
 

 

HOUSEGROUP NOTES IN RELATION TO REVELATION 5:  
 
Many people after the service said they found the sermon helpful so I have taken the unusual step of 
attaching what I said in its entirety at the end of this document in case anyone wants to refer back to 
something in it. 
 
I would also like to add a personal note from me:  Even though I have studied the Bible a lot, I still 
find the Book of Revelation a very difficult text to understand because of its complex use of ancient 
imagery.  So what I would say to every Christian who looks at it is this: there is nothing wrong in 
saying ‘This book is too complex for me’. It is far more important that we should repeatedly read 
the four gospels than let ourselves become confused by the Book of Revelation.   However, if we 
can grasp what John means by his imagery, he has important things to say and I hope that is what 
the series of sermons on it at St Luke’s will show.  
 
So, here are some possible ways of exploring the passage together but feel free to ignore any or all 
of them! 
 
1. What is about the world that depresses us, makes us despair?  How can we see God at work in  

a world that is so full of suffering, so full of human greed and selfishness, so full of war and 
conflict and famine and disease? Does what we see happening around us sometimes make us 
doubt that God is ‘in control’. If so, how do we respond to that? 

 
2. I  think only one thing would make the scenes of suffering we sometimes see happening around 

us or on our televisions worse - if there was a total absence of any compassion, any forgiveness, 
any love. But that is never the case - even in the darkest of situations someone usually shows 
love.  And the light shines in the darkness. Can you think of instances you know where the 
actions of people have shown that?   

 
3. How does the suffering of Christ - and his love - fit into that?  When Mel Gibson made his film 

‘The Passion’ on Christ’s crucifixion a few years ago there was a lot of fuss made about how 
violent it was - and I confess I found it so. There were sections I did not want to watch. But 
should we ‘cover up’ the pain and torment? What does Christ’s suffering bring home to us? The 
inhumanity of those who tortured and killed him? A sense that God really does understand what 
suffering is?  Amazement that Christ in that situation offers forgiveness and love? A sense that 
the power of sin has been defeated? 

 
4. The poem  ‘Ecce Homo’ focuses on how we still torture Christ by our actions - if we weep at 

the horrors  we see on our TV screens, so does Christ.  Does it help to know that God is not ‘out 
there’ but experiencing our pain? sharing our grief ?   

 
5. What do you think Albert Schweitzer mean by saying: ‘Think occasionally of the suffering of 

which you spare yourself the sight?’  (Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) was a French-German 
theologian and doctor who won the Nobel Peace Prize and who chose to work amid the 
suffering poor in the Gabon in central Africa - he treated some of the worst diseases that people 
can face). 

 
6. The Jews banned the making of any image of God - why? Do we need to try and create ‘a 

camera image’ of what heaven is like? Should we even attempt to  do so?  What do you think of 
if you do think of heaven?  

 
7. One of the traditional views about heaven is that it is the place where we finally get the answers 

- where all our questions are answered, where we see God face to face. That belief is also 



 

 

saying loud and clear: we should not and cannot have all the answers now. So how do we live 
with our doubts and our uncertainties and the things that cause us pain?  

 
8. John says that Christ has the answers (he can open the scroll) because he is the chosen one and 

because he has suffered for us. What insights into God’s nature does Christ give us?  Is what he 
said and is how he lived and died enough for us to be able to put our trust in Him, even though 
lots of questions remain unanswered?   

 
9. Prayer is one of those things that can be difficult because we don’t always get the answer we 

want.  Is John’s image of all our most heartfelt prayers being held in heaven a helpful one?   
 
10. John says every Christian is called to be ‘a priest of God’. What does that mean for us? As 

priests what can we receive and what can we give ?  
 
11. Look at the wonderful paean of praise at the end of the passage. Maybe listen to Handel’s 

musical version of those words or to a hymn or song that takes up that theme. Offer praise to 
the Lamb! 

 
 
 
 
THE SERMON FROM SUNDAY: 
 
 
On one occasion I was speaking with a person who had lost her husband about twelve months 
earlier. She said to me : ‘People were kind to me when he died but now no one speaks to me about 
him anymore. It’s as if he had never existed.’  That caused her pain because her remembrance and 
her grief at his loss were undiminished.  Last week I went  to see the latest Pixar film ‘Coco’. Its 
subject matter is at one level very bizarre because its all about the land of the dead, but at its core is 
the way Mexicans mark the importance of remembering those who have died.   I found the film 
very moving and it made me think a lot about the people who are dead who I remember and who 
played such an important part in shaping my life. It also made me think of a Methodist service I 
once attended in America which was a church’s annual focus on simply that - remembering those 
we have loved and lost. Each person’s name was read out as part of that. If you have not seen it, I 
can recommend Coco - it’s absolutely fantastic.  
 
