Portraits of King Jesus
in the Book of Revelation

DANA M. HARRIS

Introduction®

THE POLITICAL CLIMATE IN the United States for the past several years
has been emotion-filled, frequently divisive, and often exhausting. As a
professor in a seminary that attracts students from a broad spectrum of
political backgrounds and persuasions, it has been challenging to know
what to say about political issues and outcomes that would be relevant
and received equally among this disparate group. A few years ago, I real-
ized that the singular truth that I could hold on to and offer to my stu-
dents was this: there is one King and there is one kingdom. No political
issue or election outcome changes that.

1. [ am grateful for my friendship over the years with Scot and Kris McKnight.
Both have been an ongoing source of encouragement. I am also thankful for Scot's
book, The King Jesus Gospel (2010). I completely agree with the need to have a gospel-
centered understanding of the cosmic story of what God is doing in and through
Christ. Indeed, it is impossible to understand the book of Revelation without consid-
ering the entire story from Genesis to its conclusion in Revelation, as this essay will
hopefully demonstrate.
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The book of Revelation powerfully affirms this truth. Even so, mis-
conceptions about the nature and purpose of Revelation abound. I often
joke that there are usually one of two responses to Revelation: avoidance
or obsession, neither is healthy nor helpful. For many people, Revelation
is a collection of frightening, violent, and misogynistic visions that have
little to do with “daily life” For others, Revelation contains the GPS guide
to future events that can be unlocked with the correct interpretive key.
But Revelation is neither of these. In fact, I have become increasingly
convinced that Revelation has less to do with eschatology than it has to
do with ethics. More specifically, Revelation asks us to consider our true
allegiances—whom and what do we worship?

When we begin to consider these questions, the contemporary rel-
evance and application of Revelation becomes much clearer. Indeed, the
purpose of Revelation for its original audience could not have been to
offer a coded roadmap to events that would take place millennia after
they had lived. Instead, Revelation addressed the situation in which they
found themselves—a world dominated by the Roman Empire and the
narrative that it constructed and propagated about itself.* One of the
easiest ways to access this narrative is through the architecture and the
coinage of the Roman Empire. A good example is the coin that Emperor
Domitian issued after the death of his young son. The boy is sitting on
the globe with seven stars around him.? The depiction reinforces the
narrative that the Romans were at the center of the universe and their
“divine” rule ensured its order.# Given this context, one of the primary
purposes of Revelation was to expose the dominant narrative of the Ro-
man Empire for what it truly was—a counterfeit narrative that attempted
to usurp the true narrative of the one true King and his true kingdom. It
should not take too much imagination or effort to recognize that we are
also confronted by an array of counterfeit narratives in our own context
that also attempts to usurp the true narrative of the true King and his

2. David A. deSilva (2013) describes this narrative as Rome’s “public story” Allan
A. Boesak notes “that apocalyptic literatute’s primary concern is precisely the situation
in which God’s people find themselves in this world, a situation that is caused by politi-
cal, social, and economic forces which are identified, challenged, and called to account
in a unique way in this type of literature” (1987: 18).

3. Or possibly the sun, moon, and the five known planets at that time.

4. For excellent treatments of the propaganda used to promote and perpetuate the
Roman narrative, see Kraybill 2010 and deSilva 2013.
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true kingdom. These counterfeit narratives often rule unquestioned and
unchecked in our daily, lived experience.’

Before we consider the visions of the true King and his kingdom in
Revelation, however, it will be helpful to consider the nature of symbols
and metaphorical language in the Bible, which are often quite power-
ful and evocative.’ Consider, for example, “The Lord is my shepherd”
Clearly this is not true in a literalistic way, since we are not physically
sheep. Yet this statement makes powerful truth claims, such as “the Lord
takes care of me;’ “the Lord guides me,” “the Lord protects me’—none of
which fully captures the emotional impact of “the Lord is my shepherd.”
Thus, symbols describe truth rather than present propositional truth that
is either true or false.® Although symbols can be flexible over time, their
significance and referent are firmly grounded in the original context in
which they were uttered. Regarding the symbolic language in Revelation,
Richard Bauckham writes, “John’s images echo and play on the facts, the
fears, the hopes, the imaginings and the myths of his contemporaries, in
order to transmute them into elements of his own Christian prophetic
meaning™ In other words, the symbols in Revelation reinforce the ethi-
cal, paraenetic, and (likely) evangelistic purposes of Revelation by de-
picting a transcendent reality—the ultimate reality—that is actually more

5. As Kraybill notes, “While no Western nation has outright ruler worship today,
we do have political, military, and economic powers to which millions give unques-
tioned allegiance” (2010: 15). Here one could list counterfeit narratives concerning
the stock market, American exceptionalism, rugged individualism, self-sufficiency, to
name just a few. The recent rise of conspiracy theories offers numerous examples of
counterfeit narratives.

