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Jesus Is Our Big TOE

##

JESUS
JESUS CHRIST

##

SUMMARY
Most of us are happy just to have a theory about where the second sock goes after disappearing in the wash. But could a theory explain everything? 

AT A GLANCE
There are roughly 8 billion people on the planet Earth, but only a few have a theory that explains everything. These scientists are full of theories: string theory, quantum theory, evolution theory and more. Jesus simplified these theories when he shared three important ideas with the writer of Revelation.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Eyewitness Talk,” April 28, 2019. 

At the 87th Academy Awards in March 2015, Eddie Redmayne won the Oscar for Best Actor for his role in “The Theory of Everything,” a fluffy biopic about the life and times of the renowned theoretical-physicist Stephen Hawking. The irony is that the movie said little about Hawking’s theory of everything, perhaps because the audience would be hopelessly lost.
There’s an interesting exchange in the film between he and his wife at the time, Jane Hawking. She asks him, “What about you? What are you?” and Stephen Hawking replies, “Cosmologist, I’m a cosmologist.”
Confused, Jane asks, “What is that?”
“It is a kind of religion for intelligent atheists.”
[bookmark: _Hlk88035602]Whatever. It’s just a cool idea that there could be a theory of everything — a concept that would explain all, tell all, bring congruent and incongruent particles together, and merge them into a single explanation. Wouldn’t it be great if we could make sense of everything?
We have so many questions and so few answers. 
· Are we alone in the universe?
· What makes us human?
· Why do we behave badly?
· Why do bad things happen?
· How long will Covid last?
· Is there a cure for cancer?
· Is time travel possible?
The last item was of great interest to Hawking, and perhaps his most well-known book is the popular A Brief History of Time. In the film, his character asks, “What is the nature of time? Will it ever come to an end? Can we go back in time?” He goes on to say, “Someday, these answers may seem as obvious to us as the Earth orbiting the sun, or perhaps as ridiculous as a tower of tortoises. Only time [will tell], that’s what we say.”
Wikipedia has this to say about a theory of everything: “The theory of everything (TOE) is a putative theory of theoretical physics that fully explains and links together all known physical phenomena. … Physicist John Ellis claims to have introduced the term into the technical literature in an article in Nature in 1986. Over time, the term stuck in popularizations of quantum physics to describe a theory that would unify or explain through a single model the theories of all fundamental interactions of nature.” (emphasis added)
We are one Sunday removed from Easter, and now we see the risen Christ positioned in his exalted glory. Having visited earth and humankind as Jesus — a tiring and brutal experience — Jesus Christ is now seen in his post-resurrection and heavenly splendor. Talk immediately turns to a second visitation to Earth — this time, not to suffer, not to offer salvation, but to come as “ruler of the kings of the earth” (v. 5). Every eye will see this happen, and “all the tribes of the earth will wail” (v. 7). 
We could suggest, then, that Jesus is the summative Theory of Everything (TOE). Jesus is our big TOE. In him, all of history comes together. Because of Jesus, our current reality makes sense. Because Jesus lives, life takes on meaning. Because Jesus is Lord of all, we have hope, even though we live in a fallen world. 
Jesus is the one who explains “through a single model the theories of all fundamental interactions of nature.” The text twice refers to Jesus Christ as the one “who is and who was and who is to come” (vv. 4, 8) and refers to him as the Alpha and the Omega (v. 8). In fact, it is Jesus himself who speaks these words.
This, then, is our rubric for a reflection on the Christ of Revelation, resplendent in glory, who is all and in all … who is … who was … and who is to come.

