
1 

A Voice and a Vision 
Revelation 1:9-19 

 
Dr. Mark R. Bender 

 
First Christian Church – Wichita Falls, Texas 

 
February 23, 2020 

 

9 I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the persecution and the kingdom 
and the patient endurance, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God 
and the testimony of Jesus. 10I was in the spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind 
me a loud voice like a trumpet 11saying, ‘Write in a book what you see and send it to the 
seven churches, to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamum, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to 
Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.’  

12 Then I turned to see whose voice it was that spoke to me, and on turning I saw 
seven golden lampstands, 13and in the midst of the lampstands I saw one like the Son of 
Man, clothed with a long robe and with a golden sash across his chest. 14His head and 
his hair were white as white wool, white as snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, 15his 
feet were like burnished bronze, refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound 
of many waters. 16In his right hand he held seven stars, and from his mouth came a 
sharp, two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining with full force.  

17 When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he placed his right hand on 
me, saying, ‘Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, 18and the living one. I was 
dead, and see, I am alive for ever and ever; and I have the keys of Death and of Hades. 
19Now write what you have seen, what is, and what is to take place after this. 

 

 
A couple months ago, a video from Ellen went viral. On this particular episode, 

Ellen DeGeneres opened her talk show with a monologue about things that the 

internet has made obsolete – things like encyclopedias, maps, and phone books. And 

this got Ellen thinking. She was curious about how teenagers would function without 

the internet. So, she set up a challenge for Marley Flandro, a 17-year-old teen from San 

Clemente, California. 
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To begin the challenge, Ellen pulled out a map, a phone book, and a rotary phone 

and assigned Marley three tasks: to fold the map, to look up “Golden Muffler” in the 

Yellow Pages, and then to dial their number on the rotary phone. 

Marley leapt into the challenge, excitedly folding the map. But, time-after-time, she 

couldn’t get the map properly folded. Finally, Ellen gave up, pulling the map off the 

table and sending the teen on to the next step of the challenge. 

Marley picked up the phone book next, trying to find the Golden Muffler number. 

She first looked under the term "car service." After a fair amount of struggle, Ellen 

advised her to look under “muffler.” Marley continued to turn the pages, but didn’t 

readily find muffler. Eventually, Ellen caved and passed Marley a card with the phone 

number written on it. 

But things got worse when the rotary phone got involved. Marley struggled to 

change the dial, and the audience laughed along as she attempted to dial the number 

with the receiver down the entire time. After finally inputting all the numbers, she 

picked up the phone — only to get a dial tone. 

This kind of struggle is humorous to those of us who can remember rotary dial 

phones and phone books. But it is also an illustration of how methods of 

communication change. Today, I still think maps are useful for seeing the big picture, 

but I use a GPS navigation system more often. The Yellow Pages used to be a tool for 

both advertising and enabling a small child sitting in the back seat to see out the 

window. Today, Google is my go-to source for finding phone numbers and services. 

And technology has made the rotary phone obsolete…almost. I recently downloaded a 

rotary phone app on my smartphone that allows me to dial numbers as though it were 

a rotary phone. There’s even an advanced mode in which the phone number will not 

be displayed, just like an old-fashioned rotary phone. You just have to hope you’ve 

dialed correctly. 
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Our scripture lesson today also reflects how methods of communication change. Its 

imagery was probably clearer to its first readers than to citizens of the twenty-first 

century. To us, the pictures, metaphors, and descriptions look a little like the way 

rotary phones, phone books, and maps look to people born after the year 2000.i 

The imagery found in the last book of the Bible is consistent with a genre of literary 

works known as apocalyptic literature. When many of us hear the word apocalypse, 

what comes to mind are catastrophic happenings. Those of you who watch The 

Walking Dead on AMC might think of a Zombie apocalypse. Others of you might think 

of a stock market apocalypse, where there is a selloff of catastrophic proportions. 

Others might picture the burning inferno of a large, disastrous fire. And, some of you 

might imagine the final destruction of the world when hearing the word apocalypse. 

All of these images are generally the wrong way to approach the book of Revelation. 

The book of Revelation has sometimes been turned into a kind of secret code by 

which to predict the future, and especially a version of the future that is “apocalyptic” 

in the popular sense of that term.ii Certainly, the book does tell us about the ultimate 

future of the universe. But, along the way, it tells us something else about God today. 

