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Revelation 1:1–3
!

THE REVELATION OF Jesus Christ, which God gave him
to show his servants what must soon take place. He
made it known by sending his angel to his servant

John, 2who testifies to everything he saw—that is, the word of
God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. 3Blessed is the one
who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those
who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the
time is near.

THESE OPENING VERSES declare the ultimate
authors of the revelation (God the Father and
Jesus), its subject matter (“what must soon take
place”), its intended audience (“his servant[s]”)

and its messengers (the angel of Christ and John). Because the introduction
sets the stage for the rest of the book, we, like many other commentators,
treat Revelation 1 (and to some extent the letters to the seven churches) in
greater detail than much of the rest of the book.

The Revelation of Jesus Christ (1:1a)

THE TITLE AND subject of this book is “the revelation of Jesus Christ.” Ancient
writers often included titles on the outside of their scrolls, but by the mid-
dle of the second century some scribes began transcribing earlier writings into
codexes, which are essentially the kind of books we use today.1 Consequently,
titles that often originally appeared on the outside of documents now appear
in our works as the opening line of the document;2 this is presumably the case
with the Revelation.

A more difficult question, however, is how the word “revelation” relates
to the name “Jesus Christ”: Does the entire phrase mean “the revelation about
Jesus Christ” (a Greek construction called an “objective genitive”) or “the
revelation from Jesus Christ” (a “subjective genitive”), or both?3 If it means

Original
Meaning

1. Bowman, First Christian Drama, 10. Some argue that the full title subsumes all of 1:1–
3 (Michaels, Revelation, 46); Aune, Revelation, 1:22, observes that ancient authors frequently
used their first sentence as a title.

2. E.g., PGM, 13.343; 36.211–12.
3. In favor of the objective genitive, see, e.g., Corsini, Apocalypse, 67–72; for both, see,

e.g., Peterson, Reversed Thunder, 26.



the former, Jesus will be the subject of the book of Revelation from start to
finish; if the latter, then other issues may be central in the book. On the one
hand, the former position is accurate theologically—Jesus is certainly the cen-
tral figure in the book. The book’s judgments reflect his Lordship (e.g., 6:1,
16; 8:4–6); resemblances to the plagues in Egypt remind us that Jesus is
greater than Moses and greater than the original Passover lamb. The book
opens with a direct revelation of Jesus to John (1:13–20) and from the start
promises that its climax will be the revelation of Jesus from heaven (1:7;
19:11–16).

On the other hand, the context and the structure of the book, as well as
the customary function of both apocalypses and titles, appear to offer stronger
support to the latter proposal. The revelation addresses “what must soon
take place” (1:1) and is conveyed from the Father to Jesus to an angel to
John to the churches; hence, it comes from Jesus. Likewise, the seals, trum-
pets, and bowls, which fill much of the book, detail impending judgments
on the world. This is typical subject matter for apocalyptic writings, although
John clearly emphasizes Jesus much more than other apocalypses emphasized
any character who might be vaguely compared with him. A “revelation”
could focus on the Lord himself (2 Cor. 12:1) or, as we think here, on his mes-
sage (Rom. 16:25). Finally, book titles often listed the purported author, as
in “the book of the words of Tobit” (lit. trans. of Tobit 1:1); or “the word of
the LORD that came to Hosea” (Hos. 1:1). Jesus Christ is the author, not
merely the subject; he revealed his message through his angel to John.

In the final analysis, however, the original, Greek-speaking audience of
the book may not have worked as hard as we do to differentiate the two
concepts (the grammar itself does not clarify any difference). The message
is from Jesus Christ, but ultimately Jesus is the focus of everything in the
New Testament, whether directly or indirectly. His purposes in history also
reveal his character and invite us to worship him.

