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A VISION FOR THE CITY?
- 1. “A Fresh Vision”

(Revelation 1: 1-20)
Introduction

We started the year with some four letter words. Yep, James had some pretty choice words for us. But there is a 6 letter word that strikes me with fear. I still find it offensive. It is the word OFSTED. You say ‘what’. OFSTED – it stands for the ‘Office for standards in education’ and is the body which inspects schools in the UK.

We were ofsteded in my very first year as a high school Chemistry teacher. To say it was stressful is kind of an understatement. 


All the way through the process two questions kept bouncing around my head – do I respect them and do I trust them? I mean who are these people who are going to come and tell me how to teach. Do I respect them? Do I accept their authority? Do they really know how to teach? As the saying goes, ‘Those who can do; those who can’t teach; and those who can’t teach join ofsted!’ 


And do I trust them? Is this inspection really about making me a better teacher or is just an excuse for them to throw their weight around and justify their job? Are they really here for my benefit, for my good?


Well the church inspector’s in this morning. Over the next three months PBC is going to be given a very thorough appraisal. I’m not the inspector, someone else is. We’ve got the first part of his report right here in front of us. But what do we think of him? Week by week the risen Lord Jesus is going to give his report on the 7 churches of Ancient Turkey. And as we listen in to what he says about them we can deduce what he thinks about us. But to start with we need to get straight what this book Revelation is all about and who this person is, Jesus Christ, who is giving us this appraisal.  


What we see from chapter 1 is that we all need a fresh vision of Jesus, if we are going to understand and obey chapters 2 and 3. So please turn back to Revelation 1 and you will find three points in news-sheet. As we work through this passage we are going to think about the Letter that John writes, the Vision that John has, and the Response that John gives.

1. THE LETTER


(Verses 1-11)

First of all, in verses 1-11, we have the letter, the book of Revelation itself. What is it? Who is it from? Who is it to? Is it relevant to me?
· What type of literature is this?

 Revelation, the last book in the Bible, what kind of literature is this? This may sound like a very academic question to ask - the kind of thing theologians in ivory towers discuss, what is the precise genre? However, it is really a very down to earth question, that we ask every day. 


You see whenever you pick up a newspaper, you instinctively know how to read it. You don’t have to read it all the way through, instead you read an article at a time. As you read you expect to be told news, to be given the facts about recent events - that unless you are reading some tabloids perhaps! When something that you are reading starts off, “Once upon a time…” you know that you are dealing with a fairly tale, and you interpret it accordingly. So what do we with the Book of Revelation? Well, what type of literature does it claim to be?

· ‘apocalypse’

Originally this book was written in Ancient Greek. And according to the first word, this book is an ‘apocalypse’. The problem is that nobody writes apocalypses anymore, so we are not used to reading them. And it has nothing to do with films about Vietnam! 

Don Carson, is a Canadian Baptist who works for a Theological college in America. A few years a go he was asked to speak at a Mission at a University in Australia, actually I think it was here at Sydney Uni. in the early 90s. He would explain the Christian message and then would talk with students about it. One such student he gave a NT to read. A few days later he asked this young man what he thought about the NT, to which he replied, “yeah, it was all right, a bit boring, but I loved that Science Fiction at the end.” You see we don’t really have a category for apocalyptic writing anymore.


However, when this was first written, the Jews were quite used to it. You can read the book of Daniel in the OT to get a flavour. Apocalyptic literature gives us a transcendent perspective on reality. What I mean by that is a ‘God’s eye view of the world’. Rather like a bird’s eye view, this is a different way of looking at the world. Instead of seeing everything from our human perspective, we start to see what life looks to God.


In particular apocalypses deal with the big question of who is really in charge of history, who really controls the world. For it often appears that God is not in charge. The story is told of some theological students playing basketball just after a lecture on the book of Revelation. As they were playing they were all arguing about different views of interpretation. The Caretaker overheard them and called over to them that he knew the definitive answer to what Revelation is all about. For a moment this really grabbed their attention - this caretaker hadn’t gone to University how could he possibly know - “Go on then”, they said, “tell us.” And the answer this caretaker gave was spot on - “In the end, Jesus wins.” That is what Revelation is all about.