Who Is …
Jesus is what he always was or has been. In other words, Jesus’ plunge into humanity did not in any way diminish who he had always been. 
Therefore, Jesus is, at this very moment, alive. No, he’s not alive in the same way we might say that we are alive or our friends and neighbors are alive. We have corporeal bodies; Jesus doesn’t. We look like human beings; Jesus doesn’t. The “body” that Jesus has is quite different. It is a spiritual body. He doesn’t have a body like ours that is perched on a planet floating around in space, orbiting the sun. Recall also how Jesus shocked his disciples by appearing and disappearing at will, seemingly passing through walls of plaster or stone. Note Jesus’ response to Mary in his memorable post-resurrection appearance recorded in John 20:11-18, and see also 1 Corinthians 15:39-50.
Who is Jesus? He is a real person who is alive with a spiritual body.
Jesus is not a dead person. He is not a stone figure chiseled by sculptors. He is not an image of a holy man of long ago painted in pastels on canvas or frescoed on plaster. He is not simply a character portrayed in the gospels.
Jesus is. He exists. He is real. How many words can we use to express this idea? He is real, viable, alive, contemporary, among us, present and aware of all things, communicative, responsive and reactive. 
He is a presence in the cosmic continuum. Many theologians such as Matthew Fox, Thomas Merton, Richard Rohr, et al., have referred to Jesus as the Cosmic Christ. This might be translated into saying that Jesus is our Theory of Everything. 
That Jesus is explains why it is proper to pray to Jesus and pray in his name. You don’t pray to a dead person. You don’t pray to an image, a stone, a piece of wood. Jesus told his disciples, “I will do whatever you ask in my name … If in my name you ask me for anything, I will do it” (John 14:13-14). When the first martyr of the church was being stoned to death, he prayed to Jesus: “While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ Then he knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them’” (Acts 7:59-60). And think of this: The biblical canon ends with a prayer to Jesus: “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:20).
Because Jesus is, we also have a legitimate reason to thank, praise and worship Jesus. We probably do all three of these things for the same reasons: for his sacrificial love for us, for his suffering and death on the cross, for his exemplary life he lived among us, for the timeless truths he taught while he walked on Earth, for the intercession he makes on our behalf before the Father, and for the promise of his presence in our lives.
We would do none of these things were it not for this reality: Jesus is. 

Who Was …
This same Jesus also existed in space and time as an historical reality some 2,000 years ago. When he was born to a young woman living in Nazareth in Galilee, he was given a name: Jesus. So, Jesus was … a baby with a mom and dad. Jesus was … a toddler, a neighborhood kid, a precocious preteen sharing his views to the priests of the temple, a young man working in his father’s shop.
In the world of the Middle East when Jesus was born, babies usually had only one name. If more information was needed, you simply added the father’s name or the place of origin. That’s why in his lifetime Jesus was called Jesus son of Joseph (Luke 4:22; John 1:45, 6:42), Jesus of Nazareth (Acts 10:38), or Jesus the Nazarene (Mark 1:24; Luke 24:19). 
Later, Jesus was … a man with a mission. He was called the Christ, from the Greek word Χριστός (christos), which translates to the Hebrew term meaning Messiah or “anointed one.” Many of his followers thought he was the new King David and that he would restore the fortunes of Israel. Perhaps he was Elijah redivivus, who would deliver judgment against their oppressors. In the writings of the apostle Paul, the names of Jesus and Christ are sometimes used together, separately and in various orders: Jesus, Jesus Christ, Christ Jesus, Christ and Lord Jesus Christ. 
Sometimes, critics will huff and sniff about the fact that there is very little extra-canonical mention of the historical Jesus. Yes, Josephus, Pliny and Tacitus — writing 60 or more years after Jesus died —mention Jesus directly or tangentially. 
And, true, there’s the problem about the archaeological evidence — there is none. This is not surprising, says Lawrence Mykytiuk, an associate professor of library science at Purdue University and author of a 2015 Biblical Archaeology Review article on the extra-biblical evidence of Jesus. “There’s nothing conclusive, nor would I expect there to be,” he says. “Peasants don’t normally leave an archaeological trail.”
Even Bart Ehrman, notorious atheist and professor of Religious Studies at the University of North Carolina, sneers at the idea that Jesus was not a historical figure. “The reality is that we don’t have archaeological records for virtually anyone who lived in Jesus’s time and place,” he says. “The lack of evidence does not mean a person at the time didn’t exist. It means that she or he, like 99.99% of the rest of the world at the time, made no impact on the archaeological record.”