6. Symbolic language uses images or symbols, such as a dragon or a beast to de-
scribe some object, such as the Roman emperor and the imperial cult. Closely related
is metaphorical language that describes something in terms of something else. In the
example “the Lord is my rock” (Ps 18:2), the Lord is described in terms of what is
known about rocks, namely, that they are solid and stable. Not every element of the
comparison communicates a truth claim, however. Ps 18:2 does not suggest that the
Lord is inanimate or quartz colored!

7. As Richard Bauckham notes, “The symbols can thus retain a surplus of meaning
which any translation into literal terms runs the risk of reducing” (1993: 10).

8. For example, if I say, “Today is Tuesday,” that statement is true only if it cor-
responds to the actual reality of the day being Tuesday. There is a direct correspon-
dence between the statement and reality. With symbolic language, however, truth is
described with symbols or in metaphorical language such that the statenent cannot
be understood in a literalistic (or correspondence) way.

9. Bauckham 1993: 19.
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real than the current, visible “real world.”*® It should also be clear that
the use of symbolic language in no way suggests that images are ahistori-
cal or unreal. Clearly the description of Jesus as a slain lamb with seven
horns and seven eyes in Rev 5:6 does not imply that Jesus was not a real
human being and that his death did not occur. Instead, this symbolic
language stresses the sacrificial nature of his death, and his omnipotence
and omniscience.

The symbolic language in the Bible, and especially in Revelation,
invites us to use and develop our imaginations.” We currently live in
a visually oriented, image-rich world. Daily we are bombarded with
countless images on the internet or TV. One consequence of this visual
overload is a diminished capacity to use our imagination—a God-given
faculty that lets us explore the transcendent reality of the true King and
his kingdom. Thus, the rich, symbolic language of Revelation invites us
to use our imaginations to “see” what the King and his kingdom “look”
like as we meditate upon the referents behind the symbolic language. Yet
the symbolic language in Revelation cannot mean anything that we want
it to mean! Our imaginations are guided by the thought world in which
John himself was steeped—the Old Testament and the realities of the
first-century Roman Empire.'? The Old Testament is especially important
in Revelation—of its 404 verses, nearly every verse has some allusion to
or appropriation of the Old Testament. John, however, does not cite Old
Testament verses, instead he interprets them in light of the person and
work of the true King, Jesus Christ. In this way, the fuller meaning of
many Old Testament passages is revealed in Revelation. For example, the

10. Adela Yarbro Collins states this as follows: “The content of Revelation involves
a hidden heavenly reality that shows the visible world to be radically different from
what it seems. . . . What ought to be is also in the already determined future” (1984:
154). N. T. Wright makes a similar contrast using the language of “reality and parody”
(2012:112).

11. Yarbro Collins describes Revelation as “a narrative plot that invites imaginative
participation” (1984: 145).

12. Despite internal claims that John wrote Revelation (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8), Johannine
authorship is widely challenged in part due to the very different styles between the
Fourth Gospel, the Johannine epistles, and the Book of Revelation, and in part due
to the apparently ambiguous tradition of the church, especially the fourth-century
church historian, Busebius. Yet there are good reasons to affirm Johannine author-
ship including the use of “word” (logos) and “lamb” {(amnos, arnion) to describe Jesus
(found only in the Fourth Gospel and Revelation), the presence of dualisms (such
as light/darkness, love/hatred, good/evil), and the repetition of key themes (such as
“witness” and Jesus as the one who reveals God).
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seven lamps of Zech 4:4 are revealed in Revelation to indicate the seven
spirits before the throne, or the Holy Spirit. Thus, Revelation appropriates
the Old Testament in ways that parallel yet transcend the original con-
text. John also draws upon imagery found in Second Temple literature or
the same thought world that informed these writings (see, for example, 4
Ezra or 2 Baruch).! _

In addition to this literary treasury of images, John drew upon the
realities of the first-century Roman Empire, which were well known to
John’s audience. As Richard Bauckham notes,

