chief of which are the 
numbers  3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10 and 12, and multiples of these numbers. Other 
images like beasts, dragon, animals, and birds, are taken from the Old 
Testament, and John makes important use of Old Testament books like Genesis, 



Exodus, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and Zechariah, just to 
name some of the most important texts.  As far as structure is concerned, the 
book begins with a prologue at 1:1-8, similar to the beginning of the prologue of 
John’s Gospel in 1:1-18. Then follows John’s vision of Christ in Revelation 1:9-20, 
including his call to receive and write Revelation. This is followed by the letters 
to the seven churches in 2:1-3:22. Then in 4:1-5:14 John is invited to “come up 
higher” into the Throne room of God, in order to be shown what will take place 
after this. These chapters provide the key to understanding Revelation, by 
indicating the process of events which lead to the final kingdom of God. This 
Throne room vision involves the Lamb, who alone is worthy to open the scroll, 
and its seven seals. This is then followed by a series of seven opened seals in 6:1-
8:5, followed by seven trumpets in 8:6-11:19, concluding with seven cups of 
wrath in 15:1-16:21, with an important interlude between the seven trumpets 
and the seven cups of wrath at 12:1-14:20, which structurally occurs at the 
absolute centre of the book. The purpose of these three chapters is to provide 
the theological key as to the reason for the age-long conflict between the church 
and the powers of evil, which covers the whole messianic period from the birth 
of Christ to the consummation.  Then after the three sets of seven judgments of 
the seals, trumpets, and cups, which are probably meant to be understood as 
belonging to each other in terms of one overall judgment, rather than as three 
successive judgments, for the last member of each series leads to the end of 
history, we then arrive at the outcome of the Messianic judgments with the fall 
of the godless empire Babylon in 17:1-19:10, followed by the revelation of Christ 
as the Heavenly Warrior who defeats the Beast and the Dragon, and brings in a 
New Heaven and New Earth with a New Eden and New City of God (19:11-22:5). 
Finally, the book closes with an Epilogue at 22:6-21, which contains the book’s 
seventh and final “blessing” in terms of salvation, as a parallel to the book’s first 
“blessing” within the prologue at 1:3, to those who read, hear, and “take to 
heart” or respond to John’s prophetic testimony.  Let us now take a brief look at 
the message of chapter 1, under three headings:- 
 

1.  First we encounter a “revelation” and double “blessing” for all who read 
the words of this book (verses 1-3). 
 
John states at the outset that the revelation he received is not the product of his 
own imagination, but was given to him through angelic agency. In fact, this 
revelation reached John through a threefold process, which helps to underline 
an extraordinary authority for the book. (1) First, God gave it to Jesus, (2) who 
then sent his angel to John, (3) who in turn writes to believers “his servants.” 
Note that this communication is called “the revelation from Jesus Christ”, which 
may relate to an act of uncovering, or an object uncovered; so here the 
revelation of Jesus Christ may denote the process of the Lord’s revealing of the 
issues of history, or the truth that is revealed. We can take both to be true within 
the book of Revelation. Jesus Christ has a final Word to give us. What an amazing 



truth! And note that He addresses the Church, and not individuals who may 
decide to go it alone. Finally in this section, a double blessing is promised. First, 
a blessing to the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and secondly, 
as an extension of this truth, a blessing on those  hear these words, and take to 
heart or obey what is written in it,  “because the time is near.” This thought 
parallels and frames the opening verse, where this revelation relates to what 
must “soon take place.” This thought is another way of saying that in times of 
deepest darkness, opposition and despair, only the spiritual dimension of reality 
can led us through this world in its struggle for truth and meaning. And John was 
given to see that world, as God has now planned it. He saw it as no one else had 
seen it before. And so these opening verses of the book of Revelation leave us 
with a challenge and question. Are we willing to receive a blessing by having our 
grasp of reality expanded and enriched by the words of this book? Notice 
especially the blessing on the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy 
in verse 3. In reading “aloud” it is assumed that there is an audience eager and 
ready to listen. And so this is not referring to private readers of a printed text, 
but to individuals who task it was to read Revelation publicly during the meetings 
of the early Christian communities. What a blessing it is, to both read, and hear 
the Word of God read in church! There’s was an oral culture in which only a few 
people were literate, and so the role of the reader was crucial to the 
communication of John’s message. We may therefore well ask what we have 
lost in the transition from oral to literate cultures, in which paradoxically, we live 
in a largely Biblically illiterate culture and day of age, and whether therefore, 
greater importance should be given to the public reading of Scripture. And so, 
let the double blessing of this book be our experience today, as the Day of the 
Lord draws nearer.  You are blessed if you read, and twice blessed if you take it 
to heart. Therefore let its message be music to our ears, and life and blessing to 
our souls. 
 

