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Sermon:
Context
	Is anybody here intimidated by the book of Revelation?  Anybody find it hard to read, or scary to get into?  Who remembers Harold Camping’s predictions in 2011 about the end of the world?  [pic] Remember he had his radio program and was telling everybody that May 21 would mark the end of the world? Then, when May 21 came and went, he said he made and error and the date was Oct 21?  Here we are in 2014 and still no end of the world.  Over the centuries, there have been many, many predictions about the end of the world. Many “Christian” predictions are based on faulty readings of the book of Revelation.  Today we are going to look at a passage in Revelation about the return of Christ and the end of the world.  We are going to spend a fair amount of time looking at how to properly read Revelation, in part because so many people read it so poorly and in part because it really is an awesome book when you let it speak for itself as originally intented.
	After a brief break, we are back to our mini-series on Jesus the King.  Our passage today comes from the book of Revelation, one of the more extreme books in the NT. People often find Revelation to be a confusing book, with all of its strange images and references. Others find in Revelation whatever they want to find it, reading into these images what they please.  We’ve probably all heard preachers on TV talk about current events and connect them to passages of Revelation. [pic] They watch the news, connect the stories in the news with obscure images in Revelation, and conclude all sorts of things about the Beast, world governments and Armageddon.  But in order to understand Revelation as it was originally intended by John, one must realize that most of the images in the book come from the OT.  The more one knows their Old Testament, the better they will understand Revelation.
	Another reason people find Revelation difficult or intimidating is that it is a particular style of literature, it is a particular genre.  We are all familiar with different types of modern genres, such as biographies, history, poetry, science fiction and allegory. [pic]  Revelation is yet another genre called “apocalyptic.”  As we’ve been learning in our intro to the NT Bible Study, the word “apocalypse” means a tear in the veil between heaven and earth.  Apocalyptic literature describes what one sees through one of these tears.
	If you’re familiar with Stephen in the book of Acts, as he is being stoned to death, he sees heaven opened and sees Jesus sitting at the right hand of God. [Acts 7:56]  That was an apocalyptic vision- Stephen was on earth but given a glimpse of what was going on in heaven.  The veil or barrier between heaven and earth was torn for Stephen in his last moments.
	The book of Daniel has many descriptions of such visions that Daniel saw in his dreams.  Ezekiel and Isaiah have examples of apocalyptic scenes too, as does Zechariah.  Between the writing of the OT and the NT there were many examples of apocalyptic literature written by Jews during times of persecution.  In the 1900’s archaeologists and Biblical scholars discovered many such examples and those examples help shed light on how we are to read Revelation.
	John wrote Revelation during a time of persecution.  The Romans were cracking down on Christians, so it would not do to write about how Jesus was going to come judge the Romans when he returned. However, the Babylonians were long gone and the Romans didn’t care if you said bad things about the Babylonians.  So when John writes in Revelation about Babylon, he is actually talking about the Romans and his original readers would have understood that.  John was also writing to a Jewish community, steeped in the OT.  So John drew on many images and passages in the OT that his intended readers would understand, but Roman officials would not.
	Today when we read Revelation, it is common for some people to try to look to the future to understand the book. But when John was writing, he intended his readers to look back first to the OT before looking to the future. When we skip that important step of looking back to the OT, we can fall into the trap of making Revelation say whatever we want it to say, or whatever we already believe and we miss the original meaning of the text.
	So, with the OT in mind, let’s look at our passage today and see what we can learn about Jesus the King.
Observations
	The first thing we see is that John begins this passage saying, “I saw heaven standing open….”  That’s exactly what apocalypse means- he saw into heaven from earth.  This is also a marker that this passage is a new vision, distinct from the previous passage.  There are a number of “resets” throughout Revelation such as this. Each one marks a new vision and there is no reason to believe the visions take place in order.  That is one reason why it is unwise to try to read Revelation and find a “road map” to the future. The order of visions in Revelation is not necessarily the order in which events will happen in the future.  Even further, some of the visions may overlap, they may be different ways of describing the same future events!  The phrases “then I saw” tell the order in which John saw things, not the order in which the events represented will happen.  It’s kind of like watching a tv series only watching the episodes out of order.
