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FCCOE; 5/18/14; Revelation 1:9-20; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“The Man with The Keys” 
 

Introduction: We have noted since Easter that the resurrection of Jesus was not simply to be a 
private, spiritual experience for his followers, convincing them that he was alive again, but that 
through the resurrection, God has invited us into a whole new way of being and thinking and 
doing. Confirmation of this is found in the opening verses of Acts where Luke informs us that 
Jesus spent the 40 days between his resurrection and ascension not only appearing to his 
followers but continuing to teach them about the kingdom of God. As we said last week, this had 
been his theme, or “big idea” since the beginning of his public ministry (Ma. 4:17). So, we’ve 
been exploring some of the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus to see what we can lean about 
what Jesus still wanted his followers to know about life in the kingdom in the wake of the 
resurrection.  
 
So we’ve been with Jesus on a mountain in Galilee, and on a road to Emmaus, and in a room in 
Jerusalem. This morning, we want to go with Jesus to an island named Patmos, located off the 
coast of south-western Turkey, to hear what he has to say about the presence of the kingdom of 
God to a bruised, battered, and aging pastor who is trying to shepherd a group of churches that 
find themselves up against it, suffering from trial and tribulation. While this encounter between 
Jesus and his beloved disciple John took place around 96 A.D., some sixty plus years after the 
ascension, we might still think of it in terms of a post-resurrection appearance. For in it, Jesus is 
still appearing and still teaching about the presence of the kingdom of God.  
 
In particular, to those who were wondering, as we can sometimes wonder, how the kingdom of 
God can be present when everything around us seems to be struggling or suffering in some way, 
Jesus reveals to John and then through John to the church, that things are not only as they seem; 
there is more to reality than meets the eye. Jesus, revealing himself here as the Cosmic Christ, is 
the man with the keys. He is not just alive; he has power and authority even and especially over 
sin and evil and death. Jesus didn’t change their circumstances but in effect said to John and his 
churches: “If you get this perspective into your heads and your hearts, it will change everything 
about how you think and live.” 
 
I. John – Brother and Companion  
 A. So what was John doing on this island? Well, he wasn’t getting away for a little 
vacation or sabbatical time. Patmos was not a place of beaches but a place of rock quarries to 
which the Roman government sent criminals and enemies of the state. Persecution of Christians 
by the Romans had begun in the mid-60’s under the Emperors Nero and Vespasian. Jerusalem 
was destroyed n 70 A.D., and Peter and Paul had been crucified. But things got even worse in 92 
when a tyrant named Domitian became the Emperor. He was an insecure man and to compensate, 
he called himself “Everlasting King” and ordered all citizens and subjects of Rome to worship 
him as Lord and God. People were instructed to go to a temple built in his honor, take a pinch of 
incense, throw it on the fire of the altar and say, “Caesar is Lord.” For most people in this 
polytheistic culture it was not a big deal. What was one more god? But for John, disciple of Jesus 
and witness to his death and resurrection, it was a huge deal. Honor Caesar and respect him, yes; 
declare him Lord and God, no possible way. And so, having been declared an “atheist” by the 
state, a trouble maker, one who threatened the unity of the state by proclaiming that Jesus and 
only Jesus is Lord, John, the beloved bishop, was shipped off to Patmos, somewhere in his mid-
80’s, presumably to waste away and live out the rest of his days.  
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 B. As you might imagine, this was not an easy time for the church. Many Christians, like 
John, were either being hassled, or simply killed. Immorality was gaining a foothold in some of 
the congregations. Their bishop had just been hauled off by the police into exile. Though we in 
this country are not faced with overt persecution because of our faith, twenty centuries later 
millions of Christians around the world still are. And as our own society becomes more and more 
secular, we may very well find it more difficult to speak out for what we believe. At the very 
least, all of us face trials in life, ranging from the explosion in a coal mine in Turkey, to the 
kidnapping of young girls in Nigeria, to the diagnosis of an incurable disease, to the taunts of a 
bully on the playground or through social media, trials that lead us to ask: How could the 
kingdom of God be present in the midst of this? Where is Jesus? How do the strange bedfellows 
of suffering and the kingdom and patient endurance all fit together? John received an answer, a 
vision really, which spoke to those questions. He was led to see that things are not only as they 
seem, that just behind the thin veil that separates the dimension of heaven from the dimension of 
earth, Jesus stands, risen and glorified and ruling..  
 
II. Jesus – Risen and Ruling  
 A. John, the text tells us, was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day. That is, even though John 
was in exile and living among piles of rocks, it was Sunday and John was worshipping, praying 
no doubt, possibly singing, and certainly crying out to God. As he was doing so, he heard a voice 
that sounded like a trumpet. This was not an inner, mystical experience, though there is nothing 
wrong with such a thing. This was something that was taking place outside of him such that it 
moved him to turn around to see what it was. As it turns out, God was giving John a vision of the 
risen, glorified, and ruling Jesus.  
 
