REVELATION 5: 1-10
(Readings: John 14:1-4; Zechariah 4:1-14)

Behold The King Whom We Sing!


Dearly loved church of our Lord,

	The book of Revelation is a very vivid and seemingly strange collection of images.
		From living creatures, covered with eyes, in front and in back, with six wings, and who day and night never stop crying out praise to God, through to the four apocalyptic horsemen, riding white, read, black and pale horses, and reaping the most devastating disasters across the face of the earth.
			It goes deep into the darkness of hellish despair and high into the glorious heavens!

	This book has an imagery which puzzles us too.
		Not just because of what John sees in his visions, but also just as much because of our difficulty in understanding what they mean.
			No wonder there are so many interpretations that have been given to the different parts of this last book in Scripture.
	You’ve heard or read of them, I’m sure.
		There have been those brochures in your letter boxes, handed out on city street, or placed as advertisements in newspapers and magazines.

	At first it may seem the same with the verses of this text.
		Look - it has that number ‘seven’.
			A number which always pops up in this book.
	It has an angel as well.
		There is the animal imagery, the throne in heaven.
			And then there is what surrounds the throne - the four living creatures, the twenty-four elders, and the thousands upon thousands of angels!

	Despite all that’s happening in this scene, however, it is all quite simple.
		In the words of a first consideration to this text, A LOT’S HAPPENING BUT IT’S ALL ONE THING.
		
	You see, all these are parts of one and the same picture which we can grasp and take into our lives.
		Lives which will then become more greatly awed and enthused of God in His Son.
				
	And what is this theme?
		It is what Graeme Goldsworthy says: “By a skilful use of apocalyptic images, John illuminates the central paradox of the gospel.”

	The Gospel?
		The good news about the doing and dying of Jesus Christ for our sins - in these verses?
			Indeed, this is the key concern of this book of Revelation, however strange it may first appear.

	Though, congregation, by way of introduction, let’s remind ourselves of a fundamental rule in interpreting and applying Scripture.
		That rule is: “What did the text mean for its original hearers?”

	You see, a text without a context is a pretext.
		And that’s why so many have distorted the book of Revelation.
			They used its mysteriousness to back up their own strange ideas.
				That way they could apply it directly to their own time in history.

	I well remember one of these occasions in the late 1970’s.
		The new technology was then coming out with various bank and credit cards.
			Something that obviously made some of the more fundamentalistic Pentecostal Christians quite insecure.
				For soon enough there were brochures and talks all about ‘the mark of the beast’ on these cards!

	Now, many of us would know from Revelation 13 verse 18 that this is symbolised in the number ‘666’.
		It was this number they were claiming then was appearing on those cards.
			So they would very zealously show you how all the numbers on your credit card added up to ‘666’.
				I have to say, they used some quite involved mathematical formulations in that process!

	What we need to always come back to, however, is what it meant to those the apostle originally wrote this to.
		So, what did it mean to the Christians forty to fifty years after the death, resurrection, and ascension of our Lord?

	At this point, the reading from Zechariah 4 is helpful.
		There we find God’s Word dressed up in similar symbolic language.
			There we find that number ‘seven’.
	For there are seven lights to the golden lampstands.
		And there are seven channels to those lights.
			The light which in verse 10 are described as the eyes of the Lord, which range throughout the earth.

	What do we know, then, about John’s original hearers or readers?
		Well, they largely Jewish.
			They are congregations already well versed in Scripture, which was the Old Testament.
				And they were people quite familiar with the inter-testamental apocalyptic literature.

	That’s the writings you find in the apocrypha and elsewhere.
		It isn’t part of Scripture.
			But you can read them in Roman Catholic bibles.

	The apostle here is speaking their language.
		He shows he’s from the same cultural background.

	If you’re still wondering a bit about this, think of the differences between modern languages.
		If you’re of Dutch origin you’ll know there are certain phrases and expressions which cannot be directly related into English.
			To try to do that is to lose the essence of what it means.
				It can be a frustrating time when those around you are enjoying very much a quote one of them has spoken in Dutch, and then be told that it can’t really be translated!

	If I learnt the language, though, it would be a different thing for me.
		And the same here.
			As we learn to understand this symbolic-picture language, we’re opened up so much into what it means for us today.

	But here’s also where we have the dilemma.
		For it must be said that this symbolism is something that many will never understand, much as they try to learn about the original context.
			It isn’t just about learning a language.
				That’s because of the ‘paradox.’

	Now, a ‘paradox’ is a seemingly absurd though well-founded thing.
		A paradox means this goes against all man’s preconceived notions of what is reasonable or possible.
			And this is such a paradox, congregation, that it is the greatest paradox - this is the stumbling block which only faith alone can remove!

	In this way we come to the second key consideration to the text.
		This says that JESUS THE LAMB IS CHRIST THE LION.

	That’s a paradox alright!
		But what a hinge to the text.

	You see, there’s that scroll.
		It’s an important document; there’s writing on both sides; there’s seven seals; and there’s the cry from heaven asking: “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?”

	No one can be found to do that.
		And we need someone.
			This scroll, which in the Greek in ‘biblion’, is actually a book.
				Yet it is more than being a book - it’s the book, the Book of Life.

	Congregation, this is nothing short of God’s counsel.
		This is His electing love written down.
			No wonder the word ‘biblion’ has become our ‘Bible’!

	It’s this scroll which has in it the things that are to come to pass.
		And it’s only when someone is found with authority that these things can begin to happen.

	Here there comes the number seven again.
		For there are seven seals which keep this scroll locked up.