	This new passage, this new vision, is markedly different than the one that came before.  The previous vision was about Christ the lamb being united to his bride, the church, in a wedding.  In this vision, John sees Jesus as the conqueror, the righteous judge bringing victory and vindication for his people as he defeats his enemies and his people’s persecutors. The sole focus of this vision is Jesus’ victory over powers of evil.  What is important for us to remember is that in the OT, in the books of the prophets, it was Yahweh himself who marched out to victory over evil! [cf Isa 13:4; 31:4; Ezek 38-39; Joel 3] [George Ladd, Revelation, p. 252]  
	“This is one of the most dramatic moments in the Revelation [of John], the emergence of the conquering Christ.” Jesus is portrayed as the “royal commander” of the armies of God. [William Barclay, Revelation vol 2, p. 177] If you remember your gospels, one of the central themes is that Jesus’ role as Messiah was not going to be what the Jews expected. They expected a military commander who would lead them to victory over the Romans.  Jesus had to be very careful in how the term Messiah was used with regard to himself because of these Jewish expectations.  But those expectations were derived from OT images and passages about God rescuing his people and conquering their enemies.  Here in Revelation, John is drawing on those same OT passages and the same Jewish expectations of a conquering Messiah. [Barclay, p. 177]
	What are some of those images? The whole passage is a description of a rider with a number of obvious military references as well as some more subtle references.  First, the rider was on a white horse.  Historically, Roman generals rode white horses when celebrating a triumph.  [Barclay, p. 178] So there is an immediate military, conquering connection.  But further than that, white is the colour of purity or of the reward for purity, for perseverance through persecution. It is the colour of vindication. [G K Beale, Revelation, p. 950] For John’s audience, Christians under persecution, it is significant that the horse is white. Similarly, in verse 14, the armies of heaven are clad in white and also on white horses.
	We are told that this rider is called “Faithful and True” and that he makes war and judges with justice or righteousness. In Greek, the words for justice and righteousness are the same words.  Why is this significant?  First, the words of faithful and true mean that the rider is trustworthy and reliable, that in him there is no falsehood, that he is genuine.  These characteristics then apply to how he carries out his kingly roles, which include exercising judgement and making war.  Far too often, when leaders make war it is out of greed or ambition, but not this rider. He only makes was when it is just to do so.  Similarly, in a world filled with corrupt lawyers and judges, in a world in which the poor and lower class frequently find no justice, this rider judges with integrity. [Barclay, p. 178]  There is no corruption or falsehood in him! We are certainly familiar with the problems of corruption in politics today, but in John’s day it was even worse. Rome was supposed to be an empire built on justice and law, but many local governors and prefects were easily bribed and corrupted.  If you think of Paul in prison in Caesarea, the governor Felix would interview Paul and then send him away.  We are told, “at the same time he was hoping that Paul would offer him a bribe.” [Acts 24:26]
	So the rider on the white horse is called faithful and true and he will carry out judgement and war in a just manner.  On his head are many crowns.  The word for crowns here is “diadem” which indicates royalty.  The other word for crown, “stephanos,” indicates a reward or honour, but not necessarily that the wearer is royalty.  Why is this significant? Because in the book of Revelation, while many wear rewards (like the 24 elders in chapter 4) it is only the dragon and the beast who wear diadems! [Beale, p. 952]  The diadems, the royal crowns, that the dragon and beast [12:3; 13:1] wear represent false claims to sovereignty in opposition to the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords we have here. [Beale, p. 952]
	Next we are told that he has a name that nobody knows.  This is weird because in a few verses we are told his name is written on his thigh, and it is “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.”  “What is going on?” we might ask.  There are a couple of options. First, it may be that at that point John cannot read it, that it is hidden from his view. He can see something, but cannot make it out. Later in the vision he can see it written.  But I think there is more to it than just that. Remember, in the ancient world a name was more than just a label, it was a description of ones character and nature. When we think of it that way, nobody fully knows God’s character, nobody fully knows Jesus’ character or nature, so they do not know his name.  Building on that idea, “God’s character will not be fully demonstrated and revealed until the end of history, when he has executed justice to its fullest extent.” [Beale, p. 954]  So John is not being contradictory about the name being known, rather he is saying that the nature and character of the rider will not be fully revealed until creation experiences his justice to its completion.  In the meantime, we have glimpses and partial understanding of his character- that he is faithful and true, the Word of God, the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.