2.  Secondly, there is a double greeting and doxology to the Seven Churches 
(Verses 4-8). 
  

Whereas in the opening three verses there is a double blessing for the reading 
and hearing of this book, here in verses 4-8 the triune God communicates both 
a greeting and a doxology to the seven churches in the province. The greeting is 
one of Grace and Peace. Grace (or God’s unmerited favour), is the characteristic 
blessing of the new age, for the church is no longer under law, and Peace 
(Shalom) is the characteristic blessing of the old covenant; and therefore the 
two in coming together comprise the salvation of the kingdom of God. Further, 
this double blessing is Trinitarian,  first of all from him who is, and who was, and 
who is to come, which recalls the revelation of God’s self-disclosure to Moses at 
the Burning Bush in Exodus 3:14, as “I am who I am”. But now this has been 
expanded and interpreted by Jewish tradition as the Lord of all time, both past, 
present, and future. And as the one “who is to come”, this will be especially 



accomplished through Jesus, at the end of the age. Secondly, the blessing also 
comes from the seven spirits before his throne, which stands for the Holy Spirit. 
Seven is the most used number in Revelation, and its reference to the Holy Spirit 
most probably refers to the Spirit’s link with the seven churches. It may have 
also been taken from passages like Isaiah 11:2 with reference the Spirit’s perfect 
and complete sevenfold qualities and work, or even more likely from Zechariah 
4:10, with reference to Israel as a candelabra with seven lamps whose eyes 
range throughout the earth (Zechariah 4:6). In Revelation 5:6 this is linked to the 
Lamb’s ability to execute God’s plan with complete knowledge, endowed with 
the fullness of God’s Spirit. Finally, the description of Jesus as the “faithful 
witness” is particularly apt for the believers to whom the book was first directed. 
Jesus was the supreme witness for God, and only spoke and did what the Father 
gave Him to do, and finally died on account of his witness, before the authorities, 
which his followers are called to emulate. And as the “firstborn from the dead”, 
Jesus opens up a new and splendid pathway for his faithful followers, especially 
for those who follow him through suffering, even unto death. Finally Jesus’ 
resurrection also establishes him as the exalted Davidic King, and ruler of the 
kings of the earth. Jesus, and not Caesar, is the supreme ruler, before whom all 
kings will bow, for as Revelation 11:15 reminds us: “The kingdom of the world  

has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah, and he will reign for 
ever and ever.” In our multi-faith and postmodern societies where syncretism 
and tolerance often reign, we need fresh reminders as to who is really on throne, 
and who alone holds the key to civilization’s destiny. This passage concludes 
with a doxology, which reminds us of our redemption in Christ as a second 
exodus, who has now freed us from our sin by his own blood, and made us to be 
a kingdom of priests in the service of God, so bringing to fulfilment the calling of 
Israel at Sinai after coming out of Egypt (Exodus 19:6; 5:10; 20:6; 1 Peter 2:9). 
Then, in the light of our calling, we are reminded of Jesus’ second coming, which 
is a major theme of Revelation. Jesus’ coming with the clouds, echoes Daniel 
7:13, and the rest of the verse echoes Zechariah 12:10. It is not clear what is 
meant by the words, “and all peoples on earth will mourn because of him” (v. 
7b). Does this mean a contrition and repentance for sin acceptable to God, or a 
remorse that is too late? But as G.B. Caird (Revelation, 1966, p. 18) points out, if 
the emphasis in verse 7 is upon the words “because of him”, this could only 
mean that all peoples on earth will have remorse for the wounds they have 
caused him. Does Luke 23:48 refer to this very point, when all the people who 
had gathered to witness the death of Jesus upon the cross, went away beating 
their breasts, especially after hearing the Centurion’s witness, “Surely this was 
a righteous man.” In this case, the ultimate fate of all peoples is not John’s 
concern, but rather the ultimate vindication of the Christian faith, and 
supremely, the Cross of Jesus Christ! The passage then concludes with the 
statement of the Lord God as being the “Alpha and the Omega”, repeating the 
description of God back at verse 4, as a frame to the whole section. The Alpha 
and the Omega are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, and together 



with the added word “Almighty”, they emphasize that God and Christ are 
eternally and totally sovereign over history, and exercise absolute power and 
control, even when the powers of this world resist his will, but he intends to 
come and complete his good work for creation. Let us rejoice in this benediction 
today, and make it a blessing for our lives. 
 
