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Opening Vision

To get a sense for how imagery is used in Revelation, let’s take a close look at the opening vision John recorded in 1:9-20:

I John, your brother and partner with you in oppression, Kingdom, and perseverance in Christ Jesus, was on the isle that is called Patmos because of God’s Word and the testimony of Jesus Christ. I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice, like a trumpet saying, “What you see, write in a book and send to the seven assemblies: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.”

I turned to see the voice that spoke with me. Having turned, I saw seven golden lampstands. And among the lampstands was one like a son of man, clothed with a robe reaching down to his feet, and with a golden sash around his chest. His head and his hair were white as white wool, like snow. His eyes were like a flame of fire. His feet were like burnished brass, as if it had been refined in a furnace. His voice was like the voice of many waters. He had seven stars in his right hand. Out of his mouth proceeded a sharp two-edged sword. His face was like the sun shining at its brightest. When I saw him, I fell at his feet like a dead man.

He laid his right hand on me, saying, “Don’t be afraid. I am the first and the last, and the Living one. I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. Amen. I have the keys of Death and of Hades. Write therefore the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will happen hereafter; the mystery of the seven stars which you saw in my right hand, and the seven golden lampstands. The seven stars are the angels of the seven assemblies. The seven lampstands are seven assemblies.”

These word pictures clearly seek to describe something that is too fantastic and emotional to describe, and too important and vital to be left to a single image.  Bruce Metzger writes, “the description does not mean what it says; it means what it means.”  Other commentators wisely distinguish between taking this “literally,” believing what is written, and “literalistically,” devoid of any poetry or imagination.

John chooses images emotionally loaded with references to scripture and the culture that had developed in the Christian church.

The seven golden lamp stands refer to: 

The seven lamps on the candlestick of pure gold in the Tabernacle as the Israelites traveled to the Promised Land, 

The candlesticks of gold in Solomon’s Temple, 

The vision in Zechariah 4:2, with a candlestick of all gold, with a bowl on top and seven lamps on it. 

Note the message of consistency in who God is, and the reminder of the relevance of God’s word through the ages in finding God’s personal messages to us.

The English “like a son of man” doesn’t capture the intent of the Greek, and obviously, this is the Son of Man speaking.  In Greek, the article is omitted completely, and the message is that the visual image is so overwhelming and compelling that this could be no one other than Jesus Christ

The description “clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash” call to mind three similar images in the Old Testament, all of which emphasize a different facet of the character of Jesus: 

The High Priest described in Exodus 28, 

The attire of Hebrew kings, 

The messenger from God in Daniel 10:5, bringing the Truth.

In this one image, we have Jesus identified as Prophet (message from God), Priest (representing us to God), and King.

The description of the Risen Christ is even more fantastic, impossible to picture, but full of significant references from the Old Testament: 

Daniel 7:9 says the Ancient of Days had hair as white as wool, like snow 

Ezekiel 43:2 says the voice of God was like the sound of many waters 

Job 38:31, God asks Job if he can bind the chains of the Pleiades or loose the cords of Orion. 

Also, these descriptive terms are as obvious and inspiring now as they were in the first century:

Head and hair white as snow speaks of great age and timelessness 

White as snow speaks of divine purity 

Eyes like a flame of fire, refining out the impurities to see the truth 

Feet of shining brass, showing speed in the shining rays and strength in the brass 

Other sensory images are not as familiar to us as they would have been to the first century listeners:

The sound of many waters, representing a breadth of sounds from softest to loudest, highest to lowest, and from all directions at once 

Holding seven stars in his right hand, representing strength and dominion, but it was also this same right hand that tenderly soothed the frightened John in verse 17 

Out of his mouth a two-edged sword (a short, highly effective weapon for hand-to-hand combat), a reference found also in Isaiah and in Hebrews, representing cutting away falseness and sin, leading to pardon and restoration

Face glowing with the sun’s full strength, certainly not human, but referencing the glow of Moses’ face from seeing God on Mount Sinai, and the glow on Jesus’ face at the Transfiguration. 

Now, how can someone talk if their tongue is a sword?  We cannot allow our visual bias, our “literalistic” tendencies, to obscure for us the power of the image John was sharing.

What was John’s response? To prostrate himself before the great God in awe, reverence, shame, and fear. What was Jesus’ response to John? To tenderly calm and assure him with reminders of the permanence and steadfastness of Himself, and of the ultimate victory to come, and to charge him with the task of writing and sharing this Vision.

Note that Jesus describes himself in v. 17-18 by a set of three descriptions, with the number three having significance as a sign of divinity. Notice, also, that a set of three commands appears in v. 19, describing what John is to write, underscoring that the message is Divine.

Verse 20 uses an interesting term, musterion, which we translate as “mystery,” but that means something other than an otherwise impenetrable secret given by God to His Elect. The word is found also in Matthew 13:11, as Jesus explains his use of parables by assuring the disciples that “to you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given.” John is clearly giving us more here than a “decoder ring” to figure out the imagery - John is telling us to pay attention to the deep truth in this passage.

The seven churches are represented by the candlesticks. We as a church are not the light, that is from Jesus. We are the vessels of the light, to hold it up and give ourselves so that the light shines. We are also reassured that Jesus walks among the candlesticks, trimming wicks and helping us to shine.