	Moving along a little faster now, the rider’s robes are red with the blood of his enemies.  This is a reference back to Isaiah 63:1-6 which speaks of an unnamed conqueror dressed in red.  That figure in Isaiah trod the wine press of God’s wrath, which comes up in verse 15. [Ladd, p. 252]
	The name of the rider is the Word of God.  The Hebrew idea of “word” is powerful. God’s word does things, it is not just a vocalization.  For instance, it was by God’s word that the universe was created- God “said” let there be light, etc.  Jeremiah speaks of the word God breaking stones to pieces. [Barclay, p.181] Elsewhere in Revelation, the Word of God refers to the testimony of Jesus, that is, “God’s revelation of himself in the words and deeds of Jesus.” [Beale, p. 958]  So Jesus is the powerful, active revealer of God himself.
	The rider leads out the armies of heaven, dressed in white and riding white horses, a sign of purity and perseverance during persecution.  Out of the rider’s mouth comes a sharp sword to strike down nations.  Again, the word being a sword is taken from the OT. In the NT, Hebrews 4:12 refers to the Word of God as alive, active and sharper than a two edged sword.  
	The rider will rule the nations with an iron sceptre, another allusion to the OT, Psalm 2:9, “You will break them with a rod of iron; you will dash them to pieces like pottery.”  The name written on his thigh, where everybody can read it, is “King of Kings and Lord of Lords.”  Archaeologists have found ancient statues of particular individuals with their names written on the thigh of the statue. [Beale, p. 964]  The name “king of kings” was used of God in the Greek translation of Daniel 4:37.  “Just as the Babylonian king was wrongly addressed by this title, so the king of latter-day Babylon (Rome) in John’s day was similarly addressed.” [Beale, p. 963]  But here we see that this title doesn’t belong to the king of Babylon or Caesar in Rome, but to Christ Jesus.
Interpretation
	Wow!  That was a lot of observation!  But hopefully you can see how much of John’s imagery is taken from the OT.  We need to be careful whenever we read Revelation ourselves or hear others speak of Revelation.  If they don’t make repeated connections back to the OT as they talk about the book, then they’re probably missing much of the meaning and adding things that are more a reflection of their own thoughts than John’s.
	But what does it all mean?  Yes, it is interesting for some of us to see these connections. It can be helpful for many of us to start working through Revelation, a book that can be quite intimidating.  But what does it mean? What was God trying to tell John’s original readers? What is God trying to tell us today?
	First and foremost, this passage establishes Jesus’ divine nature.  The role of judge and the role of leading the heavenly hosts to victory are God’s roles.  Yet here we see Jesus carrying out those roles.  The name Word of God is another indication of Jesus’ divinity.  Jesus, the crucified carpenter from the backwater of Galilee, is going to ride to cosmic victory at the head of the heavenly hosts and exercise judgement on all of God’s enemies!
	This puts Jesus in the place of God and he is shown carrying out kingly duties.  We don’t have kings today, so it’s harder for us to see, but the two primary roles of a king were to protect the people from their enemies and to carry out justice.  Kings lead their armies in battle and were the highest judge in the kingdom.  Perhaps you’ve heard the term “the king’s justice.”  Or maybe you remember the account in 1 Kings when Solomon judges between the two women who are arguing over a baby boy. Solomon says to cut the baby in half and that reveals the true mother- the one who would rather give her baby up than see him harmed.
	In 1 Samuel one of the reasons the people wanted a king and one of the reasons they were excited about Saul was that they wanted a commander to lead the armies. Saul was a head taller than other men. They expected him to be a great warrior.  Saul’s role as king was threatened when David proved to be an even better military commander than him!
This passage speaks of Jesus waging war justly and carrying out judgement justly.  In contrast to earthly kings who wage war out of greed and ambition, Jesus will wage wars that are just. Contrary to kings who can be bribed, or who may not be wise, or who are cruel or hard-hearted, Jesus will judge justly.
