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Message  The visions begin! 
 
Revelation 1:9 -2:7 

A minister friend of mine heard I was attempting a series in Revelation and 

suggested I put down the surgical scalpel and concentrate on Revelation 

being Mystery. I know exactly what they meant and I agree, certainly in part. 

We can get so bogged down in the detail that we become confused or bored 

or both.  

However, this line can be an excuse for a “cop out”. If we say “Revelation is 

just so mysterious, that we cannot attempt to read and understand it,” then 

we are rejecting what we believe is God’s word for us, here and now.  

On the other hand, if we study Revelation as we normally study scripture by 

looking for the original meaning in the words, the detail may obscure the 

truth intended.  

I believe that you & I are never going to understand the answer to the world 

the universe and everything and indeed no more than a tiny fraction of God’s 

truth until we are in glory ourselves.  

We should embrace the mystery that our faith brings us as well as the 

certainties, but as we as curious and enquiring beings love to be faced with a 

mystery book to read, perhaps a crime “who dunnit”, we must collate all the 

available facts we have and try to put those facts into a coherent explanation 

to bring us closer to the ultimate truth. 

I was trying to find a quotation that helped summarise this tension between 

mystery and certainty. During this last week, I opened my late mother’s NIV 
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Bible, only because it happened to be the copy closest at hand in my study. 

As I turned to the Book of Revelation one of her typewritten scraps of paper 

fell out. I should say my mother was a great reader and a great collector of 

thoughts and quotations which she would then write on a scrap of paper and 

insert in the book. On this particular scrap was a quotation from a review of 

Peter Baez’ book called “The forgotten Dream”.  

He wrote: The Christian life is a venture of faith which begins with discipleship 

and ends God knows where. Just as it does not proclaim security from tragedy 

or disaster, but proclaims that the divine love is greater than these; so it does 

not promise security from intellectual difficulty and doubt, but proclaims that 

the divine truth is such that belief and doubt both have a part to play in our 

faithful response to its appeal.  

As we launch into the visions in Revelation, can I give you my own medical 

analogy for how we are going to proceed? I hope you are all familiar with the 

workings of a microscope. When a specimen is first put under the microscope 

we look with the low power lens to look at the gross detail – the big picture, 

then we increase the power more and more to see the fine structure of the 

specimen. Then we may return to the low power to allow us to move to 

another part of the specimen. 

This is exactly how I propose we move on with Revelation. We have been 

going slowly thus far, looking at the fine detail of the context and the early 

text, which has given us insight into the writer, his situation, a concentrated 

statement of the gospel and a myriad of links to the OT.  

Now as we turn to the first vision and to the message to the churches, we are 

going to start by looking again at the fine detail of the vision of the risen 

Christ in His glory, then  pull back to the low power lens to look at the seven 



 

3 

 

churches as representative of all churches worldwide and what we can learn 

about them that is relevant to ourselves here today. 

I hope following the last two sermons, there is still some sense of anticipation 

as we leave the introduction and move to the first of the two great visions of 

John.  You will recall that in our introduction we looked at the whole genre of 

this type of apocalyptic writing – trying to describe what will happen at the 

end of the world. This is a form of writing that is  so foreign to us but very 

familiar to the Jewish origin Christians to whom this letter was written.   

Hopefully, you will remember that we spoke of the characteristic of this 

writing was an abandonment of looking to good things in the present age, 

because life was so awful for the Jewish people. They had lost Jerusalem and 

the temple in AD 70 and were scattered everywhere.  The Jews could only 

look forward to the ends times prophesied in the prophets Daniel, Ezekiel 

and Zecharia, which might bring them back to what they felt was their 

rightful position at the centre of God’s work in the world. 