However, what Coco did not do, of course, was give me an accurate picture of the life hereafter.   It 
gave me no camera image of heaven. But then who can give you that? I have long given up trying 
to imagine what heaven might be like. It’s a mystery too great for me to get my head around. I’m 
happiest with those hymns that just express the overwhelming mystery of God’s majesty rather than 
hymns which speak of heavenly cities  or pearly gates. Hymns like: ‘Immortal, invisible, God only 
wise, In light inaccessible, hid from our eyes.’  Not being able to visualise it, does not prevent me 
from being sure that heaven in whatever form it takes will be spectacular, something else entirely.  
Not being able to visualise it does not prevent me thinking about what it might mean - a place 
where there are no more tears, no more pain, no more sorrow, no more separation, no more 
confusion and doubt.    
 
Those who want a visual image of heaven have traditionally looked to the Book of Revelation - 
indeed it is estimated that 50% of all religious art has utilised its imagery. And many of its phrases 
have entered into common usage : the grapes of wrath, the pearly gates, a scarlet woman, streets 
paved with gold, and so on.  Go on the web and you can find all sorts of modern images of the 
afterlife that are still  being based on John’s visions.  However, what this ignores is that John was 



 

 

not providing his readers with a camera picture of heaven. The Book of Revelation is what is known 
as ‘apocalyptic literature’ - a style of writing in the ancient world that was centred on symbolism. 
Every image he uses is therefore used because it is capable of multiple layers of meaning. Take the 
writing literally and you end up totally misunderstanding its message.  
 
The trouble for us is that we are not used to using complex imagery from a far distant era and 
sometimes we don’t exactly know what John intended by the images he uses. One modern 
commentator writes:  ‘People who might agree on the meaning and significance of other texts in the 
New Testament or other parts of the Bible suddenly find themselves at odds when it comes to 
making sense of this one…’ Another says there Book should be issued with a spiritual health 
warning: ‘Beware! If you begin paddling in its waters  you can easily get sucked out to sea.’  
 
The important thing to do with John’s descriptions is to look at what they are trying to say about the 
nature of God and the importance of Christ.  For example, when he describes heaven he refers to 
gems like fiery red carnelian and diamond white jasper and an over-arching rainbow because he 
wants us to think of heaven as a place of light and colour. He refers to flashes of lightning and peals 
of thunder and flames of fire to make us appreciate heaven is a place of sovereign power and 
majesty. He refers to trumpets and angelic choirs to depict it as a place of beauty and harmony. He 
refers to an array of different strange creatures to bring home that  heaven will contain an even 
greater level of varied creation than earth possesses.  I am sure if John had a catch phrase it would 
be : ‘If you think you’ve seen it all, you ain’t seen anything yet!’  Heaven will be spectacular! 
Above all else, in this particular passage we have heard read he presents the image of a central 
throne because in heaven - unlike on earth - it is absolutely clear that everything revolves around 
God. All that exists in the universe - both what we know and what we do not know - revolves 
around God. His presence is what visibly dominates heaven. 
 
That is in itself an important message. How often do we look at the world around us and fail to see 
God at work?  We Christians are outnumbered  and often outmanoevred.  We make our efforts to 
help people but the world surrounds us with constant evidence of human greed, human cruelty, 
human suffering. John of Patmos was writing to Christians who, like us, were sometimes deeply 
depressed and dispirited by what was happening around them. The Christians on Patmos were 
facing immense secular pressures and were being encouraged to worship false gods in the name of 
political correctness. They were coming under attack if they did not participate in festivals and 
sacrifices linked to worshipping the Roman emperor Domitian and his family. John wanted to 
renew their faith and renew their hope and so he presented them with a vision of the sovereignty 
and power of God and reminded them of the sacrifice of Christ. His message to them is equally 
valid for us: in the cosmic battle between good and evil there is ultimately only one winner. 
Whether we see it or not, God is all powerful and he is in control.   
 
He also reminds us that we cannot see the big picture because we are not God - we don’t have 
God’s knowledge and wisdom.  Our desire for answers is symbolised in the importance John 
attaches to the scroll in God’s hand.  A scroll was in his day a symbol of learning, enlightenment 
and communication. John stresses this particular scroll’s significance  by using two images. First, 
he says it contains writing on both sides and, second, he says it is sealed by seven seals. In the 
ancient world scrolls normally only had writing on one side but very important official documents 
sometimes had writing on two sides - with detailed information on the inside and a summary on the 
outside. These important documents were then usually sealed with seven seals. This scroll is so 
important because in his imagination it contains all that God wills for our planet earth - if you could 
unseal and open this scroll you would understand all God’s purposes. You would have all your 
questions answered. You would know what life is all about. Past  - present - and future. You would 
understand why everything is the way it is.  Wouldn’t we like to be able to open it! 
 