The very first Greek word of the book of Revelation is the word apokalupsis. In 

English, we would call this a compound word. Apo means away from while kalupsis 

means veiling. Put together, apokalupsis means unveiling; a revealing. And this morning, 

the way this revealing unfolds is with a calling. 

This is the fourth week of our worship series, Call Me Maybe? For the last three 

weeks, we have been looking at stories of God’s call to individuals in the Bible. We 

began this series by looking at the promising future God called Abraham into, learning 

along the way that God’s call gives us an identity as people of God. Two weeks ago, 

we examined the call of Samuel, discovering that when God calls, it is to act in a 

specific time and for a specific purpose. Last week, we considered the call God made 
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to Jeremiah. In his story, we heard that God sometimes calls us to hard tasks, but that 

where God guides, God provides. 

All three of the individuals whose “calls” we have considered were figures from the 

Old Testament; from the days before Jesus. This morning, we’ve skipped ahead – past 

the Gospels, past Acts, and past the letters of the New Testament - to the very last 

book of the Bible, Revelation, to survey the call made to its author, John. The opening 

verses of our scripture lesson tell us that John is writing a letter to fellow Christ-

followers and that he is sending it to them from the island of Patmos – kind of an 

ancient version of Alcatraz. John had been banished to the island of Patmos for 

preaching the word of God and for his testimony about Jesus. And it was there, on a 

Sunday morning, about the same time that everyone on the mainland was in worship, 

our scripture tells us that John was “in the spirit.” This is a phrase used to indicate a 

change of gears and to alert us to the metaphorical imagery that will follow. 

First, John hears a voice like a trumpet speak words and utter a command to write 

in a book to seven churches. But as you heard a moment ago, John’s call wasn’t solely 

auditory – something to hear. It was also visual. The voice John hears so impinges on 

his consciousness that it demands to be seen as well as heard. So John writes that he 

turned to see whose voice it was that spoke to him and that, as he did, he saw seven 

golden lampstands. In the midst of these lampstands was one like the Son of Man, 

clothed in a long robe with a golden sash across his chest. His head and hair were 

white and his eyes were like a flame of fire. His feet were like burnished bronze and his 

voice was like the sound of many waters. In his right hand he held seven stars and 

extending from his mouth was a two-edged sword. His face, John writes, was like the 

sun shining with full force. 

Generally, this isn’t what you and I picture when we think of Jesus Christ. Our 

image of “Jesus” is much more pastoral and comforting. Our Jesus has flowing locks 
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of golden brown hair, captivating eyes, and a soothing voice. This picture of Jesus in 

Revelation seems dramatically different. And it was for John, too. John tells us that 

upon seeing this Jesus, he immediately falls to the ground as though dead. Yet, there, 

prostrate on the ground, Jesus spoke to John. Just as Jesus provided words of 

assurance to the disciples after the vision on the mount of transfiguration (Matthew 

17:6), here Jesus commands John not to fear. And, he quickly moves to call John to 

action. 

At the start of John’s vision, Christ commissions him to be the divine envoy to the 

seven churches. This is the moment when John receives authority from Christ himself 

to act as the agent of that message.iii He is to be both the witness and instrument of 

God’s voice, signs, and wonders. He is to write down “what is, and what is to take 

place after this” (v. 19). 

That phrase, “what is to take place after this,” sometimes makes us think that 

everything in Revelation is about the future – about everything that is to happen at the 

end of time. But, New Testament professor Christopher Rowland notes that 

Revelation is not solely, or even primarily, about the future. For example, some of 

what John will see in the verses that follow our scripture lesson is past history.iv The 

death of Christ and his exaltation is recorded in Chapter 5. And Revelation is also 

about the present. There, in our scripture lesson from the opening verses of 

Revelation, we get an important truth that we don’t want to overlook. What the call to 

John illustrates for us is the fact that Christ is alive. 

Verse 18 records Jesus saying, “I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever.” 

This is a really critical fact, both for the churches John was writing to in the late first 

century and to us today. Christ died a real death. He was not immortal, who did not 

“really” die. He died and then was raised from the dead. And Christ’s word of hope to 
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his disciples was not that they are immortal, but that even if they die in his service, the 

One who raised Jesus Christ will also raise them.v 

For the people of John’s time who were dealing with persecution from Rome and 

scorn from the rest of the world, this was hopeful news. Because Christ was alive, the 

powers that laid claim to the early followers of Jesus weren’t really as powerful as they 

thought. And the same is true for us today. The powers that seemingly lay claim to us 

every day will not get the final word. Racism, sexism, ageism, classism, and other forms 

of prejudice and discrimination will not get the final word. Economic injustices, social 

injustices, and political corruption will not get the final word. Unequal access to 

educational, financial, or employment opportunities, and hundreds of other inequalities 

and biases right here in Wichita Falls will not get the final word. We can be assured of 

that because Jesus Christ is not dead, but is alive. 