We were also reminded that revelation is the only Christian apocalyptic book 

and whilst it is written in the style of these other Jewish books, it contains 

what we as Christians would crucially consider the central role of Jesus Christ 

in the end times. For that reason we concentrated last week on the 

presentation of the gospel contained in four verses of chapter 1  - identifying 

God; identifying Jesus and the Holy Spirit; and demonstrating the self 

sacrificial centrality of Jesus in human existence.  We saw that there was no 

completion of the Jewish jigsaw of the end times until Jesus and his sacrifice 

was placed in its true position.   
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Finally, we saw that with the crucifixion and resurrection, God’s kingdom on 

earth had truly started and as we look to what John writes about the end 

times, we see how that fact influences the interpretation of his visions.  

As you will see from John’s visions, his attention to detail, particularly in 

relation to old Testament Scripture is both one of the challenges as well as 

one of the strengths of this document. 

So turn with me in your Bibles  to revelation 1, verse nine, at the beginning of 

John’s first vision.  He identifies where he is, the island of Patmos and that he 

is in some difficulties as a prisoner in exile in that he is “a brother and 

companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance”. 

John was worshipping on the “Lord’s day”. Interestingly this is probably the 

first written record of the choice of Sunday by the early church as the day 

where they would gather together to break bread and commemorate Jesus’s 

resurrection.  Most of us would cite the Resurrection of Jesus on Sunday as 

the reason they changed the day of worship from the Jewish Sabbath. It is 

worth remembering that many Christians were Jewish and they would want 

to avoid meeting on a Friday evening or Saturday morning as this would 

conflict with the synagogue services which they may well have continued to 

attend.  Thus they chose Sunday both to celebrate the Easter resurrection 

and I suppose pragmatically to ease the situation for the converted Jews. 

John is entering a visionary state, not as an isolated incident but rather as a 

part or as a result of the worship service he is attending. It is worthwhile 

reminding ourselves how often OT prophets had dreams or visions which 

were the basis of their prophecies. John considers himself as a prophet, and 

therefore speaks in a prophetic style.  
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Suddenly, he hears the voice described “like a trumpet”.  I am sure that all 

those whose child has attempted learning that trumpet or indeed those 

whose near neighbour is learning to play the trumpet know the 

characteristics of clarity, grabbing attention, and cutting through both other 

noises and whatever the listener might be trying to do!   

When Jesus speaks, there is no doubt in anyone’s mind who is speaking. And  

John is commanded to write down the vision that he will see. 

Naturally he turns towards the voice that is speaking to him and sees the first 

of many highly symbolic elements of his vision.  Remember John is so familiar 

with Old Testament Scripture that in his attempt to describe the 

indescribable he uses elements familiar to him and familiar to his audience.   

The vision is not a random hallucination but in its detail places and confirms 

the Old Testament context when God had already revealed herself to his 

people.   

What does he see?  The first symbolic object is the menorah – the seven 

branch lampstand which was the familiar symbol of Judaism.  

Could this mean that John was only identifying Jewish Christians in the 

churches to which he is writing?   

Clearly not, as already there were many Gentile converts to Christianity, but 

this symbol identifies the Jewish origin of the Christian faith and the idea that 

as new members became part of the church they were grafted into the 

branches of the lamp, where other branches who had denied God had fallen 

away and been broken off.  



 

6 

 

But there is not one lampstand representing the church but seven. We have 

seen that this number seven represents completeness, so the seven 

lampstands represent the totality of Christ’s church on earth. They also 

represent the seven churches to whom John is writing directly. 

All denominations who preach Jesus Christ risen are found here with Him at 

the centre. And in each of the seven lampstands,  the branches identify not 

just the Jewish origin Christians but all Christians, organised into all branches 

of the Christian church.  

Thus we could rewrite that phrase  in v12 as “and I turned to see the voice 

that was speaking to me and, when I had turned, I saw all the Christian 

denominations and churches represented and in their midst stood the risen 

Christ.” 

In recent and not so recent history, terrible things have been done to the 

Jews in the  misguided notion that because the Jews had put  Jesus to death, 

the very existence of the Jewish race was a merely a prelude to the formation 

of the Christian church.  Once Jesus had come, the relevance of Judaism was 

over.  In that way the Nazis justified the Holocaust, as well as of course their 

jealousy of the financial and cultural success of the Jewish community.  