3. Finally, amazing things can happen on the Lord’s Day! (1:9-20).  
 
In this final section of the chapter, John begins in verse 9 by giving us the reason 
why he found himself on the Island of Patmos. It was because of the Word of 
God, and the testimony of Jesus, which under the edict and testimony of 
Domitian, who briefly laid claim to being divine, would have been treated as 
subversive. Therefore, John describes the Christian’s call as “your brother and 
companion in the suffering, kingdom, and patient- endurance, which are ours in 
Jesus. As a Christian, can we therefore claim the kingdom, without suffering and 
endurance? These concepts are therefore important for the rest of the book. 
Following this, John then describes his vision of the glory of Christ in verses 10-
18. It came when John was in a situation of isolation, loneliness and suffering.  
Suddenly, on the Lord’s Day, John was in the Spirit, which probably indicates the 
onset of a prophetic vision, and the veil between Heaven and Earth is drawn 
back, to reveal the glory of the exalted Christ. A loud voice like a trumpet was 
then heard, with the instruction to write on a scroll what you see, and send it to 
the seven churches beginning with Ephesus, concluding with Laodicea. There 
were other cities in Asia Minor at this time, but these cities were both postal and 
administrative centres, and in addressing these churches, John could reach not 
only others in Asia Minor, but those scattered throughout the world.  And when 
John turned around to see the voice that was speaking to him, he turned and 
saw seven golden lampstands, with the son of man standing among them. G.B. 
Caird (Revelation, 1966, p. 25) says here that it is of “utmost importance for 
John’s theology that the first statement he makes about the Heavenly Christ is 
that he saw him among the lamps (the empirical, earthly churches). He is no 
Absentee who has withdrawn from earth at his ascension, to return only at his 
second coming, meanwhile exercising his authority over the churches by remote 
control through their heavenly representatives, the angels. The first 
characteristic of Christ revealed to John in his vision is that he is present among 
the earthly congregations of his people, and whatever John has later to say 
about the coming of Christ must be interpreted in the light of this salient fact” 
(end of quote). John’s vision was of someone like a Son of Man, reflecting Daniel 
7:13, wearing clothes suggesting a king’s authority, and a high priest’s purity, 
with white hair like wool, symbolizing the perfect wisdom of the Ancient of Days 
from Daniel 7:9, and with eyes that were blazing with fire, suggesting 
penetrating, divine insight (Daniel 10:5-6). His feet were like bronze glowing in 
a furnace, symbolizing glory, stability, and security, and his voice was like the 
sound of rushing waters, speaking with an awe-inspiring, authoritative, divine 



voice, reflecting the voice of God at Ezekiel 1:24; 43:2.  The overall intention of 
these picture images is to show that the Lord possesses the glory of Heaven and 
shares the likeness of God. In his right hand he held the seven stars (the churches 
heavenly counterparts), reflecting complete power and control, and from his 
mouth was a sharp, two-edged sword (Isaiah 11:4; 49:2; Hebrews 4:12-13), 
suggesting the penetrating power and insight of God’s Word, and his face was 
like the sun shining in all its brilliance, picturing the glory and light of God’s 
presence.  At this John fell at Christ’s feet as a dead man, a common response 
to a prophetic vision. But then he was encouraged by Christ’s words as being the 
“First and the Last”, similar to the Alpha and Omega of verse 8; also as the “Living 
One”, risen from the dead, and alive forever more; and finally as “Holding the 
keys of death and Hades, or the world of the dead” (vv. 17-18). Finally, in the 
light of this presentation of Christ in all his glory, John is encouraged to write 
about all that he has seen, relating both to the present and future, which is best 
taken to mean as a command to write the whole of Revelation, rather than as 
an analysis of the book itself, in its different divisions. The chapter then 
concludes with the explanation of a mystery. The seven stars are the seven 
angels, or better, the churches heavenly counterpart, and the seven lampstands 
are the seven empirical or earthly churches. Here John is reflecting Zechariah’s 
vision of the seven-branched candelabra of Israel, but with this difference; 
whereas Israel was represented by a single candelabra with seven lamps, the 
churches are represented by seven separate standing lamps, for according to 
the New Testament, each local congregation of Christians is the church universal 
in all it fullness. And the unity of the church is to be found only “in Jesus”, who 
holds the seven stars in his right hand. Finally, George Beasley – Murray helpfully 
says: “The angelic nature of the church recalls Christians to realize on earth their 
heavenly calling. To help them to do that is the purpose of the seven letters” 
(George Beasley- Murray  Revelation, NBC 1994, p. 1427). 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
How might the message of this first chapter of the book of Revelation encourage 
us today? How might a greater vision of the unseen world help us today, as we 
confront opposition to the Christian faith? Also, how might John’s words that 
Christ is not an absentee Lord, but rather one who walks in the midst of the 
churches in verse 13, help us to persevere in our faith, and draw strength to help 
us in the time of need?   May we too find ourselves like John, in the Spirit on the 
Lord’s Day, in order to receive a double blessing from these words today.  Amen. 