	The number seven is important because it symbolises for the Hebrews the covenant relationship between God and His people.
		As we heard this morning, it is the combination of the number 3 representing God and the number 4 representing this world.
			Just like there are seven days in one week.
				So it will be because there’s someone who is completely powerful - someone perfect - that this scroll can be opened.

	And, notice, Jesus Christ is both truly man, the Lion of Judah, the Root of David, a righteous man permitted to get by the cherubs guarding God’s throne; and He is also truly God, bearing the seven spirits!
		This Lamb of God fulfils the theme of the Law of Moses, when the church and the royal priesthood are the same.
			This is what Moses spoke about in Exodus 19.
				For he said there in verse 6, these words from the Lord to His people, “you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.”

	Now it happens!
		Jesus Christ does it - all in Himself!
			You see, this scroll has become “the book of the life of the Lamb.”

	Later in Revelation 13 it confirms this by stating the opposite about those not belonging to Him.
		It says there in verse 8, “All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast - all those whose names have not been written in the book of life belonging to the Lamb that was slain from the beginning of the world.”

	Congregation, those whose names are in this book of the life of the Lamb believe that JESUS THE LAMB IS CHRIST THE LION.
		It’s not a believing that He will come - this isn’t some way-out future thing. 
			This is believing that Jesus has come in the flesh for us.
				Otherwise the book would be wrongly entitled at its beginning when it calls itself ‘The Revelation of Jesus Christ.”

	Friends, we’re hearing precisely about the time we live in now.
		It’s because Christ has come that we know He will come again.
			And He’s not coming again to do some new or different work, for His work in glory will consummate - it will cap off - the finished work of His life, death, and resurrection.

	The Lion is the image of this glorified and reigning Christ.
		He alone can unlock the Kingdom of God to us and make its reality known.

	Our Lord said as much to His disciples in Matthew 16.
		There in verse 19 He said, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”

	What do we know is the first key?
		It can only be the preaching of the holy gospel.
			And it’s the preaching of this gospel to the nations that is the major sign of the times.

	Much as believers may become wrapped up in the unusual and catastrophic events before Christ’s return, they’re actually something quite secondary.
		In fact, focusing on these things doesn’t do justice to the note of triumph in Revelation and throughout the New Testament.
			If I may put it in a third consideration, our text shows us THOSE WHO SING TESTIFY HE’S THE KING.

	Matthew 28 is clear, with Christ’s parting words to his disciples, that He is King and He has been granted all authority.
		How can we know this?
			What in this text will prove it?
				Congregation, it’s simply this: Our names are on that scroll!

	Nothing whatsoever can stand in the way of the forward march of the gospel and the gathering and preserving of Christ’s Church.
		Not even “the gates of hell” can prevail against the Church.
			It’s this which preaching the gospel declares.
				For this sign of preaching confirms the gospel promise that Christ has been exalted to the Father’s right hand - He has the Name above every name!

	But, like John, we can see the Lion only when He comes to us in the form of the slaughtered Lamb.
		The apostle points to the gospel-event - the living, dying and rising of Jesus Christ - as the opening of the revelation of the kingdom.

	The scroll shows us that the meaning of everything is in the gospel.
		Confessing Jesus as Lord is falling down before the Lamb whose throat is slit.

	That’s why those twenty-four elders represent the Church - they have the harps and hold the golden bowls of incense which are the praise and prayers of the saints.
		Congregation, they are we as THOSE WHO SING TESTIFY HE’S THE KING.

	Of course, the harps, and the golden bowls of incense, are also in this symbolic language.
		But they mean that you - wretched sinner though you are - you are recorded in this very Book of Life.
			That’s the gospel!
	Jesus Christ has saved you!
		There’s no mere number that you have on His scroll - it’s your name!

	The opening of the seven seals, if anything, shows how much the Church is a vital part of His plan.
		Those twenty-four elders there, to represent the saints, hold the importance of what He loves to receive.

	You see, what those seven seals reveal will be the tension between the coming of His Kingdom through the gospel and this present sinful world.
		But, glory be, Jesus is Lord and He’s fulfilling the very symbolic words upon that scroll!

	Dear believer, living by faith means living by the gospel.
		Salvation isn’t a haven for tired souls; rather, it’s the growing realisation of our being made in God’s image.
			So paradise is being restored within the hearts and lives of Christ’s chosen.

	This is the comfort from John’s Gospel chapter 14.
		Though the King may be physically absent spiritually He is the Comforter - the Holy Spirit.
			What could not happen with Israel under the Old Covenant, much as they shared the word of promise, will happen now in the New Covenant, because the perfect offering could be given once and for all!

	Remember, those elders are singing about themselves and us.
		They recognise full well in their lives the calling they have on the pages of the scroll.

	Dear friends, let’s do the same.
		As subjects of the King of kings let’s present ourselves as completely as He did for us.
			In everything, let’s prove that He is the King!
				Then we’ll join the angelic hosts, as they sing the votum in verses 13: “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honour and glory and power, for ever and ever.”

	And, you know, there’s something special about singing.
		Because you can’t sing when you’re sad.
			In fact, singing makes you glad!
				And this is what we will forever be in the new heavens and the earth.
		
	But already now let’s praise Him in song.
		Then we’ll be happy because of all He’s done.
			Amen.


PRAYER:
Let’s pray...
	O Mighty King of all!
		Before Your divine majesty we can but fall!
			And by Your grace alone can we at all live and have our being.
	Dear Lord Jesus, do so work in us that we will seek to make our lives and our families and communities centred around You, as indeed heaven itself is.
		May You be paid homage by all creatures, whether in heaven, on earth, or under the earth.
			Help us to live showing that every tongue will confess that You are Lord, to the glory of God the Father!
				Amen.

	 
 
	

		