Such a misunderstanding of the role of the Jews must not creep into our own 

minds.  The Jews are still the chosen people of God.  They have had, and will 

have a crucial role in world history to the end of time.  We, as a Gentile 

Christians have been grafted in to the chosen people through faith in Jesus 

Christ our Lord, and Jesus has made that faith open to all.  However, He was a 

Jew, born from an unbroken Jewish line to Jewish King David and we do well 

not to forget that. 
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John next tries to describe the risen Christ for his readers. Here is the first use 

of the low and high power magnification of our theological microscope. We 

need both the low power view for the whole picture as well as some of the 

detail to inform us of the relevance of the whole.  

First the whole picture: I suppose many of us have preconceived ideas of 

what Jesus looked like when He walked on Earth and what he will look like 

when we meet him in heaven.  I think inevitably in this graphic and media 

influenced age, our image will have been greatly influenced by visual 

portrayals of Jesus in paintings, films and of course those images that were 

presented to us in our childhood.   

We may also be influenced by things like the haunting images of the stains in 

on the Shroud of Turin, whether or not it is a forgery. 

I am often astounded at the pictures we see sometimes in Western children’s 

books where Jesus is betrayed so clearly as a white Western Caucasian man, 

with nothing  of his Jewish, Middle Eastern origin.   

We are then surprised when artists portray Jesus perhaps as an Afro-

Caribbean black man or as an Asian to identify him with the other ethnic 

cultures.  In some ways all our preconceived ideas will influence how we 

visualise Christ.  

 

Then in the detail, John’s strong attachment and knowledge of the Old 

Testament interweaves every element of his vision, but also serves to 

validate it. 



 

8 

 

V13 Jesus was one “like a son of man”. There are four possible meanings for 

this.  

 The Son of Man was the title given to the Messiah expected by the 

Jews. 

 A Son of man was referred to 93 times in Ezekiel  where God is 

addressing a prophet as a son of man. 

 A son of man could just indicate the human nature of the individual. 

 In Daniel’s prophecy of the end times there was a special apocalyptic 

figure called a Son of man who comes to rule and judge over all. 

 I think we can take elements of all these meanings to describe the 

Risen, ruling Saviour Jesus.  

 He was truly and completely both God & human man.  

 He was the Messiah promised to the children of Israel even though 

they did not recognise Him.  

 He will be the judge of all humankind when he comes again, both 

those living at that time and those who have died.  

Jesus’s clothes “with a robe which reached down to his feet and he was girt 

about the breasts with the golden girdle.”This is no fashion statement; this 

was a description of the robe of the high priest which had already been laid 

down in the rules for the high priest on the temple.  The high priest wore an 

ankle length robe and a girdle wound round and round the body 

embroidered with colours and flowers and gold.  So Jesus glorified is 

identified with the clothing of the high priest.  We may interpret both the 
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vision and the words as emphasising that Jesus in glory is still a great high 

priest opening the way for everyone to come into the presence of God.   

We can extend the analysis even further by identifying this sort of robe as 

typical of the robe of a king.  As we learned last week, Jesus Christ risen rules 

over all the rulers of this earth. 

Finally, if we turn back to the vision in Daniel, we see that the divine figure 

who came to talk to him of the truth of God was clothed in exactly the same 

way.  This was the clothing of an angel, a messenger from God. 

So this vision of Jesus affirms the risen Lord as truly the complete messenger 

of God, prophet, high priest and King. 

 

But we have more in this vision. We have some physical characteristics  as 

well: Jesus’s head and hair were white, like snow. His eyes were as a flame of 

fire and his feet were like beaten brass.   

White hair is associated with great age and Snow with a pure colour.    

Remember the prophet Isaiah said “though your sins are like Scarlet, they 

shall be like snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like 

wool”. The Messiah changes everything to purity. 