· ‘prophecy’

(v 3)
“But what has all this got to do with me?” You may be thinking. I’m not too bothered about apocalypses. Well, verse 3 tells us that Revelation is also something else - it is a prophecy.


Once more there is some confusion over this. We tend to think that prophecies foretell the future, that they predict what will happen. However, while they occasionally do include this aspect, prophecies in the Bible are much more about God telling his people what he thought of them. Again it is more about giving us God’s perspective on life.


So if you are interested in what God thinks of you then this is extremely relevant to you. If on the other hand, you are more interested in your own opinions on life, then you won’t find it very exciting. It all comes down to whose view of life you think is more important - your own or God’s?

· ‘circular letter’
(v 4, 11)
But to confuse us still further Revelation fits into a third category. According to verses 4 and 11 Revelation is also a circular letter. “John, to the seven churches in the province of Asia: Grace and peace to you…” 


It is a letter, written not to an individual, but to seven churches. And, as we thought at the start, the important questions to ask about any letter are:  is it from someone I need to listen to? and is it to me personally?
· From?
 Verse 4 tells us that this letter is from John. What his surname was we can’t be certain. Nowhere is he described by any other name than ‘John’. However, since all he uses is his first name we can assume that it was someone well known to the early church. By far the most likely John is John the Apostle, one of Jesus’ disciples; in fact one of Jesus’ closest friends. All we are told about him is that he is writing this letter from Patmos, an island just off present day Turkey, and he has been exiled there for preaching about Jesus, according to verse 9.

So John was the author of this book. Well, not really. He wrote it down, but it was not his letter. Verse 1 makes it clear that the message of the book came from Jesus Christ himself. Indeed, verses 9-11 explain that John wrote down what he was told to. 

So really, this letter is from Jesus Christ. What it has to say is a direct revelation from Jesus himself. But that’s okay – precious Jesus meek and mild – that Jesus is going to stroke my hair and tell me how wonderful I am. Ummh. How seriously you take it depends on how seriously you take Jesus. More of that later.

· To?


(MAP)
Who is the letter to? Some seven churches? The province of Asia does not mean the whole continent that we think of, instead it refers to roughly what is Turkey today. In verse 11 we discover the names of these seven churches. “Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamum, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.” When we look closer on the map it become obvious that they are listed in the order in which they would be visited by a messenger from Patmos.

Therefore it was a circular letter - a letter that had bits that were specifically relevant to individual churches, but that as a whole was relevant to all of them. Even right at the end of the book, in 22: 16, we read that all of the message is meant for all of the churches. 

“So what!” you may still be thinking. “All this history and geography is all very interesting, but what has any of it got to do with me?" The answer is that it is directly relevant to you, because it was written for you. Yes, first of all it was written specifically for seven churches 2000 years ago. But it was also written for you. As we shall see in the next seven weeks each section to an individual church ends with this refrain, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.” In other words, anybody who is prepared to listen can learn from this.
John is writing to seven particular churches, at a particular time, in a particular culture. But as we listen to what he says to them, he is also speaking directly to us as well.

And not only is Jesus speaking to us as a church, Petersham Baptist Church, he is speaking to us as his people in a city. Did you notice that in verse 11? “… send it to the seven churches: to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamum, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, Laodicea… and to Sydney?”

Jesus has a big vision for his church. He always thinks big. He doesn’t whisper his word to the faithful few in these four walls, scared he might annoy some of the residents of the inner-west. He shouts it to the whole city. Do we have a vision for our city? A vision for our church? 
2. THE VISION


(verses 12-16)

Or maybe, like John, we need a fresh vision of the risen Lord Jesus. So we move to my second point, ‘The Vision’ in verses 12-16.

· Someone “like a son of Man”


 
As John has this vision and he was told to write, the first thing that John did was to turn to see who was speaking to him. “Who is it who is telling me what to write?” 