The Agents of Revelation (1:1b – 2)

JOHN AND THE angel. Authors of most traditional Jewish apocalypses used
pseudonyms borrowed from famous ancient servants of God, perhaps because
many of their contemporaries believed that prophecy was no longer as active
in their own day. By contrast, John seeks no famous name from earlier cen-
turies, instead openly stating his identity.4 That he does not need to qualify
which John he is may suggest that he is the most obvious John among the
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4. So, e.g., Leon Morris, Apocalyptic (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1972), 52; M. A. Knibb,
The First and Second Books of Esdras (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1979), 106–7; Hill,
New Testament Prophecy, 72.
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early Christians, namely, John the apostle, son of Zebedee, who had per-
sonally known Jesus in the flesh (cf. John 21:22).5 Until the mid-third-century
writer Dionysius, the external evidence for Revelation among orthodox
Christians is unanimous, and even detractors admit that this evidence is some
of the best available for any New Testament work.6

Though he is an apostle, however, he does not identify himself in terms
of his authority over the churches; rather he identifies himself as a “servant
of God,” a title often applied to the Old Testament prophets (cf. Jer. 29:19;
35:15). This title can reflect honor as well as submission: In the ancient world
the servant of a powerful master like Caesar might hold more prestige than
even a Roman aristocrat.7 But John does not exalt himself; as a servant of the
Lord Christ, he writes to his fellow servants (1:1), his companions in suffer-
ing for Jesus (1:9). Likewise, in contrast to a few apocalyptic seers like one
who identifies himself as “Ezra” (4 Ezra 10:38–39; 13:53–56), John does not
attribute his revelation to any special merit of his own.

As in 1:1 and elsewhere (10:9; 17:1, 7; 21:9; 22:6, 8, 16), apocalyptic lit-
erature often reports God’s sending revelations through angels;8 this is not
surprising, since God had sent some revelations this way in the Bible (Dan.
9:21–22; Zech. 1:9, 14, 19; 2:3; 4:1, 4–5; 5:5, 10; 6:4–5). In ancient Jewish
apocalypses, angels sometimes accompanied the person receiving the visions,
providing oral explanations of the strange sights the person would receive in
heaven.9

John’s testimony. John testifies “to everything he saw,” which was “the
word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ” (1:2). These titles are not sur-
prising; the Old Testament employed the phrase “God’s word” not only for
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5. Some doubt that one of the Twelve would have written Rev. 21:14 (e.g., Michaels,
Revelation, 19), but John there writes of the Twelve as a group in a manner already well
established in apostolic tradition, e.g., Eph. 2:20; see Feuillet, Apocalypse, 107–8. John does
not identify himself as an apostle, but sometimes Paul also does not (Phil. 1:1; 1 Thess. 1:1;
2 Thess. 1:1; Philem. 1).

6. See the summary in Mounce, Revelation, 27–28. For fuller evidence for Johannine
authorship (yet recognizing the problems in the evidence), see Donald Guthrie, New Tes-
tament Introduction, 4th rev. ed. (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1990), 932–48; D. A.
Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris, An Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1992), 468–73. But even some evangelical scholars remain unsure which John
is in view (Aune, Revelation, 1:xlvii-lvi; Beale, Revelation, 34–36).

7. Epictetus, Disc. 1.19.19; 4.7.23; see further comments in Dale B. Martin, Slavery As Sal-
vation (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1990), 49, 55–56.

8. E.g., 1 Enoch 1:2; 72:1; 74:2; 75:3; Jub. 1:27; 2:1; 32:21; 4 Ezra 4:1; 3 Bar. 1:8; 5:1;
6:1; also later Gnostic texts in TNHL, 308–28, 453. Cf., e.g., James C. VanderKam, “The
Putative Author of the Book of Jubilees,” JSS 26 (Autumn 1981): 209–17 (p. 217).

9. Ford, Revelation, 373–74.



the written law but also for God’s revelation through his prophets (1 Sam.
3:1, 7). That the message is also called Jesus’ “testimony” means either John’s
testimony about Jesus (19:10) or that Jesus himself (1:5; 22:20) testified of his
message through his angel to John, who in turn testifies to others. “Testify”
is often courtroom language—appropriate for John and other early Chris-
tians, who would face law courts (cf. 1:9; John 16:2); Roman law always per-
mitted the accused to speak in his defense, and Christians could use their
hearings as an opportunity to proclaim Christ regardless of the consequences
(Mark 13:9). The language could, however, refer more broadly to any kind
of public attestation. In time the term for “testify” (martyreo) even began to take
on the meaning “martyr”; but while witness often invited martyrdom, it is
unlikely that the term itself implied this as early as the book of Revelation.10