We have more trouble with “the seven stars are the seven angels of the churches.” Some translate the Greek word aggelos to mean messenger, either the person to carry the letter to the churches, or the church bishops that read the message to the congregations. This provides a vivid picture of God’s care towards his followers--while he sharply criticizes some churches, he still shows his abiding love and holds them in his right hand. While this definition of aggelos is perfectly acceptable Greek, John consistently uses aggelos elsewhere in Revelation for heavenly beings.

John earlier in the chapter referred to seven Spirits, but in that context, he was referring to a part of the trinity.

This phrase could be interpreted literally to mean that each church has a “guardian angel”. However, since the sections in chapters 2 and 3 are addressed to the angels of the churches, we have Jesus chastising angels for doing wrong, an idea of angelic morality that clashes with the descriptions of angels as God’s faithful servants elsewhere in the Bible.

Another possibility is to draw on both Greek and Jewish thought that everything on earth had a heavenly counterpart or equivalent. In this loose interpretation, the perfect image of the churches, represented by the stars, serves as a reminder to the churches of the perfection that they should strive to attain.

In my opinion, Jesus wanted to describe the churches as both earthly candlesticks and heavenly beings in the next two chapters, and does both as a poetic gesture.

Letters to the Seven Churches (Chapters 2 and 3)

The messages to the seven churches are authored by the Son of Man, as He stands in the midst of the candlesticks that represent these churches. He has different words for each church, praising them for different strengths, exhorting them to improve on their specific weaknesses, and offering to each different blessings.

The form of each of these seven sections is the same, an abbreviated letter form. First, the letter is addressed to “the angel (or messenger) of” a specific church, from the Son of Man, but with a different description of Himself each time. With the exception of the letter to the church at Laodicea, each of these descriptions are part of chapter 1’s description of the Son of Man. Following is the body of the letter, usually with both praise and criticism. Towards the end of each letter is a reminder to everyone to hear what the Spirit is saying - “he who has an ear, let him hear.” This is an old tradition, carrying back to Deuteronomy 6:4, where it emphasizes the importance of that Word from God, and in Mark 4:9, when Jesus uses this phrase with the parable of the sower - the one that was so figurative that his disciples later had to ask him to explain it. Also at the closing is a blessing specific to that particular church. In good literary form, these blessings are repeated at the end of Revelation, starting at chapter 19.

Notice what Marva Dawn refers to as a recurring “dialectic” in these charges to the churches. One church is praised for it’s pursuit of truth, but criticized for a lack of love, while another has just the opposite situation. Both churches wrestle with the contradiction of trying to do both, trying to strike a good balance. She points out the parallel with the person of Jesus Christ, who was both man and God. Many heretics in the early church were groups who considered Jesus as more man than God or more God than man.

The “Crossing” Form

There is an interesting and purposeful pattern to these letters, with similarities in the 1st and 7th churches, the 2nd and 6th churches, and the 3rd, 4th, and 5th churches are in between. Robert Wall identifies this as characteristic of an ancient Greek literary device called a chiasmus, or “crossing,” in which the form emphasizes the middle items.

Analyze the Letters

1) Revelation 2:1-7 - Ephesus

7) Revelation 3:14-22 - Laodicea

2) Revelation 2:8-11 - Smyrna

6) Revelation 3:7-13 - Philadelphia

3) Revelation 2:12-17 - Pergamum
4) Revelation 2:18-29 - Thyatira








5) Revelation 3:1-6 - Sardis

The Character of Jesus:

The “Good”:

The “Bad”:

The Blessing:

The Character of Jesus:

The “Good”:

The “Bad”:

The Blessing:

Common Truths in the Letters

As a simple recap, consider the following truths that are consistent in these seven letters:

We must through God’s strength always balance our pursuit of “truth” and of “love.” 

We cannot “earn” grace by our works, but our faith is weak if it yields no Godly works. 

Our God is a personal God, dealing as specifically with us as He wrote to the churches. 

Accommodation with worldly pressures is never an option, nor is tolerance of sin. 

My Reference Document

Church
Character of Christ
Good
Bad
Blessing

1) Ephesus
Holds stars, walks among candlesticks
Works, truth, patience
Abandoned first love
Give to eat of the tree of life

2) Smyrna
First and last, dead and is alive
Works, tribulation, poverty
Nothing
Shall not be hurt in the second death

3) Pergamum
Sharp sword with two edges
Works, living in “seat of Satan” 
Allow heretics
Hidden manna, white stone, new name

4) Thyatira
Eyes like flames, feet of brass
Works, charity, service, faith
Allow Jezebel
Power over nations, morning star

5) Sardis
Seven spirits, seven stars
A few have not soiled their clothes
Appear to be living, but are dead
White raiment, name in book of life

6) Philadelphia
He that is holy, true, key of David
Have little strength, but have kept word
Nothing
Will overcome persecutors, pillar of Temple

7) Laodicea
The Amen, faithful and true witness, beginning of creation
Nothing
Lukewarm
Love, promise of forgiveness

Note the similarities of #1 and #7, the similarities of #2 and #6, and the similarities of the warnings of #3, #4, #5.

It is these warnings in the middle three that call to mind the challenges of the modern church.