And Who Is to Come …
It has been a huge articulum de fide in the universal church since Jesus airlifted off a Galilean launch pad about A.D. 29 or 30 that Jesus is coming again. This belief has persisted over two millennia. Jesus is, he was, and he most definitely is coming again. 
Believers in A.D. 90 certainly believed this, and they took great comfort in this. Many scholars believe Revelation was written in the mid-80s to mid-90s of the first century. This roughly corresponds to the imperial reign of Domitian (A.D. 81-96), the last ruler of the Flavian dynasty. 
Emperor worship reached new heights during the despotic rule of Domitian, and this was not an easy time for Jews and Christians who, according to the fourth-century church historian Eusebius, were heavily persecuted, especially in the last years of Domitian’s autocracy. It is likely that Revelation, as well as the First Epistle of Clement, were written during this period.
The Greek word for “overcome” is used more times in Revelation than any other place in the New Testament, and for good reason. In those trying times, it was helpful to hear a voice that encouraged churches and Christians to keep their hands to the plow, their eyes on the prize and remember that a time of reckoning is at hand.
This voice is the voice of the exalted Christ and “him who sits on the throne.” He calls on the churches to remain faithful to him amid a fallen, idolatrous and sinful world. Their perseverance will be rewarded, because Jesus Christ is not only he who is and he who was, but he “who is to come.” Christ exhorts the church to remain faithful in times of suffering because he is coming soon. 

Our Theory of Everything
We live in a world where knowledge is power. Yet, no one person can know everything there is to know. The last person of whom this could be said, according to the late pundit William F. Buckley, was Erasmus of Rotterdam. It is also possible that those who have a theory of everything are limited to a few denizens of spooky labs at MIT, Cambridge University or other research facilities around the world.
If, however, we’re asked about our theory of everything, a very plausible response would be to turn to The Book of the Revelation of Jesus Christ and cite in particular verse 8 of chapter 1 and Hebrews 13:8: “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, who “is the same yesterday and today and forever,” and “who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”
Jesus Christ is the Beginning.
He is the Ending.
He is the Lord God.
He is.
He was.
He is coming again.
He is the Almighty.
Jesus Christ is our big Theory of Everything.
Amen. 
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Acts 5:27-32
What Does the Text Say?
The apostles’ confrontation with the religious authorities in this passage vividly illustrates the escalating hostility between these two groups. Prior to this clash, Peter and John are threatened and ordered not “to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus” (4:18). The apostles disregard this directive, are subsequently arrested and brought “before the council” (v. 27). At this point, the religious authorities restate their previous order and reiterate how the apostles have violated it. But they also reveal a significant motive for their prior decree. They are fearful that the crowd may eventually hold them responsible for Jesus’ death, since they believe the apostles “are determined to bring this man’s blood on us” (v. 28; cf. Acts 5:17). The apostles answer their accusers with boldness and without hesitation, and say, “We must obey God rather than any human authority” (v. 29). Not only are they unwilling to submit to the wishes of the chief priests, the apostles do, in fact, publicly declare that the chief priests are complicit in Jesus’ death (v. 30). The apostles further claim that it is through Jesus — instead of the reigning religious powers — that God “might give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins” (v. 31).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
When to Obey God. Kim Davis, Charee Stanley, Jack Phillips — a county clerk, a flight attendant and a cake baker. All three have been involved in high-profile cases involving their refusal to submit to the rules. They were jailed, reprimanded or suspended. Davis and Phillips were resisting the law; Stanley, a Muslim, resisted her employer, ExpressJet. She claims she was suspended because she refused to serve alcohol to passengers. The preacher is not going to get a better opportunity to discuss when a Christian is called upon to stand against government and human laws, and when, on the other hand, to seek accommodation. Some points to consider: (1) Peter, et al., had been warned not “to teach in this name” (v. 28). Davis, Stanley and Phillips are still free to “preach” their particular point of view to all who will listen. (2) It’s possible that there are some occupations Christians cannot be a part of. If one’s conscience is strong, one may have to withdraw. Your congregation may or may not appreciate a reference to Buddhism, but the fifth step on the Eightfold Path is “Right Livelihood.” This is a path that is supposed to lead one to an end of suffering. (3) Christians, as well as all members of other religious traditions, should want a government that is utterly secular. Agree or disagree? We do not want to see a Christian version of Sharia law arise in our country, right? This topic is of huge interest to people, and it may require a couple of Sundays to do it justice.