 

 

John describes how he hears ‘a strong angel’ ask : who is worthy to unseal this scroll?  Some 
commentators think that this refers to the archangel Gabriel because the name Gabriel means ‘the 
strength of God’. In a sense the identity of the strong angel is unimportant. What is significant is 
that even the strong angel cannot open the scroll containing God’s wisdom and will. And so what 
hope does a human have? In his vision John weeps that no human can access the contents of the 
scroll because we all lack the necessary authority - none of us are worthy to access God’s wisdom 
and to fully understand his will. The reference in verse 3 to ‘in heaven or on earth or under the 
earth’ emphasises that no human - past or present - can open the seals to access what is in that 
scroll. 
 
So, is that it? Are we doomed to be left as it were in the dark? Left with a God we simply don’t and 
can’t understand? John says: NO. In his vision an elder says there is one who can unseal the scroll 
and reveal God’s will. It is Christ. Some Christian denominations argue that elders were spirits 
created by God before the creation of the world. However, the word ‘elder’ is never used in 
Scripture to refer to angels, but always to men. Most Bible commentators and most mainstream 
Christian churches therefore accept that John is just referring to a Church elder. The word elder was 
used in the early Church to refer to men who were judged sufficiently mature in their faith that they 
could guide other Christians.This Christian leader recognises that Christ alone can reveal what we 
need to know. In effect he is saying: ‘If you want to know more of God’s natures and purposes then 
you have to put your trust in what Christ reveals’. I must admit I wonder whether John had St Paul 
in mind as the elder because  Paul says in 1 Corinthinans chapter 13 : ’some small but sufficient 
portion of these mysteries are made known to us by the power of Christ, who will eventually make 
all things clear and hereafter, we shall know even as we are known.’  
 
What gives Christ that unique authority to reveal the nature and purposes of God? The elder gives 
two reasons:  
 
First, that Jesus Christ was the longed for Messiah - hence the reference to the Lion of the tribe of 
Judah and Jesus being of the root of David. The lion is , of course, a symbol of majesty and power. 
C.S.  Lewis used that imagery to great effect in his Narnia books. Secondly, and more importantly, 
that Jesus Christ has become our Saviour by dying for us - John visualises him as a sacrificial 
Lamb. The Lamb is described as having seven horns and seven eyes. This description is obviously 
not meant to be taken literally.  If you treat it so the image is horrid - indeed as this image of a tattoo 
based on it shows. That does not convey Christ! The image is entirely a symbolic one. In Jewish 
thinking a horn represented power so by saying the Lamb has seven horns John is saying Christ has 
absolute power. The seven eyes represent his capacity to see absolutely everything - the Lamb can  
look at the world with the eye of prophecy, the eye of faith, the eye of discernment, the eye of 
interpretation, the eye of understanding, the eye of wisdom, the eye of truth. The Lamb sees God’s 
spirit at work in the world and has the power to transform our lives   - bringing peace, hope, justice, 
mercy, wisdom, love.   
 
Central to this passage is John wanting us to appreciate the huge, huge significance of Christ’s 
sacrifice. Sometimes we do not pay enough attention to the suffering that Christ faced on our 
behalf. Last summer I spent some time on holiday in Slovenia and that included visiting the coastal 
city of Piran. Though a tiny place it was full of churches and the largest - the Cathedral of St 
George - contains a carved wooden statue of the crucified Christ that dated back to the early 
fourteenth century. It had been recently restored because over the centuries people had made all 
sorts of alterations to it. They had covered it with paint and with a cloak, added a wig and crown, 
etc. Having taken off all the layers of paint and removed all the later additions,  what was revealed 
was a stark representation of the suffering endured by Christ.  It made me recall the poem Ecce 
Homo written during the Second World War by David Gascoigne in protest against Hitler’s 
atrocities and the horrors of war. In it Gascoigne reminds us that Christ’s suffering is not just 



 

 

because of the cruelties inflicted on him 2,000 years ago. We continue to crucify Christ by the evils 
wrought today: 
 
Whose is this horrifying face, 
This putrid flesh, discouloured, flayed, 
Fed on by flies, scorched by the sun? 
Whose are these hollow red-filmed eyes 
And thorn-spiked head and spear-stuck side? 
Behold the Man: He is Man’s Son…. 
  