Those Who Read and Hear (1:3)

BEFORE PRINTING PRESSES were available, well-to-do people often “published”
works especially in public readings, perhaps most often at banquets.11 But that
the book of Revelation was read in churches alongside Old Testament Scrip-
ture suggests that the early Christians began treating it as Scripture then or
soon afterward (cf. also 22:18–19).12 That one person would read the work
(“blessed is the one who reads”) and the whole congregation would hear it
(“blessed are those who hear it”) fits what we know of the time; even in urban
areas, many people could not read much.

“Blessed are” is the familiar ancient literary form “beatitude,” which is espe-
cially prominent in the Hebrew Bible and Jewish texts (e.g., Ps. 1:1; Prov.
8:34).13 The “blessing” form itself is general, but the context specifies the
blessings of the end (Rev. 21–22) for which only the listener will be prepared
(“the time is near,” 1:3). In biblical idiom, “hearing” also often meant “heed-
ing,” i.e., obedience (e.g., the Hebrew of Gen. 26:5; 27:8), but John allows no
ambiguity, adding “take to heart” (lit., “keep”); one used this language for
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10. Other apocalyptic writers also “testified” of what they saw (e.g., 1 Enoch 104:11),
and early Christians regularly “testified,” or “bore witness,” to what God had revealed to them
(e.g., John 15:27; Acts 1:8). For the “witness” theme in Revelation, see Allison A. Trites, The
New Testament Concept of Witness, SNTSM 31 (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1977),
154–74.

11. E.g., Richard A. Burridge, Four Gospels, One Jesus? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994), 20;
Aune, The New Testament in Its Literary Environment, 171. Wayne A. Meeks, The Moral World of the
First Christians, LEC 6 (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 62, estimates a 10 percent literacy
rate, though we may suppose moderate reading literacy somewhat higher in the cities.

12. See Caird, Commentary on Revelation, 287.
13. See further Craig Keener, A Commentary on the Gospel of Matthew (Grand Rapids: Eerd-

mans, 1999), 165–66.
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observing commandments. Though Revelation is not a collection of laws, its
message provides us demands no less serious (Rev. 12:17; 14:12; 22:7).

HOW DOES ONE apply a statement of authorship
like “his servant John, who testifies to everything
he saw” (1:1–2)? Two ways are possible, though
the second may yield more profit than the first.

Identification. One way some readers approach texts like 1:1 is to iden-
tify personally with John’s calling and to contemplate what God has called
them to do. Other readers object to this approach. After all, they respond,
God does not reveal himself today the way he revealed himself to John. This
objection relies on a disputed premise; most Christians today believe that
God continues to speak and guide his church by the Spirit, and many believe
in dramatic, supernatural revelations.14 Nevertheless, the objection does have
some force in a more general sense: The vast majority of Christians agree that
the “canon” of Scripture—the measure by which we evaluate all other rev-
elation—is closed. Most of us believe that God still speaks, but most doubt
that this requires an additional revelation so forceful as the book of Revela-
tion today!

There is a difference, however, between claiming that our situation is the
same as John’s and drawing an analogy between his situation and our own.
(If we could not apply biblical principles by drawing analogies, much of the
Bible could no longer speak to our contemporary situation.) Identifying with
John’s calling does not violate the spirit of the text; John receives exactly
the same title as other believers—a “servant” of Jesus Christ, which is pre-
cisely what this passage calls all other Christians (1:1). John himself recog-
nizes that he is a sharer in the experiences of the rest of Jesus’ followers (1:9),
and that all believers must share the same prophetic Spirit in proclaiming the
gospel of Jesus Christ (19:10). In other words, John’s receptivity to the Spirit,
humility as God’s servant, and obedience in speaking a less-than-popular
message do provide a model for us.