Psalm 150
What Does the Text Say?
The hymn book of ancient Israel ends, ironically, with one of the most contemporary of musical forms: the praise chorus. There is no mistaking the object to be praised in this psalm: It is Yahweh, the Lord, Israel’s God. The opening words of the Psalm in Hebrew — hallelu-yah — were formerly simply transliterated as the English word “hallelujah.” The psalm catalogs the various instruments that constitute the praise band: trumpet, lute, harp, tambourine (and dance), strings, pipes, and loud, clashing, clanging cymbals (vv. 3-5). Whether such an ensemble ever played for the temple service is doubtful, given the variations in pitch and tonality, but the point is not orchestral; the point is the comprehensive nature of the summons: “Let everything that breathes praise the LORD” (v. 6)!
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Did I Mention “Praise the Lord!”? It’s the first Sunday after Easter. Praise is therefore an appropriate theme. This psalm has only six verses, but the word “praise” occurs 13 times! If your worship style includes a lot of “praise” music and a worship band, this is probably your chance to jump in and provide some instruction about the nature of praise. Unfortunately, the preacher is not going to find much help answering that question, because the psalm is uttered mostly in the imperative mood, as though we all understand what “praise” is. We’re commanded to “praise the Lord” 13 times. Often, to praise the Lord is to do nothing more than shout or sing, “Praise the Lord!” Isn’t there any other way? Perhaps the psalmist (a songwriter, by the way) felt the same frustration (How do you praise the Lord?), so he suggests the use of instruments. His praise service, thus, is the first recorded example of a worship service using a praise band.

John 20:19-31
What Does the Text Say?
“But Thomas … was not with them when Jesus came” (v. 24). The other disciples, though, tell Thomas — just as Mary Magdalene also had done (v. 18) — that they “have seen the Lord” (v. 25a). In response, Thomas says, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe” (v. 25b, emphasis added). In other words, Thomas desires to have the same experience as the other disciples. They had the opportunity to see Jesus’ hands and side, so why shouldn’t he have the same one as well? At the next meeting, Thomas is present. Jesus once again shows his hands and side. Jesus challenges Thomas to stop doubting and to believe instead. Having seen the risen Christ, Thomas now confesses to Jesus, “My Lord and my God!” (v. 28). Jesus, however, is not finished scrutinizing Thomas. On the contrary, Jesus asks him, “Have you believed because you have seen me?” (v. 29a). Although no reply is reported in the account, the implied answer to Jesus’ question is “Yes.” Thomas believed because he saw Jesus. Although Thomas’ belief is commendable on a certain level, it is not as praiseworthy as those “who have not seen and yet have come to believe” (v. 29b). According to Jesus, these are the ones truly “blessed.” Following these two appearances, the gospel of John states its chief purpose in verses 30-31. As the numerous oral traditions about Jesus from the first and second centuries attest, Jesus did many other things. But the deeds recorded in this gospel are “signs … [that] are written so that you may come to believe (pisteu[s]hte, or, alternatively, pisteuhte — may continue to believe) that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God.” Moreover, the signs that “Jesus did … in the presence of his disciples” — including the two private appearances to his disciples — are for all who, unlike Thomas, believe even without the opportunity to see Jesus’ hands or side. For they are the ones Jesus “blessed,” and, thus, through their unseen belief “may have life in his name” (v. 31).
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Credo ut Intelligam. This little Latin expression meaning “I believe so that I may understand,” comes to us primarily through Anselm of Canterbury, who had another catchy little dictum, fides quaerens intellectum, id est, “faith seeking understanding.” Unpack this using, of course, Jesus’ interaction with Thomas. 