Revelation’s readers in the great cities of the province of Asia
were constantly confronted with powerful images of the Roman
vision of the world. Civic and religious architecture, iconog-
raphy, statues, rituals, and festivals, even the visual wonder of
cleverly engineered “miracles” . . . in the temples—all provided
powerful visual impressions of Roman imperial power and the
splendour of pagan religion.*

The realities of this world included the appropriation of titles such as
“god,” “son of god,” “god manifest,” “lord of lords,” and “savior of the
world” by various Roman emperors, such as Nero and Domitian,'s or
the image of Roman senators bowing before the throne of the emperor
accompanied by hymns of adoration.’¢ The earliest believers were bom-
barded with images that were directly contrary to the God of Israel who
had revealed himself throughout Scripture and whose Son, Jesus Christ,
had entered into this time and space to fulfill God’s divine purposes. It is
against this backdrop that the visions of the True King and his kingdom
are presented in the book of Revelation.

This essay will present five portraits from Revelation that reveal that
Jesus is the true King whose enthronement fulfills all of the triune God's
eternal purposes and plans, as originally revealed in Gen 1-2. Addition-
ally, each portrait presents the Risen Jesus as the only true King, ruling
over the only true kingdom. These portraits challenge us, as they did their
original audience, to confront and reevaluate the counterfeit narratives of

13. See, for example, Blackwell et al. 2019.
14. Bauckham 1993: 17.

15. Kraybill z010: 16-18, 57.

16. Kraybill 2010: 84.
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our day. Indeed, Revelation invites us to envision a “new narrative” with
the true King at its center.*’

Portrait One: The Risen King Jesus (Revelation 1)

Before we look at our first portrait, it’s worth asking how we currently
envision Jesus. Of course, there is no physical description of him in the
four Gospels. Yet most of us have some image of how he looked based
on any number of sources, including children’s Bibles, magazine covers
(especially at Christmas and Easter), movies, and paintings or sculptures.
Some of these images, particularly Jesus portrayed as “meek and mild,”
obscure a biblically informed “vision” of the Risen King and his absolute,
sovereign control over a world that seems to be increasingly out of con-
trol. The biblical portrait of the Risen King assures us that he alone is in
control and able to make things right.

The centrality of Jesus is evident right away—"“a revelation of Jesus
Christ” (Rev 1:1) indicates that this is both a revelation about Jesus Christ
and one that is from him." The opening doxology (vv. 4-8) offers a rich
description of the triune God—the “one who was, is, and is to come”
(recalling the divine name YHWH in Exod 3:14), the seven spirits before
the throne (recalling Zech 4:2), and Jesus Christ. This is then followed
by three titles that summarize the person and work of the Risen King
Jesus: he is the faithful witness who makes God known (cf. Ps 89:37; John
1:18), the firstborn from the dead who opens the way for resurrection life
(cf. Ps 89:27; Col 1:18), and the ruler of kings of the earth (Ps 89:27). In
every way, the Risen Jesus is revealed to be the true King, not an imposter
claiming to be “god” or a “son of god.” His work is further described in
terms of his love and his liberating, sacrificial death. That the recipients of
this epistle are called “a kingdom and priests” (v. 6) recalls the true iden-
tity of the people of God revealed to them at Sinai (Exod 19:6; cf. 1 Pet
2:9), and hints at God’s vocational intention for humanity in the garden.

17. Similarly, N. T. Wright notes: “Revelation, like all the New Testament, sees the
Old Testament in terms of a great, complex, multifaceted narrative that came to its
climax in Jesus the Lion of judah and has now generated a new narrative that is de-
monstrably the fulfillment of that ancient story but also in a significantly new mode”
{2012: 122).

18, The Greek phrase apokalypsis igsou christou is a verbal, or so-called plenary
genitive, which could be understood as either a subjective or objective genitive.
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The reference to the one coming with the clouds (v. 7) recalls the
incredible vision in Dan 7:13-14 in which Daniel sees one like “a son of
man” (i.e., one who looks human) to whom is given all authority, glory,
and power—clearly something not given to any other (mere) human be-
ing. The appropriation of Daniel 7 here reveals that the ambiguous “son
of man” in Dan 7 is actually Jesus Christ.'® The divinity of the Risen King
is further underscored by the titles “Alpha and Omega,” “[the] one who
is, and who was, and who is to come,” and the “Almighty”*° Titles that
have been applied to YHWH (God the Father) are seamlessly and with-
out further explanation applied to the Risen King Jesus (God the Son).
In just the eight verses, we are confronted with the overwhelming reality
that the Risen Jesus is the true King and that he alone is worthy of all
worship, glory, and honor—affirmations that would have been consid-
ered treasonous in the Roman Empire, which reserved such praise for
the emperotr.