He is in agony till the world’s end… 
He is suspended on the cross-tree now 
And we are onlookers at the crime, 
Callous contemporaries of the slow 
Torture of God.  Here is the hill 
Made ghastly by His spattered blood 
 Whereon He hangs and suffers still: 
See, the centurions wear riding-boots, 
Black shirts and badges and peaked caps, 
Greet one another with raised-arm salutes; 
They have cold eyes, unsmiling lips; 
Yet these His brothers know not what they do…  
  
Behind his lolling head the sky 
Glares like a fiery cataract 
Red with the murders of two thousand years 
Committed in His name and by 
Crusaders, Christian warriors 
Defending faith and property… 
  
He who wept for Jerusalem 
Now sees His prophecy extend 
Across the greatest cities of the world…  
And He must watch this drama to the end… 
Where everything disparages His words, 
And each man bears the common guilt alone 
And goes blindfolded to his fate, 
And fear and greed are sovereign lords. 
 
Sometimes I say to myself : I can’t bear to watch the news tonight. I don’t want too see the latest 
terror attack. I don’t want to see the latest famine. I don’t want to see the latest war atrocity.  But we 
cannot ignore the world in which we live  Albert Schweitzer once said: ‘Think occasionally of the 
suffering of which you spare yourself the sight.’   If you want the world to be a better place there is 
only one answer and that lies in the love that Christ offers. Christ understands our suffering and 
weeps for it. He has taken on his shoulders all the burden of our sinfulness - and by his resurrection 
shown that all the evil does not - will not - have the last word.  David Gascoigne ends his poem 
‘Ecce Homo’ with the lines:  

‘The turning point of history must come…. 
The resurrection and the life 

Wrought by your spirit’s blood… 
from the tree of human pain 
Redeem our sterile misery… 



 

 

That man’s long journey 
May not have been in vain.’ 

  
In heaven it will all finally make sense. In his vision John describes how the Lamb - the crucified 
Christ - takes the scroll from the right hand of God and his authority is immediately recognised by 
all those in attendance.  
 
And here we can easily get lost in some quite complex ancient imagery with his description of the 
four living creatures, the twenty-four elders, and innumerable angels. Some Christians have tried to 
make use of the imagery -  e.g. they’ve taken the four-faced heavenly creature and said the lion 
represents Mark, the ox Luke, the man Matthew and the eagle - as on our Church lectern - John.  
However, I gave to say I don’t find the ancient imagery in Revelation very helpful - it stems from 
cultures that were very different from our own. What I prefer to do is draw from the passage what 
John is really trying to convey - and I think he gives us three ideas that are helpful: 
 
1. Note the reference to the elders  holding golden bowls full of incense which contain the prayers 

of God’s people - the Greek says literally ‘the prayers of the holy ones’  - i.e. those who have 
responded to Christ as the Word of God throughout all ages. John is telling us that all the heart-
felt prayers we make are stored in heaven and one day we will understand fully how Jesus is the 
answer to all out hopes -    there is reason why at Christmas we sing of the Christchild and say 
‘The hopes and fears of all the years are born in thee tonight’.  

 
2. there is a reference to the fact we are all priests of God  and a priest has access to the throne of 

grace. The same thing is said in the first letter of Peter: ‘you are a chosen people, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, God's special possession, that you may declare the praises of him who 
called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.’  As priests we receive God’s grace so that 
we can forgive, we can show love, we can intercede. As priests we can become ambassadors for 
Christ and messengers of hope. 

 
3. Above all, what the passage conveys is that Jesus is worthy of our praise - He has indeed paid 

the price for the sinfulness of all humanity - he offers salvation to people from every tribe and 
nation and from every language.He has given entry to the Kingdom of God to all who believe.  
The best part of this chapter is the paean of praise at the end. I’m not surprised that Handel 
chose these lines as a fitting climax to his oratorio ‘The Messiah’. Successive generations of 
Christians have been inspired by John’s account of countless angels singing : ‘Worthy is the 
Lamb who was slain.…  

 
Its easy in our mixed up world to think that only evil is in control. We  need sometimes to be 
reminded that ultimate power and therefore ultimate victory lies with God.  The enemies of Christ 
thought crucifixion brought them victory but it did not. The where and the how of God’s ultimate 
triumph is not for us to know BUT we can be sure that God is still at work in this His world and that 
Christ still offers us what we need to face the realities of the mixed-up world in which we live.  And 
so we can proclaim - with those we have loved and lost, with those who are around us now, with all 
creation - seen and unseen - WORTHY IS THE LAMB! 
 
 
 
G.M.B. Jan 2018 