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

	It is clear that we are just an advanced breed of primates on a minor planet orbiting around a very average star, in the outer suburb of one among a hundred billion galaxies. But, ever since the dawn of civilization people have craved for an understanding of the underlying order of the world. There ought to be something very special about the boundary conditions of the universe. And what can be more special than that there is no boundary? And there should be no boundary to human endeavor. We are all different. However bad life may seem, there is always something you can do, and succeed at. While there is life, there is hope.
—Eddie Redmayne, in the role of Stephen Hawking, in the 2014 film, The Theory of Everything.

##

	Everybody in the world needs to do this. Everybody in the world needs to see. It was unbelievable.
	I mean, the little things, the weightlessness, and to see the blue color whip by and now you’re staring into blackness. That’s the thing. This covering of blue is this sheet, this blanket, this comforter of blue around that we have around us. We think “oh, that’s blue sky” and suddenly you shoot through it all of a sudden, like you whip a sheet off you when you’re asleep, and you’re looking into blackness — into black ugliness. And you look down, there’s the blue down there, and the black up there, and there is Mother Earth and comfort and — is there death? Is that the way death is?
	It was so moving to me. This experience; it was something unbelievable. … It’s one thing to say, “oh the sky, and it’s fragile,” it’s all true. But what isn’t true, what is unknown, until you do [go to space] is this pillow, there’s this soft blue. Look at the beauty of that color. And it’s so thin and you’re through it in an instant. …
	[It’s] the most profound experience I can imagine. I am so filled with emotion about what just happened. It’s extraordinary. I hope I never recover from this. I hope that I can maintain what I feel now, I don’t want to lose it. It’s so much larger than me and life; it hasn’t got anything to do with the little green and blue orb. It has to do with the enormity and the quickness and the suddenness of life and death. Oh my God, it’s unbelievable!
—Star Trek actor William Shatner’s remarks to Blue Origin CEO Jeff Bezos, after his return to earth on October 13, 2021, CNBC.com.
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/10/13/william-shatner-speech-to-jeff-bezos-after-blue-origin-launch.html.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

	Our theological tradition has been shaped within the worldview of a static universe. The great theological synthesis of St. Thomas Aquinas [1224–1274], for example, was formed within a culture which took for granted that the world was fixed and static, that the Sun and the Moon and the five known planet stars revolved around the Earth in seven celestial spheres, moved by angels, that beyond these seven spheres there were the three heavens, the firmament (the starry heaven), the crystalline heaven, and the empyrean, and that there was a place in the heavenly spheres for paradise. It was assumed that human beings were the center of the universe, that Europe was the center of the world, and that the Earth and its resources were immense and without any obvious limits.
	By contrast, we are told today that the universe began with a cosmic explosion called the Big Bang, that we live in an expanding universe, with galaxies rushing away from us at an enormous rate, that the Earth is a relatively small planet revolving around the Sun, that it is hurtling through space as part of a Solar system which is situated toward the edge of the Milky Way galaxy, that we human beings are the product of an evolutionary movement on the Earth, and that we are intimately linked with the health of the delicately balanced life systems on our planet.
	The shift between these two mindsets is enormous. It needs to be stressed that most of our tradition has been shaped by the first of these, and even contemporary theology has seldom dealt explicitly with the change to a new mindset.
—Denis Edwards, Jesus and the Cosmos (Paulist, 1991), 3-4.