Although John first heard a voice like a trumpet (v. 10), the focus
of the rest of the passage is on what he saw, beginning with seven golden
lampstands, recalling the seven-branched lampstand in the tabernacle
(Exod 25:31-40). The seven lampstands are the seven churches (Rev
1:20), which symbolically depicts the identity that Jesus gave to his fol-
lowers in the Sermon on the Mount, namely, that they are the light of the
world (Matt 5:14-16). Significantly, the Son of Man, the Risen King, is in
the very midst of the lampstands. The true King is not far removed and
distant but is in the very midst of his church!

A sevenfold description of the risen King, drawing upon Old Testa-
ment images of Yahweh applied to the risen Jesus, exalted Son of God,
follows. First, he wears a robe with a golden sash, recalling the robe of
the high priest (Exod 28:40) and royalty. He is thus the true high priest
and the true king. Second, his hair is white like snow, recalling the image
of the Ancient of Days in Dan 7:9, which is here applied to the “one like
a son of man” thereby confirming the divinity of Christ.** Third, his eyes

19. This opening vision draws heavily upon Dan 7 and 10—passages that were also
written in the context of resistance to an oppressive government. It is significant that
Dan 7:13-14 describes the kingdom that is given to the one like a son of man. The
expression “one like a son of man” also occurs in Rev 14:14 in the context of divine
judgment rendered by the true King (indicated by the golden crown).

20. For a full discussion of how each of these titles is applied in Revelation and to
whom, see Bauckham 1993: 26.

21, “Itis the risen Jesus Christ in whom all the images about heavenly and human-
like beings coincide. It also becomes clear that Jesus Christ forms an inseparable unity
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are like flames of fire, recalling Dan 10:6 and indicating his omniscience
and divine justice. Fourth, his feet are like polished bronze, recalling Dan
10:6, indicating strength and stability. Fifth, he has a voice like many wa-
ters, drawing upon the awe-inspiring effect of a waterfall or waves and
recalling the depiction of God in Ezek 43:2 (cf. Dan 10:6). Sixth, his right
hand holds seven stars, indicating that sovereignty and protection come
from the Risen King.** And, finally, his mouth is like a sword, recalling
Isa 49:2 (cf. Rev 19:15, 21). This sevenfold description culminates with
a summary statement about the glory and brilliance of the Risen King,
recalling the Transfiguration.?* Once again, titles ascribed to YHWH in
the Old Testament are seamlessly applied to the risen King Jesus—the
Living One, who holds the keys of death and Hades.

In this opening vision, we are invited to meditate on each of these
symbols and what they tell us about the true King: he is the royal priest;
he is absolutely pure; nothing is hidden from his sight; he is our strong
foundation; he is absolutely awe-inspiring; he alone offers spiritual pro-
tection; and he alone has power of life and death.** These images under-
score that all power and authority reside with the Risen King and directly
counter the claims and images of the emperor that the Roman Empire
worked so hard to promote. This same is true for us as we confront our
own counterfeit narratives.

Portrait Two: The Worthy King Jesus (Revelation 4-5)

Revelation 4 to 5 comprise one of the most well-known passages in Rev-
elation, if not the entire Bible. This throne room scene is bracketed, on
the one side, by the persecution and perseverance of some of the seven
churches as well as the compromise and complicity of other churches
(Rev 2-3) and, on the other side, by the first six of the seven seals (Rev 6),

with the Ancient One, the LORD God, the Father” (Hieke 2012: 57).

22, Itis possible that the image of the seven stars is polemic against the coin issued
by Domitian discussed earlier. See Kraybill 2010: 37.

23, See Matt 17:1-13; Mark 9:2-13; Luke ¢:28—36.

24. The “living one” alludes to the “living God’ of Isaiah (e.g., 44:6-23). The refer-
ence to keys alludes to Hezekial's lieutenant in Isa 22:15-25, indicating that Jesus is
the Davidic messiah, who controls the entrance to his kingdom (cf. Matt 16:19).

