GRACE AND PEACE FROM THE TRIUNE GOD

Reading: Psalm 89:19-37; Rev 1:1-8
Text: Rev 1:4-5a 
Heidelberg Catechism LD 8
Suggested hymns: Psalter Hymnal 316-319, 491
Theme: The triune God greets his church extending to them grace and peace.
Purpose: To explain and apply the doctrine of the trinity in the light of all God is to us and has done for us.


No doubt the words of this text will sound very familiar to you. They are regularly used for the greeting of the Lord at the beginning of worship. At the start of the worship service we are called to worship with a reading of the Scriptures, usually from the psalms; then we are reminded from Psalm 124:8 that “Our help is in the name of the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth.” And then we often hear these words of greeting from our triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

This is just one of many passages in the Bible that teach us that God is triune: we believe there is one God in three persons. 

In the Old Testament the emphasis was on the oneness of God. Every day the people of Israel would recite words known as the Shema; “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God the Lord is one.” (Deut 6:4) This passage emphasised that God was unique among the many so-called gods of the pagan nations. The Lord God of Israel was the one true God. 
Usually the mention of the LORD or God in the Old Testament is referring to God the Father. But there are also references to the Spirit of God, and many promises of the Messiah, Jesus Christ.

But it is not until the coming of Jesus himself that it became clear that there was more than one person in the Godhead. Jesus came into the world and he claimed to be the Son of God, to have come from heaven, to be equal with him, to reveal him, to make him known, to do his will, and to be one with him. The Jewish religious leaders clearly understood that Jesus claimed to be God. The Father was God, and Jesus was also God. 

Jesus also spoke about the Holy Spirit as a third divine person and promised that he would send this Spirit to his disciples. This meant that there were three divine persons making up a triune God. 

This truth is revealed in the Bible - as in this passage, and in the baptism of Jesus, and in the Great Commission of our Lord in Matthew 28, and in the benediction of 2 Cor 13:14 – but it is not written up in a systematic manner. That is true of many of the doctrines of the Bible.

The Christians and theologians of the early church read the Scriptures and thought hard about how to formulate this and express it clearly. This became especially important as some people came up with wrong ideas about the trinity. As a result of all this study and discussion the Christian church expressed the truth about the trinity in the Apostles, Nicene, and Athanasian creeds. Later this doctrine was summarised in the Reformed Confessions.

We believe that there are three divine persons who are distinct from each other but who are never separated from each other, who are never going off doing their own thing apart from the others. 
They are like three very, very close friends; the early church theologians illustrated this with Peter, James and John. We need to think of three persons who are distinct from each other but who are inseparable and are always in a close and intimate relationship.

These three persons share the same divine essence or substance. All of us here have one thing in common – we are all human – we share the essence of humanity. The Father, Son and Holy Spirit share the common essence of being God, and they are the only ones who share that essence. They are all fully God; each is as fully God as the other. Together they are a unity, or a tri-unity. They are one in truth, love, knowledge, will, power, majesty and glory.

We will never fully understand this doctrine and we will never know exactly how all this works out. But we can know this God for ourselves and we can rejoice in what he has done for his people. This is how the Bible speaks of the triune God – it reveals what the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit have done for us – how God has redeemed a people to be his own. 

In this passage the apostle John brings greetings from the triune God to the seven churches in Asia in the first century, and to us in our church in the 21st century. He conveys to us the “grace and peace” of God. These two words sum up the good news of God’s salvation.

Grace is God’s unmerited favour shown to those who do not deserve it. All the spiritual benefits we enjoy come from God’s grace. 

One of those benefits is that “we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ.” (Rom 5:1) God has been reconciled to us.
That objective peace also gives us an inward peace – it is “the peace of God that transcends all understanding”. This “will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” (Phil 4:7) 

This grace and peace come from God the Father, through the Holy Spirit, on the basis of what Jesus has done for us. Or, to put it another way, they are provided by the Father, distributed by the Holy Spirit on the basis of the merit of Jesus. 

The Christians in the Roman Empire in the 90’s AD needed God’s grace and peace. And we need these blessings of God in our lives and in our world today, with all its hurry and confusion, with all its stress and anxiety. May the triune God grant you his grace and peace in your lives. 

1. This comes to us “from him who is, and who was, and who is to come.” That is, this comes from God the Father.

Much of the symbolism in the book of Revelation is drawn from the Old Testament, as is this phrase. This looks back to Exodus 3 where the LORD revealed himself to Abraham as “I Am”. “I AM WHO I AM.” (Ex 3:14) This is the basis of the name of the LORD, Yahweh, he who is, the one who exists in and of himself. He is the Creator of the heavens and the earth. 

He “is, and was, and is to come.” This description means he is eternal and unchangeable. The Lord repeats his name in verse 8; “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” 

This is a very appropriate name for God in this book; Revelation describes the present in the light of the past and the future. The Christians in the first century could rely on the character of God and take comfort from who he is.