John is seeing the eternal age but also the eternal purity of Jesus in his 

image.  And then he turns to Jesus’s eyes; of all the things that I suspect from 

reading the Gospels we can gather about Jesus’s physical appearance, is that 

his eyes and his gaze was something very special.   
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How would we put that into words?  “As a flame of fire” seems a very good 

description. Intense, alive, warm, caring, questioning, unavoidable.And his 

feet were like a beaten brass, as if it had been refined by a fire in a furnace.  

Again in this is an old Testament image; Daniel’s angelic visitor had limbs like 

the gleam of burnished bronze, standing for strength and the shining rays 

standing for speed. 

 

Jesus’s voice was as the sound of many waters.  Again an image that brings 

to us both as the roar of a storm and the calm; “the peace, be still” moment 

as Jesus calms the waters. 

In His hand he holds all the stars, the completeness of the universe, the 

matter and antimatter beloved by modern physicists. He understands the 

creation, the big bang, the eleven dimensions of space that Stephen Hawking 

was talking about in his recent series of TV programs. I think that is what 

makes science so exciting; not just for the knowledge itself but the way it 

shows us just a little more of the elegance of God’s creation. 

From Jesus’  mouth we see a two edged sword. This surely is not a visual 

image but reminds us of the ability of God’s word to pare away, like the 

sharpest of cook’s knives, the deceptions which you and I surround ourselves; 

the little white lies that make us feel more important.  

The writer to the Hebrews writes “The word of God is living and active, 

sharper than any two-edged sword”. It is the sword of discrimination which 

the church at Ephesus in our reading today was complemented on. It is a 

reminder of what we use when we are uncertain about the rightness of any 

action or matter – God turns us towards the two-edged sword of His Word. 
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And finally His face shines as the sun. No one who has seen Jesus in life or in 

a life vision, or even when you read of those who have come close to death 

and returned with a vision of Jesus meeting them,  have any doubt about the 

light that draws them to His face. 

So now we draw back from the detail and we see Jesus as a whole for 

ourselves:  

 Dressed as a priest and King and prophet;  

 a person with the wisdom of age and the discernment far exceeding 

that of the greatest philosopher;  

 an image of power and beauty;  

 creator and controller of the universe.  

 He stands in the midst of all His churches, not favouring any one of 

them.  

You know if you & I had to put into words the personal image of Christ that 

you & I have in our minds, what would He look like?  

I believe that vision of ours, including our understanding of the 

characteristics of your & my saviour  has as much validity for us as John’s 

vision had for John, for it would include our cultural elements, our 

experiences and knowledge of Him. Surely this risen Christ has a dynamic 

image for each one of us. 

What is John’s reaction? 
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 John is frightened by the vision as I am sure all of us would have 

been but Jesus speaks in His Godly omnipotence commanding him to 

write down what he sees. 

 Jesus reminds him of His omnipotence over time: I am the first and 

the last;  

 Jesus reminds him of His omnipotence over death: I am the Living 

one; I was dead,  

 Jesus reminds him of His omnipotence over judgement: I hold the 

keys of death and Hades (hell) 

John is commanded to write to the angels of the churches.  There are many 

theories as to the meaning of this word angels. But I think it we consider the 

role of angels as messengers, then John can be said to write via a message to 

each of the churches, and thence to other churches around and then to us. 

How to approach the individual church stories 

O wad some Power the giftie gie us 

To see oursels as ithers see us! 

I have heard these letters preached many times and occasionally seen them 

used to bolster up this or that point of view to decry a particular church or 

denomination.  

We must not use this letter as an excuse to point the finger, rather see and 

take note. By the time we have gone through all seven we will realise that 

there are many aspects both positive and negative that allow us to identify 

ourselves with one or other of the churches at that time. 
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John writes to each church in the same form but note he writes the letter as 

a whole, knowing that all the churches would see all the criticisms and 

encouragements  for each other, and down to us looking at them 2000 years 

later. 