READ Revelation 1: 12-16

An incredible vision. The robe and sash indicate great authority. This is someone to be obeyed. The white head and hair symbolise holiness and reverence. This is someone to be worshipped. The eyes of blazing fire speak of a piercing gaze that reaches inside your very being. He has the great strength that goes with feet of bronze. No feet of clay here. Iron is strong, but it rusts. Copper is slow to rust but it is malleable. You put the two together and you get bronze. Jesus won’t break and he can’t rust. His voice is so powerful that it sounded like the raging waves that crashed against the rocks on Patmos. The words from his mouth can cut you in two. And his face, his face has all the radiance of the Sun.


A breath-taking vision. What is more, a vision of Jesus Christ. For verse 1 tells us that this revelation comes from Jesus, and verse 18 identifies the one ‘like a son of man’, as Jesus who died and rose again. This spectacular picture is a picture of Jesus.

· Son of Man 
(Daniel 7: 9-14)

If you think that by using words like spectacular and amazing I am laying it on a bit thick, that is because you are not a Jew. Any Jew reading this will have a sharp intake of breath when they get to this vision. To understand why, we must read a small passage from the OT. Daniel 7: 9-14 Now please don’t be fooled by the fact they we are turning back a few pages in our Bibles. Revelation, in the NT, was written by a Christian. All of the books of the OT were written by Jews, and the OT was finished at least 300 years before Jesus was born. In the period between the OT and the NT the Jews looked forward to a Messiah who would come and save them. Various passages in the OT gave them this hope. Daniel 7 is such an example. We shall see that it refers to a ‘son of man’. Jews longed for this son of man, this messiah to come. Keeping your finger in Revelation, read with me Daniel 7: 9-14, as I read ask yourself, ‘what strikes you as similar, and what is different?’


READ:
Daniel 7: 9-14
Q: What stands out? In Daniel 7 there are two different figures. There is the ‘Ancient of Days’ who is God almighty, and there is this ‘son of man’ figure who is to be given authority by God. Now turn back to Revelation 1. Now John sees a very similar vision but this time Jesus, the son of man, is described using almost identical imagery to that of God in Daniel 7. For example, Jesus in Rev. 1 has hair as white as wool, just like the Ancient of Days in Dan. 7. Do you see how John’s vision takes the two characters of Daniel’s vision and fuses them into one? Jesus, the son of Man, is indeed God himself. 

· The First and the Last
(v 17; Isaiah 44: 6)

Not only that but John uses terms for God to describe him. In verse 17 Jesus says - “I am the First and the Last.” As he does so he again quotes the OT, this time from Isaiah 44: 6 - “This what the Lord says - Israel’s King and Redeemer, the Lord almighty; I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God.” 


There is no other way to interpret this. John looks and he sees Jesus, and as he looks he sees God. He doesn’t see two people, he sees Jesus who is God almighty! 

· He is coming
(v 7; Daniel 7: 13; Zechariah 12: 10)

This is the Jesus who speaks to us. The Jesus of verses 5-8. “Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, and has made us to be a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father--to him be glory and power for ever and ever! Amen. Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him. So shall it be! Amen. "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 Jesus and he is coming. He is the one who inspects this church. Dare we question his authority? He is the First and the Last, the firstborn from the dead. Be warned if you doubt his power and authority – ‘all the peoples of earth will mourn because of him.’ 

Have we any cause to doubt his love? Do we think he appraises us so that he can harm us? He loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood. So shall it be! Amen! 
3. THE RESPONSE

(Verses 17-20)



So what response, in verses 17-20. 

· “I fell at his feet as though dead.”





What is the appropriate response to such a vision? “When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead.” When John realised who Jesus is, he fell at his feet. The sight of Jesus had such an impact. 


Now remember who John is. This is one of Jesus’ best friends that we are talking about. This is the guy who is coyly referred to as the ‘one whom Jesus loved’ in John’s Gospel. So how do we get from best mates, to falling at his feet? It wasn’t that Jesus has changed, just that John’s understanding of him had.

 
He thought he knew who Jesus was. He liked Jesus. He loved Jesus. He even respected him greatly. But suddenly it hit him that this was a whole new ball game. Jesus was still his friend, but not in an equal pals kind of way. No their relationship would never be the same again. All he could do is fall at Jesus’ feet, in awe and worship. 


Have you had a moment like that? A moment when the penny has dropped and you’ve finally seen who Jesus really is? Because that is the first step in becoming a Christian. ‘I give up! You’re God! I’m not! I’m creation, you are creator!’  