Grasping the whole. But while it is valid for us as Christ’s servants to
identify with John, another approach to the text also provides some neces-
sary insight and balance. The first audience of Revelation, the seven churches
of Asia Minor (1:4), would identify with the servants to whom God was
sending his revelation of Jesus Christ more than they would identify with

Bridging
Contexts
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14. For an argument for the continuing of a variety of supernatural revelations, see espe-
cially Jack Deere, Surprised by the Voice of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996); cf. also Craig
S. Keener, 3 Crucial Questions About the Holy Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996), 131–80.



John himself. They would receive the mention of John first of all as a certi-
fication of the book’s authority, hence an invitation to pay careful attention
to the rest of the book that would follow.

This means that in order to hear these opening verses the way the seven
churches would have heard them, we must try to summarize the rest of this
book the way they would have heard it. This approach works more easily
when we study Revelation in our private quiet time than when we teach it
publicly, because most congregations and Bible studies today, in contrast to
the seven churches of Asia, will not let us read the whole book to them in
one setting (1:3)! (The exception might be if we could design exceptional
video graphics to accompany the book.) But we must do our best to convey
the whole work the way its first hearers would have heard it. After all, how
can someone “take to heart”—i.e., “keep” or “obey”—the book’s message
(1:3) unless we have at least summarized what that message might be?

Thus we must beware of the danger of taking the introductory verses out
of context. Many Christians take isolated verses out of context to defend par-
ticular views, but even if we preach entire paragraphs of Scripture, it is pos-
sible to take them out of context. These introductory verses introduce the
entire book of Revelation and make their fullest sense only when attached
to the rest of the book. But even if most congregations and Bible studies
today will not let us read them the entire book, we can summarize its main
themes in ways they can understand (see “Message of Revelation” in the
Introduction). We can help those with whom we share the book’s message
to identify with the churches of Asia, that we might learn from the book
what they did.

THE FATHER AUTHORIZES his Son, Jesus, to provide
a revelation to his servants (1:1). This text reveals
the submission of the Son to the Father and the
gracious love of the Father for both the Son and

humanity. Such verses provide us a model of our own submission to the
Father, but also invite us to embrace afresh God’s love for us. The heart of
the gospel is God’s gift of Jesus, and through Jesus God continues to provide
us gifts we need. Among these gifts is wisdom for times of hardship experi-
enced by his church and by individual believers (cf. James 1:2–5); the book
of Revelation offers such wisdom.

The purpose of Revelation. The churches in Asia Minor were at a cross-
roads, impacted by persecution and wooed toward lives of compromise that
might soften the persecution (2:10, 14). Although Christians in today’s world
often face different specific temptations, the basic temptation to succumb to

Contemporary
Significance
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the world’s pressure remains the same. When we face such temptation,
Christ’s revelation to us can put everything back into perspective. No mat-
ter how difficult our situation, Revelation announces that God is still in con-
trol and that he will conclude this stage of history the way he has promised.
He often provides happy endings to our individual trials; but even when he
does not, we have the assurance that a time is coming when everything will
be as it should be. Precisely because he rules history, he can assure us of its
outcome.

God’s revelation is both a promise and a demand. It is a promise because
it gives us a new way of looking at the world. Soap operas, like ancient Greek
tragedies, reflect a way of looking at the world that lacks hope for ultimate
justice and healing. God’s perspective, by contrast, encourages us that his jus-
tice will always prevail—often in the short run, but always in the long run.
Because the book of Revelation comes to us as a promise, verse 3 declares,
“Blessed is the one who reads . . . and blessed are those who hear.”

But this revelation also approaches us as a demand. As God’s servants
who receive his message, we, like John (1:2), must be “witnesses” of his mes-
sage (6:9; 12:11; 17:6). Thus, for example, those who truly long for a king-
dom of justice in the future must act justly in the present (Amos 5:18–24);
those who look for the day when God will right all wrongs must avoid being
wrongdoers. In many parts of the world Christians are actively sharing their
faith and paying a heavy price for it; for example, Protestants in China mul-
tiplied from under two million believers to perhaps thirty times that number
after four decades of intense persecution and the torture and martyrdom of
many of their leaders.15 The twenty-five baptized Christians in Nepal in
1960 multiplied one-thousand times over in twenty-five years—at a time
when Christians faced a six-year prison sentence for baptizing others.16

