
Sermon 8: Revelation 1:4-6: The God of the suffering Church 

 

OUTLINE 

 

The Three Persons of the Godhead 

The three descriptions of the Son 

The three gifts bestowed on the Church  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

One of the most important lessons from the Psalms is that one of our biggest needs when 

suffering is worship.  When we are down and out, when we are depressed and surrounded 

we need a vision, a reminder, the conviction of who our God is and His goodness towards 

us.  If you page through the Psalms even when the psalmist is going through great trials 

there is worship.  A meditation upon God and His work.  Psalm 33 is a wonderful example of 

this.  We can see by the last verse in the psalm that the psalmist is writing in hope, and 

based on the various affirmations of God bringing the counsel of the nations to nothing v10 

and being the judge of all men v13, and how kings do not succeed by the strength of arms 

v16, we can see that there is a problem with war or oppression or the threat of war.  

However the psalmist is full of praise and rehearses God’s nature and ways to buoy up his 

faith.  Out of all the letters in the NT there is none that can compare with the opening of the 

book of Revelation when it comes to worship and a description of our God.  And I believe 

that the letter deliberately outstrips all the others in this way because the Christians it is 

written to are going to go through harder trials than anything before experienced.   

 

We are looking at 3 sets of 3.  We will observe the three persons of the Godhead, the three 

descriptions of Christ’s work for the church and three blessings poured out upon the church 

as a result of His victory.  The overwhelming feeling is consolation through saturation, being 

saturated with the person and work of God.  If we are to stand up to the temptations of this 

world we need to know that God is more beautiful, more glorious and more satisfying.  To 

face death with faithfulness we need to know that death is defeated and Christ has walked 

the road before us.  To keep perspective when we are the underdogs and slandered and 

treated as scum we need to remember our identity and what Christ has made us to be.  

When facing the strongest powers in the world we need to know that they are nothing 

compared with the ruler of the universe.  When we are imprisoned we need reminders of 

our freedom from satan, sin and death.  When we are abandoned by man we need to know 

that God is for us.  Verses 4-6 are a bombardment of various truths about God’s person and 

work of salvation.  They hint at the coming themes of the book and provide a suffering 

church with what they need most in any trial-God!  And He is ours in Christ!   

 

The three Persons of the Godhead 

 

John has addressed the 7 churches representing the church in that area and are the 7 most 

strategic centres for mission.  And he has spoken the traditional Christian greeting of grace 

and peace.  These words are real or not depending on whether the God in whom we bless is 



strong enough to perform these blessings or not.  John launches into a high Trinitarian 

description of God emphasizing the certainty of the grace and peace He is wishing upon the 

church.  We see a reference to the Father first, then the Spirit and finally the Son.  The Son 

is left for last as there are various benefits to be listed that come to the churches because of 

Christ. 

 

The Father is portrayed in His Eternality, ‘from Him who is and who was and who is to 

come.’  This sort of description was used by the Greeks for Zeus the head of the Greek 

pantheon of gods, but here we see John affirming that it is not Zeus who is supreme but 

YHWH.  This reference reminds us that God was there before anything was, He will be there 

even when all other things come to an end, (if they do) and He is here now and there is 

nothing that can say it was there before Him, can remove Him or outlast Him.  The 

description of ‘who is to come’ is not to be read in light of modern day notions of evolution 

in God, that He is becoming something more than He was before.  No this is a statement 

that admits no inadequacies.  This would have been an important reminder for the churches 

of Asia Minor who were faced with Roman religion which had its roots in Greek religion.  The 

God they worship is supreme and it is His will that will prevail.   

 

Next we are reminded of the Spirit, ‘and from the seven spirits who are before His throne.’  

This reference to the Spirit has confused many, but it should not be read in isolation of the 

rest of the book from where it comes.  We must apply the same rules of interpretation that 

we will take up in the rest of the book to this description in order to properly understand it.  

Some have thought that this must be a reference to the 7 angels of the 7 churches, or an 

obscure reference to Christ because of Isaiah 11:2, ‘And the Spirit of the LORD shall rest 

upon him, the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit 

of knowledge and the fear of the LORD.’  However this quote affirms that we are seeing the 

person of the Spirit.  No, we should take note of the reference to the fact that the Spirit is 

from before God’s throne and investigate.  Then we see that the 7 Spirits are the 7 eyes of 

Christ Rev. 5:6, ‘And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders 

I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, 

which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.’  This must then be understood 

in light of the OT texts that it is borrowed from, Zech. 4:2, 10, ‘And he said to me, "What do 

you see?" I said, "I see, and behold, a lampstand all of gold, with a bowl on the top of it, 

and seven lamps on it, with seven lips on each of the lamps that are on the top of it.’ ‘For 

whoever has despised the day of small things shall rejoice, and shall see the plumb line in 

the hand of Zerubbabel.  "These seven are the eyes of the LORD, which range through the 

whole earth."’  Once we have made the connecting thought that the eyes of Christ are being 

equated with the eyes of God, and God’s eyes are an anthropomorphic reference to the 

omnipresent Spirit, we can join the dots.  The context of Zechariah with its teaching of the 

building of the temple and not despising the day of small beginnings would be extra 

associations that we should carry over and apply to the church and the difficult situation 

they faced.   