 

Let’s have a reality check.  

We are used to this church building, its familiarity, the knowledge of its 

building and the reasons for that in the dedication to Ella Orr-Ewing. But do 

we imagine this church or even the Church of Scotland is destined to go on 

unchanged for ever?  

Consider the fate of the churches in the first three chapters of Revelation. 

None of them exist now, and indeed they did not necessarily last many 

decades after the writing of this letter.  

The two churches most fully praised (Smyrna & Philadelphia) held out 

longest after the Turkish conquest, but were eventually lost. 

The two cities now completely uninhabited are Sardis & Laodicea, both most 

severely rebuked in this letter.  

This may be coincidence but a pattern could be possible. The church is often 

found to be the guardian of the goodness of a culture in any society.  

Remember the presence of the righteous in Sodom Gen. 18:20-32 was the 

only factor that could have restrained judgement on that misguided society. 

Each of the messages to the churches is different in content, but exactly the 

same in structure rather like an annual Appraisal of a member of your staff.  
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To the church of * 

 Jesus says 

 I know ……. Usually some praise 

 I reprove you for ………… 

 He who hears must pay attention 

 Promise of the end times 

Ephesus the city: 

The greatest city in the region although not the capital – some 

parallels with Glasgow & Edinburgh. The greatest harbour in Asia 

with a major Commercial centre. This was the wealthiest city in the 

region.  

Although not the capital the Roman proconsul had to land and enter 

the province through Ephesus. But it was a “free city” like Philiipi 

where there was local administration and self government. But in an 

evil world demanding worship of the emperor it was the local 

emperor worship centre. Domitian had named it “guardian” of the 

emperor worship cult with two temples in his honour. 

It was also the center of worship of Diana of the Ephesians (temple of 

Artemis) and thence of magic. You could buy “Ephesian letters” 

which were charms that were considered infallible remedies for 

sickness and could guarantee success in any undertaking. 
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The Ephesian church 

With that background you would imagine the Christian church would 

have quite a struggle to be sown, set root and flourish. 

Yet:  

 Paul stayed in Ephesus longer than any other city. 

 Timothy  became  its first Bishop 

 Acquilla, Priscilla and Apollos  Acts 18, 19 lived here 

 Tradition that John the apostle brought Mary the mother of 

Jesus here and here she was buried. 

So in fact it was much favoured in the early church. 

  

1. To the church of Ephesus 

2. Jesus { He who holds the seven stars in His hand and walks amoungst the 

seven lamstands} says 

3. I know that you are good at: 

a)Hard work & perseverance. They are able to toil for Christ and if 

physical work was impossible, they could still toil in prayer. Excellent ! 

b)Discernment of truth. There were so many people who sought entry 

into the congregations of the young church with evil intentions.  
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 There were Jews who wanted to pull Christians back into the 

legalism of the Jewish law.  

 There were those who wanted to use the promise of forgiveness 

of sins as a license for immorality, confident that they could sin 

and then ask for the unending forgiveness.  

 There were even professional beggars who used the generosity 

of the church to their selfish advantage.  

 The Ephesian church was really good at weeding these people  

out. 

I think we can put this into modern relevance quite easily. The post 

modern culture in which we now live encourages the idea of many beliefs 

being right, both in terms of religious belief and social norms of 

behaviour. Modern society rails down on Christians who say we have 

absolute truth, “the way the truth and the life.” Yet surely that is exactly 

what Christians are commanded to do. In these times of criticism,  

Churches and their leadership tend to soften the edges of absolutes. 

Quote from Craig Keeler “Indeed in talking with some members of 

churches that preach Biblical holiness, I have been struck by the number 

of people who embrace what their minister says on matters that comfort 

them but prefer other, more worldly sources for instruction on morality.” 

c) Ephesus hates the practices of the Nicolatians. They were a cult who 

were closely connected to the idol worship of Balaam. We will meet one 

of their number, Jezebel later, but for now their claims to evil fame were 

the encouragement of sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed 

to idols. One Bishop wrote of them “they lived lives of unrestrained 
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indulgence – they abandon themselves to pleasure like goats. Not an 

edifying description.  