##

	I think that we need to take a larger perspective on who we are and what we are doing here if we are going to survive in the long term.
	The fact that we live at the bottom of a deep gravity well, on the surface of a gas covered planet going around a nuclear fireball 90 million miles away and think this to be normal is obviously some indication of how skewed our perspective tends to be. …
―Douglas Adams, The Salmon of Doubt: Hitchhiking the Galaxy One Last Time (Random House, 2005).

##

	I don’t think enough is appreciated how much an outdoor book the Bible is. It is a “hypaethral book,” such as Thoreau talked about — a book open to the sky. It is best read and understood outdoors, and the farther outdoors the better. Or that has been my experience of it. Passages that within walls seem improbable or incredible, outdoors seem only natural. This is because outdoors we are confronted everywhere with wonders; we see that the miraculous is not extraordinary but the common mode of existence. It is our daily bread. Whoever really has considered the lilies of the field or the birds of the air and pondered the improbability of their existence in this warm world within the cold and empty stellar distances will hardly balk at the turning of water into wine — which was, after all, a very small miracle. We forget the greater and still continuing miracle by which water (with soil and sunlight) is turned into grapes.
—Wendell Berry, The Art of the Commonplace: The Agrarian Essays of Wendell Berry (Counterpoint, 2002), 504.

##

	Jaroslav Pelikan, a church historian who is part Orthodox and part Lutheran, says: “The Enlightenment deposed the Cosmic Christ and made the quest for the historical Jesus necessary.” Yes, the Cosmic Christ was deposed, thrown out, in favor of the Christ of redemption which can easily be reduced to an anthropocentric Christ who encourages human narcissism with the neurotic question: “Am I saved?” instead of the Biblical question about the holiness of Life itself.
	Teilhard de Chardin complained that he couldn’t find anyone — lay person or theologian — who wanted to talk about the Cosmic Christ. He also talked of what happens when the Cosmic Christ is forgotten. “Because it is not exalted by a sufficiently passionate admiration of the universe, our religion is becoming enfeebled.”
—Matthew Fox, “Time for the Cosmic Christ?” Daily Meditations with Matthew Fox, July 9, 2019.
https://dailymeditationswithmatthewfox.org/2019/07/09/time-for-the-cosmic-christ/.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

	One of the conventions of sacred art — particularly Eastern Orthodox iconography — is the image of Christ Pantocrator. The Greek pantokrator is a compound word, comprising pantos, or “all” and kratos, or “strong.” Christ Pantocrator — painted (or rendered in mosaic tiles) inside a church dome or high up on a wall — is Christ the Lord Almighty ruling on high.
	Except for one New Testament book, the word pantokrator is uncommon. Paul uses it just once, in 2 Corinthians 6:18 (“Lord Almighty”). The book of Revelation is a different matter. Pantokrator occurs no fewer than nine times in that book: 1:8, 4:8, 11:17, 15:3, 16:7, 16:14, 19:6, 19:15, and 21:22.
	The Pantocrator is the glorified Christ. He has completed the second half of the kenotic journey described in Philippians 2:9-10: “God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.”
	Christ Pantocrator typically holds the New Testament in his left hand and raises his right hand in blessing. His head in surrounded by a golden halo, sometimes accompanied by the words “He who is.” The expression on his face is stern, even somber. His eyes are sad. Gazing upwards at this melancholy visage, worshipers may get the impression that, looking down upon the earth, the cosmic Christ doesn’t much like what he sees.
	The Pantocrator image is common in Eastern Orthodox churches and is occasionally seen in Roman Catholic churches. It’s virtually unknown in Protestant religious art.
	It’s worth asking why. Creating religious paintings or constructing stained-glass windows, Protestant artists never choose the Pantocrator image — even though it’s got a solid biblical basis. Granted, few Protestant churches are topped with domes that are the ideal setting for such art, but maybe there are other reasons.
	Perhaps the Protestant tradition is preoccupied with the earthly Christ, who walks the earth and calls disciples to follow him. Or perhaps Protestantism isn’t so conversant with mystery. Whatever the case, the Pantocrator is an image worth rediscovering.
—Based on information from “Christ Pantocrator,” Wikipedia.org.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christ_Pantocrator.
Retrieved October 16, 2021.