By contrast, many North American Christians have proved timid merely
witnessing to their coworkers.17 Revelation challenges our complacency,
whether by pointing us to the price true Christians must be prepared to pay

Revelation 1:1–3

15. Patrick Johnstone, Operation World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993), 164 (despite
China’s “official” estimate, its State Statistics Bureau put the figure at 75 million Chris-
tians—see “Counting China’s Christians,” CT [June 21, 1993], 60; for lower estimates, see
Kim-Kwong Chan, “The Miracles After Missions,” Christian History 52 [1996]: 42–44 [p. 43]).
For articles on subsequent persecution in China, see Kenneth Woodward, “Public Enemy
Number One,” NW (Aug. 26, 1991), 47; Andrew Wark, “The Bloody Seed of Chinese Per-
secution,” CT (Nov. 23, 1992), 54–55, 61; Marco Restelli, “China’s Secret Holy War,” WPR
(May 1994), 43.

16. Johnstone, Operation World, 405–6; on the Nepali church, see Barbara Thompson,
“Nepal’s Book of Acts,” CT (Nov. 9, 1992), 14–18.

17. On the weakness of personal evangelism even among most North American evan-
gelicals, see “Evangelism in the ’90s,” CT (Dec. 16, 1991), 34–45.



for following Jesus, or by revealing the dangers of compromise with a world
inescapably opposed to the one we acknowledge as Lord. This is why verse
3 is not only a blessing, but a blessing specifically directed toward those
who hear. Revelation is not good news for everyone. It should terrify those
satisfied with the way things are the same way it would have terrified many
ancient hearers who learned of its message (see comment on 9:14).

Because Revelation cites its pedigree of origin (God, Jesus, his angel, and
a founding apostle, 1:1), it claims great authority and invites us to obey its
teachings (1:3). One wishing to apply this section should therefore at least
summarize what some of those teachings are. Revelation emphasizes themes
such as are mentioned in the Introduction (see “Message of Revelation”).

The time is near—or is it? The subject of the book is the events that “must
soon take place” (1:1). But what “soon” means is a matter of great controversy
since (happily for Christians today) Jesus did not come back in the late first
century. Some understand all biblical references to an imminent (“soon”)
coming as referring to a secret return of Jesus for his followers before the final
Tribulation, but most of these references in context clearly refer to Jesus’
return to consummate history, not to a coming before the Tribulation (e.g.,
2 Peter 3:10; Rev. 1:7; 16:15; cf. 1 Thess. 5:2–3 with 2 Thess. 2:2–4). “Soon”
cannot simply mean “pretribulational.”

Some take the word “soon” here to mean that once the events begin, they
will proceed rapidly (cf. 11:14);18 but it seems more natural to take them in
their more frequent sense as implying that the events of the end will come
swiftly. Many of the events promised in this book may actually have begun
in or before John’s day (see the comment on 12:5–6), but surely Jesus’ return
did not come “quickly,” as the book might lead us to expect (3:11; 22:7, 12,
20). Some suggest that most of Revelation’s descriptions of Jesus’ return refer
to figurative events (at least sometimes the case, e.g., 2:16), and that John
refers only to Jesus’ symbolic comings in the impending judgments the book
portrays.19 Yet this seems not the most obvious sense of the term in most of
the references, nor of the parallel phrase that the “time” was near (cf. 11:18).20

The exception might be if John meant that the “time” was near in the sense
in which the kingdom was near in Mark: Although the consummation was
future, the kingdom was also invading the present through the activity of
Jesus Christ, placing its demands on our lives (Mark 1:15).21
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18. Henry W. Frost, Matthew Twenty-Four and the Revelation (New York: Oxford, 1924), 144.
19. E.g., Caird, Commentary on Revelation, 12, 235–36.
20. See e.g., Rissi, Time and History, 22; similar wording in 4 Ezra 4:44–50; 6:18; 8:61–62.
21. Oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time, tr. F. V. Filson (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1950),

40; Beale, Revelation, 185, 1134.