4. I reprove you for:  

a) You have forsaken you first love v4. Ephesus was so efficient; so 

“sound” scripturally. They could identify and weed out the heresies and 

loose thinkers. They surely were the epitome of an evangelical, scriptural 

first century church.  

Why did their witness cause Jesus to grieve and why is Ephesus not the 

centre of the Christian Church to the present day?  

They had lost their love, their caring, their ability to see a sinner and 

bind up their wounds, give money for their support and get them help, to 

use the parable of the Good Samaritan as a model. 

 They were hard on the sinner rather than the sin. Another quote from 

Craig Keller “ Some churches die from lack of outreach, lack of planning 

for a rising generation, or lack of courtesy for visitors; some churches, like 

the church at Ephesus, may risk simply killing themselves off by how they 

treat others. “ These are telling words here and now.  

I believe at times, we in Killearn have put ourselves at risk by being an 

“in-crowd” church, a church where loving our neighbour is sometimes 

second priority or even forgotten. We are a church with financial and 

social advantages related to the people who live in the parish and 

worship here. It is great that we hear that we are in a good financial state 

and our leadership is looking to new avenues for growth. 
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But from time to time, we have taken to the barricades for things which 

we truly felt were part of God’s will for us, like building a new manse, 

seeking a new minister, building a new church hall. In each case almost 

inevitably we faced those who disagreed with us, and although we 

worked hard to face our objectors’ fire with fire, sometimes we forgot to 

love them at the same time.  

And there are scars on both sides because of that. There are members 

who left us; there are members who stayed but have withdrawn from 

active involvement; there are loyal and caring members who cannot 

bring themselves to shake the minister’s hand or mine any more or greet 

us in the street. And that saddens me terribly, and I ask myself, was it all 

worth that? Did we forget to love those who worked so hard against our 

plans?  

You see, those in the community who are not members of Christ’s 

church and who feel they are powerful because of their social position or 

age or income or whatever, have their own “moral rules of engagement” 

which will differ from individual to individual.  

We as Christians do not have that luxury; if we fail to love our enemies 

then we have fallen short. Whatever the opposition have done to us, we 

have failed in that first command to Love God and love our neighbour as 

ourselves. The others have to live with their consciences. We have to live 

with the risk that Ephesus ran, of losing our right to “eat from the tree of 

life, which is in the paradise of God”. We risk our heavenly souls! 

 

What was Ephesus told to do to fend off destruction? They were told: 
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a) Remember.  

 Remember those times when care and love were at the centre.  

 Remember when preaching Christ crucified was the prime 

directive and not controlling orthodoxy or putting up bricks and 

mortar.  

 Remember Him who died for us first, and not as an after thought 

to our hopes and plans. 

b)Repent. They must appraise what they did and if they showed a lack 

of love they must accept that fault and pray for forgiveness.  

c) Act. No one has truly repented if he or she does the same things 

again.  

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He 

who hears must pay attention or: “If you do not repent, I will come to 

you and remove your lampstand from its place.”   

Remember Ephesus now is no more, just ruins 6 miles or so away from 

the sea that was the main reason for its economic and political power.  

Where will Killearn Kirk be found in 20, 50, 100 years from now? 

 Promise (positive) of the end times. He who overcomes will not 

be hurt at all by the second death. That is the death that comes 

following judgement at the second coming of Christ in His glory.  

Quoting Henry Emerson Fosdick, a great American Baptist “the great 

truth of Christianity is that no man stays the way he is. The proof of 
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repentance is a changed life, changed by our effort in co-operation with 

the grace of God.”  

Ephesus for all its greatness, was lost.  

What is the future for Killearn Kirk I wonder? 