25, Elements of this description that are particularly relevant for each of the seven
churches are appropriated in the messages in Rev 2-3.
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dramatically contrasting the true, ultimate reality—worship before the
Lamb's throne—with the current realities on earth.

The throne room is dramatically described in Rev 4:3, which focuses
on the brilliance in the center of the scene—One whose appearance could
only be likened to brilliant, precious stones—jasper, ruby, and emerald,
drawing upon the rich imagery of Ezek 1:26-28.* From this focal point,
the splendor and majesty of the scene unfolds, with twenty-four elders on
twenty-four thrones continually praising the One on the throne.”” Unlike
the conquered kings and rulers who had to take off their crowns and lay
them at the feet of the emperor to show their submission to the brutal
power of the Roman Empire, these elders lay down their crowns in wor-
ship to the One who created all things and is worthy of all glory, henor,
and power*® The lightning and thunder symbolize God’s power and
majesty and recall his appearance at Sinai (Exod 19:16-19). Indeed, the
entire scene in Rev 4 depicts all of creation doing what it was created to
do, namely, worship the One on the throne.® Yet a careful survey of this
scene indicates that human beings are not present in the throne room.

This is why the focus shifts in Rev 5 to the scroll in the right hand
of the One on the throne. John weeps and weeps when it appears that no
one—not even the emperor!—is worthy to open this scroll, which will
set into motion the events that will finally bring to completion the plan
of God, which will culminate in the presence of the redeemed before
the throne.** This plan, which was thwarted by the first human beings

26. The imagery may also recall Ps 104:2, where God is described as being covered
with light as with a cloak. Jasper may be a diamond and suggests majesty and holiness;
ruby (sardius) suggests justice and judgment; emeralds were associated with mercy
(e.g., the breastplate of high priest; Exod 28:15~21). The rainbow recalls the promise
given to Noah (Gen 9:8-17).

27. There is much debate over the identity of the 24 elders; it seems likely that they
are the heavenly counterpart to the 24 priestly and Levitical orders found in 1 Chr
24:4; 25:9-13.

28. Concerning human “throne” rooms, N. T. Wright comments: “They are the
reality of which the throne rooms of this world, with their sycophantic worship, are
the parody” (2012: 112).

29. As Kraybill notes: “It was standard practice in ancient pagan religion to wor-
ship heavenly bodies or forces of nature. Now, in contrast to such pantheism, John sees
creation worshiping God” (2010: 84).

30. Kraybill notes, “The Lamb alone is worthy to open the scroll and reveal the
meaning of history. . . . Emperors such as Nero or Domitian, who presumed to control
history, are now upstaged by the Lamb” (Kraybill 2010: 100-101).
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and which could not be fulfilled by subsequent (mere) human beings is
affected by the perfect human being Jesus Christ.>*

Once again what John hears, the Lion of the tribe of Judah (Gen
49:1-10), contrasts greatly with what he sees, the slain lamb (Rev 5:5~
6).2* This is perhaps the greatest critique of the Roman Empire—whereas
the emperors sat on their throne because of the countless lives that they
took through military conquest, the true King sits on the true throne
because he gave his own life as a ransom. This sacrificial self-offering is
the basis of his worthiness. The One who was despised and rejected on
earth is forever praised by the elders and living creatures in the heav-
enly throne room. Because of this redemptive act, the hymn of praise
to God the creator changes to a hymn of praise for God the Redeemer.>
The scene undetscores the blasphemous hymns of praise sung before the
emperor. Whereas the Roman Empire sought to conquer rival kingdoms
and subdue foreign people groups so they could receive the “benefits” of
the pax Romana, the scene in Rev 5 depicts joyous worship that celebrates
the great diversity of humanity (every clan, language, people, and ethnic
group) and restores to the redeemed their true identity (a kingdom and
priests).>

Portrait Three: The Persecuted King Jesus (Revelation 12)

Revelation 12 is arguably the center of the book of Revelation. After the
relentless opening of the seven seals, the sounding of the seven trumpets,

31. Concerning the scroll, N. T. Wright notes that . . . the vision of the scroll indi-
cates, remarkably enough, that the world’s Creator is true to his original plan in Gen-
esis, which was to rule the world, and govern its course, through obedient humanity . ..
the slaughtered Lamb steps forward, to what in Scripture the Lion of Judah was to do”
(Wright 2012: 112; italics original); Gregory Beale similarly comments: “Revelation
pictures Christ as finally having done what Adam, Noah, and Israel had failed to do”
(Beale 2004: 204).

