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If one takes the time to compare life for the church of Jesus Christ in the SF Bay area in the late 20th and early 21st 
centuries, with life as Christ’s church in Rome or in Asia Minor in the late 1st and early 2nd century, one finds some 
similarities during these two time periods, as well as some marked differences. And the most significant differences 
were glaring. For example:

• In the SF Bay area, the church and Christians enjoy freedom of speech and the free exercise of our religion, with 
these rights protected under the law. By way of contrast, in the late 1st and early 2nd century world The Way - what 
we know today as Christianity - was an illegal religion and freedom of speech wasn’t; and there was no such thing 
as the free exercise of religion for Christ’s followers.

• In the SF Bay area today, one is free to carry a Bible publicly, read and study scripture at a coffee shop, and speak 
with people in public - even with people unknown to us without fear of being reported and arrested; while in the late 
1st and early 2nd centuries in Rome and Asia Minor to publicly spread the good news of Jesus Christ was do was 
to do so at risk of ones personal freedom (and we see this trend as early as Paul’s days).

• And Christians and churches in the SF Bay today have never to my knowledge faced organized persecution and 
censor at the hands of the ruling authorities, while this was not the case in late 1st and early 2nd century Rome and 
Asia Minor. In both ancient and modern times, there was opposition to Christianity from among the philosophers 
and from other religions (as there is today). Any time a new idea is introduced into the world of academia, one can 
expect some opposition - and a message proclaiming that someone named Jesus ROSE from the dead bodily was 
indeed a new idea!  And people also rejected the Christian message then, like now, on moral grounds or intellectual 
grounds - not wanting to lay aside self centered, and sinful living on account of Christ. In these ways the 1st and the 
21st century worlds are the same. 

• But in addition to this type objection, there were also ten periods of organized, state sponsored persecution from 
the 1st through the 4th centuries (under Nero, Domitian, Trajan, Marcus Aurelius, Septimius Severus, Maximinus, 
Decius, Valerian, Aurelian and Diocletian - and three of these - under Nero, Domitian and Trajan, took place from 
around 64 AD to 117 AD. 

 The Revelation was written during the reign of Domitian (81-96 AD). Who was Domitian? Domitian is called a  
“suspicious and blasphemous tyrant” by Philip Schaff in the 2nd volume of his History of the Christian Church. 
Domitian called himself “Lord and God” and was accustomed to be called the same by his subjects; and Domitian 
saw embracing Christianity as a capital crime - a crime punishable by death. 

The Martyrium of Ignatius speaks of “many persecutions” under Domitian - who often had the properties of Christians 
confiscated, sending the owners into exile; and who even sentenced his own cousin, Flavius Clemens to death for 
becoming a Christian on the charge of atheism, while sending Domitilla, Clemens wife, into exile.

John is writing the Revelation to a group of churches in Asia Minor in the first century, during the reign of Domitian - 
and the brothers and sisters in those churches - and also in the church at large at that time - either had, were or were 
about - to pass through some times of significant trial. Those believers John is writing to, did NOT enjoy easy times 
from the ruling authorities, like we do in the early 21st century; and this meant that our brothers and sisters in the face 
in John’s day were having their faith tested in some extreme ways - so extreme in fact, that the faith of some would 
be shaken - and the faith of some would fail completely. 

John’s Book then - what we know today as the Revelation, was a book written to suffering or soon to be suffering 
Christians for the purpose of encouraging them and empowering their faith, in order that perchance, their faith would 
not fail. So, how does one go about opening a message - a witness - a testimony such as the Revelation, which is 
designed to bring comfort and assurance to a suffering to to a soon to be suffering church? 

And the short answer is, by sending a message to the soon to be suffering Christians from God Himself, designed to 
bring them assurance, comfort, and hope - by proclaiming clearly that regardless of what would come in the future - 
they were graced by God, were at peace with God and that this God, who was sending them the greeting of grace 
and peace WOULD win the final victory and would keep them secure in the process. 
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And so our question for tonight, taken from John’s epistolary greeting is, WHO is this God, who extended to these 
early Christians both GRACE and PEACE? 