Darrell Johnson, a fellow I had the privilege of studying under while at Regent College in 
Vancouver a few years ago, observes that as John sat on those rock piles praying, there were all 
kinds of mental images of Jesus that he could, and maybe did, bring to mind. There was Jesus at 
the wedding at Cana turning gallons of water into vintage wine. There was Jesus driving the 
moneychangers out of the temple. There was Jesus feeding the 5,000 and Jesus calming the storm 
and Jesus hanging on the cross and risen from the dead. But in this situation, it was apparent John 
needed more. He needed to see not only the unseen reality of the future, but of the present. He 
needed to see Jesus as he is now, not just risen but as the ruling and reigning Christ, as the man 
with the keys, as one far bigger and more sovereign and more mind-blowing than he, or we, 
might imagine.  
 

B. So in this first of seven visions of Jesus that John receives and records in The 
Revelation, he sees several images that describe Jesus, all of which come out of the OT, mostly 
Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel. In fact, Revelation contains over 500 references or allusions to the OT. 
John and his readers would have recognized these. For them, they would have had evocative 
power. For us, we need to do a little digging to get to the sense of the images.  
 
1. So, John sees “one like a son of man,” a figure we first meet in Daniel that turns out to be the 
one to whom the Ancient of Days (God the Father) gives dominion over all peoples.  
 
2. He sees this son of man clothed with a long robe and a sash around his chest, the way a 
dignitary or ruler would wear it as opposed to an ordinary worker, who would tie a sash around 
his waist. This clothing, revealed in Exodus, indicated both a great mediator and a great ruler; a 
high priest and a king of kings.  
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3. His hair was white like wool and snow, which not only indicated purity, dignity, and wisdom, 
but was the way the Ancient of Days was depicted in Daniel. Somehow, this figure revealed the 
Father himself. 
 
4. His eyes were like blazing fire, penetrating with divine insight, and his feet were like bronze, 
firm and secure and tested as opposed to the feet of clay and iron that are depicted in Daniel of 
human kingdoms, flawed feet which ultimately collapse and crumble. 
 
5. His voice was like the sound of rushing waters, of Ezekiel, conveying awe-inspiring power, 
commanding, yet giving a profound sense of peace. 
 
6. In his right hand he held seven stars, which not only stand for the churches, but might also 
represent the seven known planets at that time, planets which, as the Greek religion of the day 
would have it, controlled one’s life. But the stars don’t run life; the one who holds them in his 
right hand does. 
 
7. Out of his mouth came a double-edged sword (Isaiah), which depicts the power that is released 
when Jesus speaks  And his face was brilliant, like the shining sun (Numbers). 
 

C. What is happening here is what happens in what is known as apocalyptic literature. 
Revelation literally means “apocalypse.” Unfortunately, it’s a word that has come to mean, “Oh, 
no! Something terrible is about to happen!!” What it really means is unveiling, like one would 
take the lid off of a box, or pull back a curtain on a stage. When this happens, something is 
revealed, something breaks through. Unlike the weak, insecure and fearful Wizard of Oz, who is 
revealed when his curtain to his booth is pulled back, what is revealed when the curtain is pulled 
back between the dimensions of heaven and earth are a number of accumulated images that 
unveil the powerful, glorious, ruling Jesus.  
 

D This is the One who is ruling in the midst of the world’s suffering. Things are not only 
as they seem. Jesus is not aloof from our struggles but is seen to be right in the midst of the 
lampstands – the churches who are going through trial and tribulation. Moreover, he places his 
right hand of authority gently on John’s shoulder, assuring him that through his death and 
resurrection, he has the keys to unlock the fearful hold that evil and death have upon us. They will 
not have the last word; the last word belongs to the One who was dead and is now alive, but not 
just alive; he is ruling and reigning in all of his glory.      

 
And so, in the light of this vision, the strange bedfellows of suffering and kingdom and patient 
endurance all come together. God may remove our suffering, or he may not. If not, we can 
persevere through it with patient endurance, knowing that we are not alone, that the risen Jesus is 
on the throne, and with the sure hope that his victory over sin and evil and death will also be ours.  
 
John, exiled on the island of Patmos, needed to see and hear this. His churches, hard pressed by 
various trials and tribulations, needed to see and hear this. The persecuted church throughout the 
world needs to see and hear this. Those suffering from tragedy, or illness, or the words and blows 
of a bully, need to see and hear this. The imagery of the apocalypse is meant to help us go deeper 
than words, deeper than propositional truth, deeper than our intellect can take us, and reveal to 
our heart that the resurrected Jesus reigns now, that he has the keys, and that we need not be 
afraid.    