32. See also Harris 2019: 59-65.

33. Richard B. Hays notes that “precisely the same praise addressed to God in the
first part of the throne room vision” is how addressed to the Lamb (4:11 and s5:11),
further indicating that the Lamb shares the divine identity with the One on the throne
(2012: 76).

34. This truth is further developed in Rev 7:9-17. As Kraybill notes: “Revelation
summons readers to life-encompassing worship that is an alternative to worship of
emperor and empire. . . . That is political language, calling followers of Jesus Christ to
alternative allegiance and alternative identity” (Kraybill 2010: 21).
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the fate of the two witnesses, readers are confronted with a “great sign”
in heaven—a woman who is clothed with the sun and standing on the
moon. This imagery draws from the personification of Zion as a woman,
perhaps especially as a mother, in Isaiah (e.g., 54:1-8). Thus, the woman
represents the people of God who eventually become the messianic com-
munity that gives birth to the Messiah.? In this way, the continuity of the
people of God throughout Scripture is indicated. With this in mind, the
sun likely indicates the glory originally intended for God’s image-bearers
and the moon under foot depicts the dominion that was originally en-
trusted to them.3

To this sign is added another, namely, a great red dragon, who is
revealed to be Satan (Rev 12:9). His color indicates his murderous in-
tent, the seven heads and crowns, his universal power, and his ten horns
recall the fourth beast in Dan 7.37 Like the Roman emperors, his crowns
were acquired at the price of countless human lives. The dragon is laser
focused on the male child that the woman is about to birth so that he
might devour the baby, recalling the violence and opposition that Jesus
encountered from his birth (with Herod’s edict to kill all the male babies
in Bethlehem), throughout his public ministry, to his crucifixion (and
the machinations of Herod Antipas, Pontius Pilate, and Caiaphas). Yet
just one verse (Rev 12:5) makes clear that all of the dragon’s evil plans are
completely thwarted by Jesus’s ascension, when the true King defeats the
ultimate usurper. Unable to destroy the King, the dragon’s focus turns
to the woman who is protected in the wilderness (cf. Hos 2:14). Thus,
these signs explain the intensity of the hostility toward the followers of
the Lamb and reveal the spiritual reality behind the persecution by the
Roman Empire and, indeed, all empires. These signs are followed by an
account of war in heaven (Rev 12:7-12), which reveals that the ultimate
battle is not between God and Satan, but rather between two created be-
ings, Michael (Dan 10:13; 12:1) and Satan. Yet this enemy is defeated by
the blood of the Lamb and the testimony of his followers (Rev 12:11).

35. This identity is confirmed in Rev 12:17, where the woman is clearly the church.

36. This imagery is also likely a polemic against Roman goddesses, such as Artemis
or Luna and suggests that the people of God will be victorious over these pagan idols
(Kraybill 2010: 73).

37. Specifically, Dan 7:7, 24.
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Portrait Four: The Victorious King Jesus (Revelation 19)

The three-part lament in Rev 18 over fallen Babylon by those who have
profited from her is antiphonally answered in the three-part “hallelujah
chorus” in Rev 19, indicating that praise and worship are the appropriate
response to God’s justice and judgment, which are true and righteous
(Rev 19:2). This is followed by the announcement of the imminent mar-
riage feast of the Lamb.3®

This joyous scene is immediately followed by one of the more trou-
bling passages in Revelation {19:11-21). Instead of the expected arrival
of the bridegroom, the imagery switches to the divine warrior ready for
battle.?* That the rider is Jesus is made clear by the repetition of vari-
ous descriptions that have been used elsewhere in Revelation, including
“faithful and true” (3:14) and his blazing eyes (1:14, cf. 2:18). Whereas
the dragon had seven crowns and the beast had ten, the true King has
many crowns, indicating his unlimited authority.

Every image in this passage underscores the absolute certainty of
the true King’s victory. The Word of God recalls John 1:1 and its asso-
ciation with the eternality of Jesus and his agency in creation. Here it
likely anticipates his ushering in the new creation. The fine linen of those
who ride behind the victorious rider indicate that they are dressed, not
for a battle, but for a banquet.* The battle has already been won by the
blood of the Slain Lamb (the blood on his robe). Moreover, he conquers
here, not with a physical sword, but with the word that comes from his
mouth, Just as he spoke the world into existence, so also, he speaks forth
the eradication of evil. With this word, he will strike down and rule the
nations and execute divine justice (Ps 2:9; Isa 63:1-3). The legitimacy of
his rule is emphasized in the title King of Kings and Lord of Lords (Deut
10:17; cf, Dan 2:47; 1 Tim 6:15; Rev 17:14).