The images in this passage, of Jesus’ robe stained red with the blood of his enemies, are not politically correct today. Today nobody wants to be judged. Nobody wants anybody saying this is wrong or that is wrong.  Even some Christians are uncomfortable with the idea of Jesus as judge.  Can’t he just be kind and gentle and forgiving?  Why does he have to judge?  But that reflects a selective reading of the Gospels.  “Everywhere in the New Testament the element of victory through judgement is an inescapable aspect of Christ’s total work.” [Ladd, p. 252] (cf Matt 13:41-42; 25:41; Rom 2:5; 2 Thess 1:7; 2:8)
Sometimes you’ll hear people ask the question about how a good God can let so much evil happen in the world.  When we see evil happening, when we hear about crime or abuse or are the victim ourselves, we wonder where God is.  How can he let this happen?
Interestingly, though, when we set our own hearts on doing wrong, when we flare up in anger, when we decide to do that shady thing at work, when we choose to do evil, we certainly don’t want God to stop us!  On those occasions when God does hinder our attempts to pursue evil, we get frustrated and angry and usually try that much harder.  
When we are the victim or evil, or when we are observers of evil, we want God to intervene. We want divine action to stop the perpetrator.  When he doesn’t stop them, we criticize his character or doubt his existence.  But when we want to do evil, when it’s us who is at the core of sinful activity, our standards change completely!  Then we don’t want God to be a meddler, we don’t want him to interfere!  What this means is that our issue is not so much that God allows evil to happen as that he allows it to happen to us!
But this passage, among numerous others, reminds us that God does not, in fact, let evil go unnoticed.  He does not let it slide.  There is a judgement coming.  Evil will be accounted for, and it will be accounted for fairly.  Good will have the final victory.  Jesus will conquer sin, death and evil.  The issue is not why God lets evil happen, but how long until he finally brings victory.
At the cross, Jesus conquered sin.  The cross was where he paid the price for sin. The resurrection was God’s vindication of Jesus, proving that he did, in fact, pay for sin, that he is truly the Son of God and who he said he was.  But defeating sin at the cross did not bring final victory.  At the cross Christ won victory, but at his second coming, which John is describing here, Jesus will execute that victory. [Ladd, p. 253]
[pic] You may remember this diagram we’ve looked at before. It depicts how God’s kingdom, the Age to Come, overlaps with the Present Age, the age of sin.  The resurrection marks where God’s kingdom breaks into this world in an unprecedented way. The end of this age, though, is when Jesus returns.  The gospels describe the crucifixion and resurrection which brought defeat to sin. Revelation describes the second coming when that defeat will become total, when victory will be brought to a close.  The rider on the white horse is Jesus, leading the armies of heaven to final victory over sin, evil and death.  This is what God’s people have been waiting for.
Now Apply It
	So what use is this for us?  How do we take this passage and apply it to ourselves?  First, we need to reintroduce judgement into our theology.  We need to remember that Jesus is Lord, which means one of his roles is to bring judgement.
	Do you ever look around at the world and find it sad?  Are you distressed by injustice? [pic] Are you frustrated by evil?  Then this passage was written with you in mind! This passage is a reminder and a promise of what is coming- true justice and final victory over evil.
	Remember, the original recipients of this book were under terrible persecution. The Roman Empire was scary and powerful if you were on the wrong side of the law.  John was reminding faithful Christians of Jesus’ Lordship, encouraging them to persevere through persecution.  He was reminding them that as bad as Caesar was, as ultimate as Rome’s authority seemed, even Rome fell under the authority of another- Jesus Christ, the King of Kings, the Lord of Lords.  In the Roman Empire, people expressed their loyalty to Rome by declaring, “Caesar is Lord!”  But Christians declared their loyalty to Jesus by declaring, “Jesus is Lord!”  John is reminding them that Jesus is the Lord of Caesar.
	When we watch the news and hear about shootings in Moncton, or hundreds of girls kidnapped in Africa, it is easy to get discouraged. It is natural to wonder how this kind of thing will ever end. Who will stop this kind of thing from happening? Jesus will, that’s who.  And it won’t be the incomplete Sunday School picture of Jesus, meek, merciful and gentle. It will be the Jesus John saw through the tear in the veil between heaven and earth.  It will be the Jesus riding a horse of victory, wielding his iron sceptre of judgement and waging war on the forces of evil.  He is the one who will make things right!