This is also very reassuring for us. We live in a world of constant and rapid change. There is much uncertainty in our society about the future – in the economy, in race relations, in the increase of crime and drugs and drunkenness and in the disintegration of the family. 
Where will all this lead? We don’t know. 
But we do know that the one who is, and who was, and who is to come will give us grace and peace. In the world we will have trouble but in God we have peace. In the world everything is in flux but God is always the same, constant, reliable. You can depend on him.

2. Grace and peace also come ‘from the seven spirits before his throne.” 

This order of mentioning the persons of the trinity is unusual - going from the Father to the Holy Spirit to the Son. Some have suggested that this reflects the layout of the tabernacle. 
The innermost room was the Most Holy Place and the High Priest wen there only once every year on the Day of Atonement. In that room there was only one piece of furniture which was the rectangular gold box known as the Ark of the Covenant, which represented the presence of God. 
Coming from there the High Priest went into the next room, which was the Holy Place; burning there was a seven-branched candlestick representing the Holy Spirit. 
As he left that room he stepped out into the courtyard and directly in front of him was the altar, which anticipated the sacrifice of the Lord Jesus.

To describe the Holy Spirit as “the seven spirits” is also unusual, but is used a few times in this book. (cf. 3:1; 4:5; 5:6) In Revelation 4:5 John saw seven lamps blazing before the throne; “These are the seven spirits of God.” This description of the Holy Spirit came from the Old Testament prophet Zechariah who saw a vision of a solid gold lamp-stand with a bowl at the top and seven lights around it. (Zech 4:2)

The number seven in the Bible represents completeness and perfection. The Holy Spirit is in heaven in all his complete power and in the fullness of his energy, and his work is powerful and effective.  

He is there “before the throne”. This means that he is ready to serve God the Father – to do his will and his work in the world. He is God’s messenger, God’s agent in the world, imparting his grace and peace to all his people – also to us today, and to all whom God has chosen to be his people. 

3. Grace and peace also come to us “from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from among the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth.” (v 5)

These three descriptions of Jesus also come from the Old Testament and describe Jesus in his threefold office of prophet, priest and king. 

a. He is the faithful witness. 

This phrase comes from Psalm 89 which describes the covenant God made with David that “his line will continue forever… it will be established forever like the moon, the faithful witness in the sky.” (v 37) In Revelation it is not the moon that is the faithful witness but the Lord Jesus. 

In his gospel John described how Jesus testified or witnessed about what he had seen and heard about God in heaven and how he testified about the truth. (John 3:32; 18:37) Jesus was the great prophet who spoke to people about his Father.   

John also wrote in his gospel that “the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever seen God, but God the One and Only, who is at the Father’s side, has made him known.” (John 1:18) Jesus is the faithful witness to God the Father. 

b. He is also “the firstborn from the dead”.

This title also goes back to Psalm 89:27 where the Lord says of David, “I will appoint him my firstborn, the most exalted of the kings of the earth.” What was said about David was fulfilled in David’s greater son, the Lord Jesus.

To be the firstborn from the dead means that Jesus first had to die. He died as our priest who offered himself as a sacrifice for sin. Grace and peace come from Jesus our Saviour who gave up his life for his people. 

But Jesus not only died he was also raised as “the firstborn from the dead.” Some of you are the firstborn in your family. If you had lived in Old Testament times you had special rights and privileges and you would receive a larger part of your father’s inheritance.
Jesus is the One and Only Son of his Father, from all eternity, and he is the firstborn with all the rights and privileges that go with that. He has absolute priority in the family of God. He is pre-eminent and sovereign.

That he is “the firstborn from the dead” means that he is the first of many who will also be raised from the dead. When he returns for the second time the trumpet will sound and the dead will be raised imperishable. (1 Cor 15:52) The resurrection of Jesus guarantees that all who believe in him will also be raised!

c. Jesus is “the faithful witness”, our prophet, “the firstborn from the dead”, our priest, and “the ruler of the kings of the earth.” He is our king.

This is also drawn from Psalm 89 where David, and Jesus, are described as “the most exalted of the kings of the earth.” (v 27) After his resurrection Jesus ascended into heaven to take up his position of rule in heaven. God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow. (Phil 1:9-10)

From that position Jesus is putting all his enemies under his feet. He is “the ruler of the kings of the earth.” He is the King of kings and the Lord of Lords. This is the description of him in this book. He is the rider on the White horse who has been given all dominion, authority, power and rule. (Rev 17:14; 19:11ff)

The book of Revelation describes how he is subduing his enemies and extending his kingdom. It describes the sure and certain progress of his rule over all things until the day when he hands everything back to the Father so that God may be all in all. (1 Cor 15:28)

We know, serve and worship a triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This is not merely a doctrine to know and study from the Bible, but it is a rich and beautiful truth that embraces all that God has done for us as his people. 

God the Father is eternal and unchanging; he is and was and is to come. 
God the Holy Spirit is God’s agent in the world, applying to us all the benefits won by Jesus and doing so powerfully and irresistibly. 
And God the Son is our prophet, priest and King.

Grace and peace to you from God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.

Amen