 

7 you will remember is the number of perfection.  God created in 7 days.  The Sabbath was 

the 7th day, the 7th year was important and the 7 times 7th year.  Being equated with Christ’s 



omniscience and being a number fitted to the amount of churches mentioned we are being 

told of the powerful and sufficient Spirit who is the Spirit of Christ present amongst us 

performing God’s temple building.  Many of these truths are intuited from the associations 

derived from the verses they are derived from.  This were important associations for the 

church in Asia Minor to know. 

 

But central is the person of the Son, ‘and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn 

of the dead, and ruler of the kings of the earth.’   

 

The three descriptions of the Son 

 

First for mention is that fact that Jesus is an obedient servant unto death, ‘the faithful 

witness.’  A witness is someone who bears testimony for another, and Christ was the perfect 

messenger from God to earth.  He spoke the truth when no one else would.  He spoke the 

truth when it costs Him His life.  He spoke all the truth.  And He sends us just as He was 

sent.  When he was faced with the cup of suffering in Gethsemane He did not turn away.  

When He knew that He would be killed in Jerusalem He did not refuse to go.  He was 

faithful unto death and is our example.  This is a major theme of the NT and the book of 

Revelation.  As goes the King so goes the Church.  He walked in humility and suffering we 

will walk in humility and suffering, the world hated Him, the world will hate us, He was sent 

to faithfully declare God’s word and so are we.  We will see this theme of faithful witness 

arise again and again.  When things are darkest that is when the light must strongly shine, 

this is the challenge we are faced with. 

 

Secondly, He is the firstborn from the dead.  If John’s hearers were faithful they would have 

faced death, here is their consolation, Christ is the firstborn from the dead.  Now, this is a 

curious phrase.  Didn’t Lazarus rise from the dead before Christ?  Why then is He called the 

firstborn?  It is because Lazarus arose to die, Christ arose to never die again.  Lazarus 

experience a temporary victory over death Christ has defeated death altogether.  And the 

fact that He is designated ‘firstborn’ indicates the possibility of a second, third and fourth 

born, etc.  It is not death to die.  Christ’s resurrection secures the victory that is ours.  This 

too is a major theme in Revelation and I argue the main emphasis on the teaching in 

Revelation 20 and the Millennial reign of the saints. 

 

Thirdly, Christ is ‘the ruler of the kings on earth.’  The church was having to contend with 

the most powerful kingdom on earth, it had to deny the emperor’s claim to worship and 

absolute sovereignty.  The church would have to face the soldiers, swords, spears, armies, 

arrests, jails, trials, floggings, public mocking and many other mistreatments at the hands of 

what looked like the most powerful kingdom and it would appear as if the church would be 

crushed and submerged.  They needed to remember who is really in charge.  We have the 

added bonus of knowing that the church outlived the Roman empire and Christ was 

victorious and established His church in the face of impossible odds because He is the ruler 

of the kings of the earth.  Today we see many other threats that threaten to overrun the 

church such as secularism or Islam, Christ is the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

 



The three gifts bestowed on the church 

 

John in describing Christ cannot contain Himself, he launches into spontaneous praise, the 

only right response when we have comprehended the things expressed so far.  It should be 

noted in passing that Christ is being worshipped indicating His deity.  And in expressing 

worship he lists the benefits that are ours in Christ.  Firstly, we are reminded that Christ 

loves us, ‘To Him who loves us.’  The church that is about to suffer is not suffering because 

Christ does not love them.  It is no surprise that this is the first thing mentioned because 

when we suffer this is the first thing questioned.  We might feel tempted to think that God 

has abandoned us when we suffer but no, Christ loves us.  And our loving saviour appoints 

trials for our good, for the refining of our faith which is much more precious than silver.   

 

Secondly, He ‘has freed us from our sins by His blood.’  He has conquered our greatest 

enemy who had us eternally bound and condemned.  We are truly free no matter which 

prison we are sitting in.  When our bodies are dying, and this world is against us, when the 

devil is raging against us, we can know that no matter how bad it gets, this is temporary 

and we have an eternal life with God.  We may be alienated from sinful man but our sins 

cannot alienate us from God, they have been paid for at a dear price.  The mention of Christ 

shedding His blood out of love for us would no doubt encourage these Christians to be 

willing to shed their blood in love to Him.   

 

Thirdly, we have been made into a kingdom of priests, ‘and made us a kingdom, priests to 

His God and Father, to Him be glory and dominion forever and ever.’  This language is 

carried over from the OT as the description of God’s people then.  Exodus 19:5-6, ‘Now 

therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my 

treasured possession among all peoples, for all the earth is mine; 6 and you shall be to me a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words that you shall speak to the 

people of Israel."’  We are reminded here that the church is the Israel of God, not only 

made up of believing Jews but Gentiles are included as well.  We have a new identity as 

God’s people, we have a new calling as priests who intercede for others and who offer 

praise to our God.  And we have access to the throne of God in our need and our prayers 

are heard.  Outwardly we are rejected by the kings of this world, we are seen as the 

offscouring of society, but we are saints, precious, loved, free, ministers to and for God and 

can have access to the presence of the greatest King.   

 

God has given the book of Revelation to equip the church for suffering, John has boiled 

down some of the main ideas and we receive consolation through saturation, as we are 

reminded of who our God is and what He does for us.    

     

 

 

 