· The lampstands and the stars


After Jesus has reassured John, he goes on to explain what the lampstands and the stars represent in his vision. The seven lampstands are symbols for the seven churches, and the seven stars are symbolic of … well I’m not totally certain what they are meant to represent. Literally verse 20 says that they are the seven messengers of the seven churches, but whether that refers to supernatural angels or human pastors, John does not explain further.


Anyway, what is important to us are the seven lampstands, seven churches. Verse 12 describes Jesus as walking among these lampstands. In other words Jesus knows all about them. There is nothing that can be hidden from him. Jesus is not a God who looks at you, he looks in you, he looks through you.  He knows their strengths and their weaknesses, he knows it all. But he doesn’t treat this information like a headmaster waiting to punish or a detective looking for an arrest. Walking among speaks of close sympathy. This is Jesus who knows all too well what it means to be human. He knows about us like a parent knows his children’s faults but still sticks by them. He says, ‘Do not be afraid!’

He knows all about us. As individuals and as a church, he walks among us, he holds us in his hands. He holds the keys of death and hell, even life and death has no power over him. This is the one who has an urgent message for us. He has the authority and the knowledge, but do we want to listen? 

· What would Jesus say to the church in Sydney?
But I don’t want to finish there. That vision of Jesus is still too small. What is Jesus saying to the church in Sydney? I don’t know about you but I’m often scared to think in city terms because I’m intimidated by the city. You know, the financial power, the crime, the godless values and morality, we Christians are intimidated, aren’t we?  
This week I came across Café Grendel’s blog “Sermons from an Atheist” – Synchroblog on the future of Christianity in Australia, Fri. 25th Jan. 2008. Listen to this Atheist and his summary of the current state of the church in Australia:

“The greatest dangers to Christianity in Australia are from the most conservative elements of the churches who in thinking to defend their faith are isolating their faith. By building walls and guard towers and defending these with arrows of malignancy, they have managed to place themselves in a position where they believe they are under siege.

Sadly for them, it wasn't really an attacking army just a very large crowd wandering along the road outside their castle walls - they'll have all passed by soon and the castle will be left to defend the wasteland.”

Ouch! That is so true isn’t it? Just look at the architecture of our building – don’t get me wrong it is a magnificent building – but I do sometimes wonder about Baptist churches built in this era. Is it meant to be a fortress to keep us safe from the society outside? Even when we open the doors no one can see inside! 
Do you think this Jesus is scared of the city of Sydney? Do you think he is intimidated by its politics, its culture, its nightlife? He is the original Crocodile Dundee. You know if someone pulled a knife on this Jesus down town, he’d say, “That’s not a knife … this is the sword of my mouth… now that’s a knife!” I’m the Lord of this city, and I call you to be my faithful witnesses within it. 

Now please do not misunderstand me. The response to this vision is not mindless triumphalism – you know the sort of thing, ‘come one … let’s get out there and TAKE this city for God … yer … lock and load!’ 

No. No. The impact on John was utter confidence in Jesus as Lord of the city, Lord of the earth, but there is no triumphalism here. In verse 9 he is, “John, your brother and companion in the suffering and kingdom and patient endurance that are ours in Christ Jesus…” The churches are described as lampstands because they are supposed to shed light into a dark world. The kingdom is not about waiting until it is daytime and then rushing out into the light with our candles. Pretty pointless then. 
No, we are weak and vulnerable, like a naked flame on a windy night. But Jesus, well he is Lord of the city. So work is still suffering and patient endurance but wow, Jesus is Lord of your workplace. And home, well family life is still suffering and patient endurance but Jesus is Lord of your home. And out in the city, yes even at night, rubbing shoulders with the corporate power and financial might of the CBD, or the artistic philosophy of Newtown and the inner-west… yes, even there, it is still suffering and patient endurance but, guess what, you’re never going to guess this – Jesus is Lord of the inner-west too. 

So, now you know what is coming for the next 3 months, give or take. The risen Lord is here and as he tells us what he thinks about the 7 churches so we are going to find out what he thinks of us. And as we listen to him so we can build up a vision for this church, a vision for our lives, a vision even, for the city!
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