##

COMMENTARY 
Revelation 1:4-8
There is little agreement over anything having to do with the book of Revelation. True authorship remains a mystery. There is no clear evidence to establish whether the writer might have been John the gospel writer, John the son of Zebedee or an anonymous “John” — a late redactor’s pseudonym used to heighten the acceptance of this book of visions. Neither does internal evidence clearly suggest when this book may have been written. While most scholars place it about A.D. 94, there are arguments for placing it in the 50s, 60s, 70s and 80s.
Certainly, the content of Revelation has also been a subject of disagreement. The stockpile of bizarre images and cryptic pronouncements appear to be both eschatological and historical. But the book’s interpretation of its own age stops and its predictions for the distant future are part of its delightful mystery. Few books in the Bible cause such powerful reactions among people as the book of Revelation. Whether readers believe it to be a blueprint of the future or a theological interpretation of events long past, Revelation inspires Christians to seriously consider the ongoing activity of God in this world. Today’s text merely scratches the surface of this endlessly fascinating book. The first three chapters of Revelation combine to create its introduction before the writer begins to extol the heart of his vision. Despite all the ecstatic images that will appear in the body of this text, the opening passages of Revelation reveal it to share a familiar — indeed, predictable — structure with other writings of its age. Verse 4 begins with a formulaic Greek greeting — practically identical in style to the greetings Paul used in his correspondence. The writer identifies himself only with his name (“John”), and then identifies those to whom he is writing. Addressing his work to the “seven churches” in Asia is surely more symbolic than exhaustive. There were certainly more than seven churches in the Asia Minor region. John’s concern is more with symbol and symmetry than bean-counting — seven was the recognized number of divine completeness. His reference to the “seven churches” suggests that he intended all the churches of this region as the recipients of his message.
John next follows the standard Pauline opening, offering “grace” and “peace” with an early and eloquent Trinitarian reference. Instead of any simple “Father, Son and Holy Spirit” listing, this writer recalls the mysterious and powerful language of Exodus 3:14 to name God. The “I am who I am” identity of the divine is reclaimed by John’s designation of God as the one “who is and who was and who is to come.” It is a title that suggests a constant, but not always comprehensible, presence of God. The “seven spirits” surrounding God’s throne are another use of the perfect number seven to express completeness. The “seven spirits” simply represent what other Christian writers call the Holy Spirit and do not intend to introduce new facets of the deity into traditional theology.
A trinity within a trinity helps this writer describe the person of Jesus Christ. First, he is the “faithful witness” — that is, he faithfully carried the message of the gospel throughout his human lifetime. Second, because of that faithfulness, Jesus is the “firstborn of the dead” — that is, Jesus’ faithfulness, even to death, enabled him to be the first to experience the resurrection into new life. He is our pathbreaker from death into redeemed life. Third, Jesus is the “ruler of the kings of the earth.” Here, John slips his focus forward to the eschatological moment when the resurrected Christ will act as judge over all creation.
Having offered greetings and confessed a standard triune theology, the text now offers praise and thanksgiving in another standard form — a doxology. John’s thankfulness is for the tremendous gifts Christ has offered for the sake of sinful men and women. John’s language uses OT images and references to testify to Christ’s greatness. The doxology extols the love of Christ, which was made manifest in the sacrifice on the cross. Expiation of sins through blood was the center of cultic Judaism’s temple rituals. That we are freed into holiness by Christ’s one-time sacrifice is evident by John’s assertion that we are now a “kingdom, priests serving his God” (v. 6). God’s declaration made in Exodus 19:6 — that Israel would now be a “priestly kingdom and a holy nation” — comes true in Christ’s sacrifice, which makes each of us “holy” and thus able to “serve God.”
In verse 7, John grabs his readers’ attention with the emphatic “look” or “behold,” but the sight he reveals has been “seen” and discussed before. The vision “coming with the clouds” is first described in Daniel 7:13 as that prophet envisioned the “son of man” (KJV). That this approaching figure will be visible and recognized even by “those who pierced him” is also part of the messianic tradition (cf. Zechariah 12:10). Matthew 24:30 had already appropriated the image of the Son of Man coming on a cloud, and John 19:37 had referred obliquely to Zechariah 12:10, so neither image is unknown in established Christian tradition. But John’s revelation is the first to combine this return with the remorseful recognition of this pierced one by “all the tribes of the earth,” stressing the corporate sense of recognition that will be present.
The first section of these introductory remarks closes with another confession of God’s eternal greatness. The use of “Alpha” and “Omega,” the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, was already a well-known literary device for emphasizing the eternal reach and power of the divine — among Christians, Jews and pagans. By combining the eternal being of God with the coactive presence of God (the one who is, who was and who is to come), John defines one of his favorite terms for God … the “Almighty.” From beginning to end, from the past into the future, God is the one who has the power.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Revelation 1:4-8
[bookmark: _Hlk88036027]Tell the children you are going to pretend that you are the official responsible for starting a 3-mile race. Make sure they all know what to say to start a race and then lead them: “Get ready! Get Set! Go!” And who is the winner? Of course, the one who crosses the finish line first. A race has a definite start and end. What else has a definite beginning and end? Hold up a book of fairy tales and see if they know the starting line: “Once upon a time …” Turn to the last page for “The End.” What other things have a beginning and end? Games, movies, board games — all have a beginning and end. Remind them that last week we celebrated Easter. At this time, all the followers of Jesus thought it was the end — the end of the life of Jesus, the end of their life with Jesus and the end of everything they held dear. Ask them, “But was it the end?” No, it was not the end, but only the beginning. Jesus said: “I am the beginning and the end.” Jesus promised to be with us always, even to the end of time. Close with a prayer: “Thank you, Jesus, for always being with us. Help us to remember. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: Jesus is here. Come and sit with him.
People: We want to sit with you, Jesus.
Leader: Jesus is here. Come and rest beside him.
People: We want to rest in you, Jesus.
Leader: Jesus is here. Come and listen to his voice.
People: We want to hear from you, Jesus.
Leader: Jesus is here. Come and see!
People: We want to see you, Jesus.