According to vv.4-5, grace and peace is extended by none other than the Tri-Hypostatical Divinity - the Triune God. In 
other words, the Triune God - He who is perfect unity while at the same time being three distinct persons, is 
extending Grace as well as Peace, to the churches - through John - and He is doing this, knowing that some have 
faced trials and persecutions - even martyrdom - some are facing these things now - and others soon will be. Let’s 
examine the way God identifies Himself through John. First, we see that our greeting is from:

I. Him who is, and who was and who is to come. We see this same formula appear again in v. 8, where the deity 
identifies himself by declaring, “I am the Alpha and the Omega. . . who is, and who was, and who is to come.” 
But, there is an identifier inserted between the word Omega and the first Who - did you notice this. And the identifier 
tells us who is speaking - the Lord God. 

And so, the greeting comes first of all, from the Lord God - and the Lord God may also be identified as God the 
Father - the first person of the one God. Why does the Father identify Himself like this instead of simply saying, “from 
the Father”? John uses this particular identifier to communicate specific truth about who is speaking. 

In writing ‘who is’ John shows that this God is the same God who spoke to Moses from a bush that was burning but 
wasn’t burned up (Ex. 3:14) - and there God identifies Himself as “I AM”, meaning “I Am HE who IS” - and God could 
not identify Himself in a more definitive way than to say of Himself I AM - He who IS. You do see the importance of 
God’s self identification of Himself, don’t you? 

Application #1: By way of application, some humans spend a lot of time discussing whether or not God exists, while 
others spend a lot of time defining for themselves what God must be like, creating a god in their own image and after 
their own likeness, while a few simply say, there is not God - but on this back drop, God Himself says I AM - I just AM 
- I AM all the time, I AM every day, I AM all night, I AM for all ages and unto the ages of ages - I am Who I AM - I AM 
GOD - the infinite, eternal and unchangeable God - who is infinite, eternal and unchangeable in his being, wisdom, 
power, holiness justice good ness and truth - the ALMIGHTY - and by this God is saying to these soon to be suffering 
Christians, I AM Who I AM despite what others may speculate about my existence or despite how others may define 
ME, or despite whether the worship and serve of ME is legal or illegal - and therefore. GRACE to YOU and PEACE - 
from the one absolute constant in the universe - God the Father. 

II. The greeting is also from a second person - identified in the ESV as the seven spirits who are before his 
throne (referencing back to the Father - the “who is and who was and who is to come”). Who in the world is John 
meaning here? And why did he choose to use this particular phrase?

Interestingly, there have been several interpretations of this over the centuries:

     a) The Jewish understanding of this passage is that it is a reference to the seven archangels who stand before the 
throne of God, spoken of in Tobit 12: 15 (I am Raphael, one of the seven holy angels who report the prayers of the 
saints and who enter before the throne of the Holy God); 

     b) A second possibly meaning is that the seven spirits referenced here refer to the seven angels who reside over 
the seven churches of Asia Minor who are John’s immediate recipients (see 1: 16, 20);

     c) A third way to look past this phrase is to see this as a reference to the Holy Spirit and to HIs seven gifts. In 
Isaiah 11:1-3 lists six gifts the Holy Spirit provides. He also is the Spirit of Holiness. This could be the meaning - and 
so some versions actually translate this statement by John as “The Seven Fold Spirit”;

     d) A fourth way some have identified the ‘seven spirits’ is to see this as a reference to the Holy Spirit - the third 
person of the Trinity, without further commentary. 

So, which is it? What does John mean? I have no idea, but I thought this would be a good homework assignment for 
everyone, in hopes of figuring this mystery out. . . Actually, I’m kidding. 
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The most obvious way to understand John’s meaning here is to understand this as a reference to the Holy Spirit, the 
third person in the Triune Godhead, in fullness of presence and operation - and the reason I say this is simple. One 
key to understanding the Revelation is to grasp that John draws heavily on OT imagery and references - and in doing 
so, he actually provides a key to understanding his book. We just saw an example of this in the phrase, “from him 
who is, and who was and who is to come” - which is a reference to God based on Exodus 3: 14. Keeping this in 
mind, are there OT passages that might provide a key to understanding John’s meaning here? And there are. 

Look, for example, to Zechariah 4: 1-6. In this passage the seven lights on the lamp stand are equated by the angel 
with the Spirit of God; so this provides one key to understanding John’s meaning in v.4b of Rev. chapter one.