Now, even though Jesus Christ is alive today, it doesn’t mean these things all 

magically go away. Yes, one day, Christ will return and put a final end to all of these 

things. But, in the meantime, the fact that Jesus Christ is alive today calls us to work 

for dignity and equality, reconciliation and wholeness. The call made to John is also a 

call made to us. To witness to Christ and to be an instrument of God’s voice is to 

work towards the better future Christ presents to us. That’s why we give to Week of 

Compassion. It’s why we roll up our sleeves to pack 20,000 meals for people overseas. 

It’s why we collect food and diapers for Interfaith Outreach, provide scholarships for 

college students and seminarians, and offer children’s ministry events to families across 

town. It’s why we minister to the hurts and hopes of people through Common 

Ground Recovery Ministries. It’s why our Elders pray for more than 250 people every 

Wednesday morning, recognizing that these 250 individuals have ever-expanding 

circles of family and friends who are also impacted by the power of prayer. It’s why we 

are celebrating a 130-year-anniversary as a congregation, because God still has work 
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for us to do right here, in this neighborhood, with the gifts and passions of those who 

call First Christian Church home. And, let us not forget that we are called to say a 

good word for Jesus Christ to our friends and family who don’t yet know him. As Bob 

Dylan once said, “You gotta serve somebody.” And, what we find in Revelation is an 

alternative to the powers that lay claim to us. What the rest of Revelation reveals to us 

is that Christ’s lordship judges all other would-be authorities. But, let’s not kid 

ourselves. Proclaiming Jesus Christ as Lord, and working towards that better future, 

takes guts. 

Scott Hoezee, a professor of at Calvin Theological Seminary finds in our scripture 

lesson a shining example of what we could term the gutsy nature of faith. Hoezee 

notes that: 

John identifies Jesus as, among other things, “the ruler of the kings of the earth.” It took real 

pluck for John to write that, much less to really believe it. After all, if Jesus was ruler of the 

kings of the earth, then that would include the Roman Caesar… 

 

The Caesar was, by his own decree, God and Lord of the world. When the Caesar said 

“jump,” the world asked “how high.” John’s exile was proof of Caesar’s clout. And yet, to 

John, that didn’t prove a thing. Faith showed him the real structure of the universe, and Jesus 

was on top of that hidden but holy organization chart. John believed this on faith, but his faith 

was so strong that he could also foresee a day when knowing about Jesus would be a matter not 

of having the eyes of your heart opened by grace but simply by opening your eyes, period.vi 

 

Right now, we live by faith, and not by sight. But, because of John’s witness to us in 

Revelation, we have confidence that, one day, we will see Jesus just as surely as we see 

the person beside us on the pew.  Our task is to witness and give voice to that faith. 
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About 25 years ago, a Disciples youth event was held at TCU. The theme of that 

event was “I don’t know what the future holds, but I know who holds the future.” 

That’s the witness of both Old Testament and New Testament scripture. And, 

nowhere is that more clear that in our text from Revelation. What John saw in that 

vision of call was that Jesus was in the midst of his churches, symbolized by the golden 

lampstands. And in his hand were the stars. While the Romans of the first century 

believed one’s destiny was determined by the stars, what John’s vision reveals to us is 

that our destiny is in the hands of Jesus Christ. Jesus “has got us.” 

That’s the assurance we need when tornadoes come and destroy what we have 

spent our lives building. It’s the assurance we need when a dear friend is turned over to 

hospice care and given days to live. It’s the assurance we need when it seems that our 

whole life is dependent upon the midterm we are taking this week. It’s the assurance 

we need when our branch is closed and our position is eliminated. It’s the assurance 

we point to every time we gather at the Lord’s Table and hear the echoes of the 

ancient Great Thanksgiving liturgy: Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again! 

This kind of assurance – this kind of faith - doesn’t mean the tomorrow is going to 

be, in the words of Spongebob Squarepants, “the best day ever!” But what it does 

mean is that one day, God will bring us to our “best day forever!” And between now 

and then, we are called to take the witness stand, and to tell the truth, the whole truth, 

and nothing but the truth.  Christ is alive…and he’s got us. 
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