Prayers — General 
Loving God,
You surround us in a warm embrace, and in your love teach us how to love others.
In your Spirit, we ask for guidance and remind us always of your compassion for all humankind.
Help us to keep our eyes and our lives focused on our perfect guide in Jesus Christ.
Enable us to follow the teachings of Jesus above our own way and will.
Help us, too, loving God, to work for growth in your kingdom. Sometimes it is difficult to speak a word of hope and help to those in need. With the encouragement of your Spirit, may we be faithful builders of your eternal kingdom.
In the name of Christ our Lord, Model, Guide and Savior. Amen.

Benedictions — General 
Jesus Christ, who is the faithful witness, and the first-begotten of the dead, and the prince of the kings of the earth.
Unto him that loved us, and washed us from our sins in his own blood, and hath made us kings and priests unto God and his Father; to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.
—Revelation 1:5-6 (KJV)

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Lo, He Comes with Clouds Descending
Breathe on Me, Breath of God
All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name
Worship and Praise* 
Mighty Cross (Elevation Worship)
Come Behold the Wondrous Mystery (Shane & Shane)
New Thing (Hillsong Young & Free) 
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Second Sunday of Easter, Cycle C
Acts 5:27-32
Psalm 118:14-29 or Psalm 150
Revelation 1:4-8
John 20:19-31