	We have it easy in Canada when it comes to being a Christian.  We face very little persecution. But that is not true for many Christians around the world. And it is starting to change in Canada.  For the persecuted church, this passage, reminding us who is really, ultimately in charge, is a wonderful encouragement.  It should be an encouragement for us too.  We see evil. We experience sin. We are wounded by the sin of others as well as our own. This passage reminds us that there is much more to the world than we see immediately.
	This passage also helps us follow Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount.  It can be very difficult for us to submit. We struggle to submit to other people, or to authorities.  We have it easy because the authorities in Canada are not as all-powerful nor as corrupt as many authorities around the world and throughout history. We have rights in Canada. But it’s still hard to submit ourselves to others.  It’s hard to submit to authority. But this passage reminds us that Jesus is the authority over the authorities in our own lives.
	What does that mean?  It means that when Jesus, the ultimate Lord, the ultimate boss, the ultimate authority, asks us to submit to the authorities under him, between us and him, we can do so knowing he will be holding those authorities accountable. Consider a couple examples.  If your boss is a jerk, or difficult to get along with, Jesus wants you to submit to him or her. That can be really hard to do. But it is easier when you know that Jesus is their authority. They will answer to him for how they treat you, your co-workers and your clients.
	Or suppose your spouse or a family member is difficult to get along with. We are called to submit to one another as Christians. That can be really hard. Perhaps you get blamed for things that are not your fault, or you’re falsely accused of things.  It’s really hard to submit to that person, isn’t it?  But Jesus calls us to submit to one another.  And knowing Jesus will vindicate you really helps in the moment!
	I know we can all think of times when we’ve been treated unfairly, or cheated or bullied.  I know I find it frustrating, hurtful, disappointing and it can make me very angry.  My natural tendency is to want to be proven right.  I don’t want to get even, I just want to be acknowledged.  Sometimes I just want somebody to acknowledge that I was shabbily treated!  I want somebody to take note that what happened to me is wrong and to stand up for me.  I want to be vindicated.
	Well, this passage reminds us that Jesus is the one who will do that- he will vindicate us. He will judge justly.  He will bring all injustice to light and set it right. He will make war on evil and he will be victorious! Throughout the centuries, Christians have clung to that hope during times of persecution.  Knowing Jesus will set things right, that he is the ultimate authority, can get you through those moments.
	Something I have found very helpful in the past year or so is thinking about Jesus as my vindication.  It occurred to me that Jesus was able to vindicate me before God by his work on the cross.  If Jesus is my vindication with God, then certainly he can be my vindication with other people!  So when I’m feeling unjustly treated, when I’m feeling picked on or falsely accused or criticized, what I’ve been trying to do is to pray, “Jesus, please vindicate me.”
	This scripture passage about Jesus being King of Kings and Lord of Lords is further testimony that he will vindicate the innocent and bring the guilty to justice.  This passage is a helpful reminder for us when we see or experience injustice. It is a helpful reminder, too, when we think we’ve gotten away with something. But it should serve as a sober reminder that while it’s true that we can have a personal relationship with Christ, it does not mean we are “buddy buddy” with Christ!  He is still our Lord, he is still the King of Kings. He is still the one who brings justice and vindication. To borrow from C S Lewis’ description of Aslan, “He is not safe, but he is good.”  
	I want you to keep this in mind as you think about who Jesus is, about your relationship with him.  He is royalty, cosmic royalty. And that deserves a degree of respect and honour. He is not blind to injustice nor powerless to stop it.  We just have to be patient for his timing to bring justice, whether that is in big things or little things, including our interpersonal relationships.
To Do: This week, I want you to practice praying, “Jesus, King of Kings, please vindicate me.”  Whenever you are wronged, whenever you are falsely accused, whenever you are mistreated, pray, “Jesus, King of Kings, please vindicate me” or “be my vindication.”  Whenever you see another mistreated, whenever you hear of injustice or wrongdoing, pray, “Jesus, King of Kings, please be that person’s vindication.”  Then remember the rider on the white horse who makes war and judges with righteousness, who will rule with an iron sceptre and smash evil to pieces.