Next, we can ask, “Why ‘seven’? Remember what we said last week about the use of numbers symbolically in 
scripture and especially in literature that is apocalyptic in nature? “Seven” is used to represent fulness of completion; 
so in this case this would denote the Holy Spirit in full presence as God, as well as in His work in the church and in 
the world. 

Thirdly, it seems clear that this is a reference to the Holy Spirit, the third person of the Godhead, because the close of 
the greeting makes it clear that the greeting is from the Lord God - and John must be referencing the Holy Spirit in 
this way, in keeping with this Trinitarian Greeting to the soon suffering church. 

And finally, this would be in keeping with the context of the Revelation as a whole. And I will say more about this a bit 
later. And so the ‘seven spirits who are before His throne’ is a reference to the Holy Spirit, in fulness of operation in 
the church ands in the world. And so, John;s offering of grace and peace is for the father and from the Spirit - the first 
and third persons of the one God. But, there is more. After extending this greeting from the father and from the Spirit, 
John continues the greeting in verse five. Notice what he writes:

“. . .and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn from the dead and the ruler of kings on earth )of, 
the ruler of the kings of the earth).  And so this greeting which extends grace and peace is from the Father and 
from the Spirit, but is also from a third person: 

III. Our greeting is also from Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the second person of the Triune God. Who is Jesus 
Christ? John gives us three identifiers for Jesus Christ in verse five:

     a) He is the faithful witness (see John 1: 14, 18; 14:6) - the way to God, the turret about God and the life from 
God;

     b) He is also the firstborn from the dead (see Colossians 1: 18; 1 Cor. 15: 20) - because he lived, was dead and 
rose from the dead, we who trust Him also have the promise that in Him, we too will rise from the dead - bodily - to 
live forever with Christ, while those who reject Him also have a promise - that they too will rise bodily, to face Christ 
the righteous judge bodily and receive just payment for their wicked deeds, paying for what they did in the body in 
their eternal bodies;

     c) He is also the Ruler of kings on earth (1 Tim. 6: 13-15). Now, the natural question is, in what sense is Jesus 
Christ the ruler of the kings of the earth? It surely doesn’t look like he is in control!

This is not the only place where this statement re Jesus is found in the Revelation. This or a similar statements about 
Jesus are found in Rev. 6:15; 17: 2; 18: 3, 9; 19: 19; and each of these references refer to ungodly kings who are 
antagonists of Jesus Christ - and so this is a reference to specific kings. - namely, kings who are hostile to Christ - to 
Christ’s defeated enemies; and it is a reference both to human kings and the evil spiritual forces who empower them. 

Re Jesus being the Ruler of kings or of the kings of the earth, and what is meant, Matthew Henry again, has a 
very helpful comment here. Henry writes, “He (Jesus) is prince of the kings of the earth. From him they have 
their authority; by him their power is limited and their wrath restrained; by him they their counsels are 
overruled; and to him they are accountable.” He goes on to observe, “this is good news to the church, and it is 
good evidence of the Godhood of Christ.”
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This is Johns greeting to a suffering or soon to be suffering church. We have seen who wrote, who he wrote to, what 
benefits he extended to who he wrote to, and on whose behalf he extended these benefits -grace and peace - and 
what all this means is that GOD, in all three persons, Father, Spirit, Son, extends GRACE and PEACE to the seven 
churches, and all the churches, though all ages. 

We have, in the Revelation, a message - a witness - a testimony - from God, through Christ, by an angel, and through 
the pen of John the Apostle, a WORD from our sponsor - written to the seven churches in Asia Minor, representing 
the FULL, the COMPLETE church! And the WORD, directed to the church is, in the midst of suffering, whether now or 
doing soon - the LORD extends to us GRACE and PEACE - because in Christ, we are His; and despite the suffering 
that endure for a time, no matter how bad things got for a time and no matter how bad they may become - Christ 
WINS!

And this truth is bed rock, that we as Christ’s followers can sink our teeth into - can stand on - can hold on to, 
knowing that with Christ as our anchor, we can proceed unmoved, in faith. 

Hold on to Christ my brothers and sisters - for there is NO ROCK higher and NO foundation surer than our Lord, 
Jesus Christ!!

Pray with me. 

             