38. Marriage as an image of relationship with God oceurs frequently in the Bible
(e.g., Isa 49:18; 54:5~7; 61:10; 62:1-12; Jer 3:14; Hos 2:17, 193 Eph 5:32.

39. The theme of the divine warrior is extensive in the Bible (e.g., Exod 15:1-18; Pg
96:13; Isa 11:3, 4; Rev 16:5-7; 19:2).

40. Itisalso significant that the Lamb’s robe alone is dipped in blood, but not those
of his army. Contrary to popular ideas about Revelation, the followers of the Lamb do
not engage in this (or any other) battle.
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Portrait Five: The Eschatological King Jesus
(Revelation 21-22)

Our final portrait is found in the glorious vision of the new creation in Rev
21:1-8, which is then elaborated upon in two subsequent visions: one de-
tailing the New Jerusalem and the bride (Rev 21:9~27) and one detailing
the restored garden-city (Rev 22:1-5).# The declaration that there is no
sea in the new creation (v. 1) symbolically indicates that evil (frequently
associated with the sea; e.g., Rev 13:1-10) has finally been eradicated. The
entire storyline of the Bible has been pointing to this very scene. The fact
that the New Jerusalem “descends” from heaven underscores the divine
initiative in reconciling all creation. Perhaps surprisingly, this restoration
is to a city, or more precisely, a garden-city.#* Moreover, the New Jeru-
salem is both a place and a people as indicated by the fluidity between
“Jerusalem” and “bride” in this passage.** The covenantal language con-
cerning God and his people echoes back to Gen 12, reverberates through
the rest of the Bible (e.g., Lev. 26:11-12; Jer 31:33; Ezek 37:26-27; John
1:14; 1 Pet 2:9-10), and culminates here. The old order of sin, curse, and
death is replaced by the new order of worship, blessing, and life. The ac-
companying promise to make all things new recalls Isa 65:17 (cf. 2 Cor
5:16). Once again, the totality of God’s glorious plan is revealed in the
title “Alpha and Omega,” indicating that the God who began human his-
tory is the One who will bring it to its intended telos, or end.#

In the first elaboration of the initial vision (Rev 21:9-27), the confla-
tion of the place (the new Jerusalem) and the people (the bride) is devel-
oped as the angel invites John to come and see the bride (v. 9) and then

41. The background for the heavenly Jerusalem/Zion is extensive: e.g., Isa 54:10~
17; 66:17-25; Zech 12:1-9; ¢f, Zech 9:9-10; 4 Ezra 8:52; 10: 25-28, 44, 54~55; Tobit
13:16; 14:5-7; 2 Bar. 4:5-6; Gal 4:26; Phil 3:20; Heb 11:10, 16; 12:22-24; 13:14; Rev
3:12.

42. “The New Jerusalem, for its part, offers the ultimate hope: the city (the place of
human habitation, mutual interchange, and flourishing) that is also a garden, indeed
the garden. This is not about going back to Eden, but about going on and discovering
that the final city is the goal toward which, had they but realized it, Eden’s original
inhabitants were called to work” (Wright 2012: 112; italics original).

43. Parallel to the woman in Rev 12, the community of the redeemed is depicted
as a bride.

44. The declaration, “It is done!” recalls the similar declaration by Jesus on the
cross (John 19:30)—that declaration assured that the atoning work of his incarnation
and death was complete; the similar declaration here assures that all has been accom-
plished to usher in the culmination of God’s glorious, original plan.
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proceeds to describe extensively the brilliance of the city (vv. 10-21).
The enormous size of the city (v. 16) symbolically assures that there is
room for all the redeemed. Its cube shape recalls the Holy of Holies and
indicates that all of the new creation is God’s holy space.*s The shocking
revelation that there is no temple in the new Jerusalem (unheard of in the
ancient world) also suggests that the entire space is a holy temple, thereby
recalling God's original plan of having his people dwell with him in his
holy space (Gen 1-2). Fittingly, the kings of the earth bring their splen-
dor, glory, and honor to the true King (Rev 21:22~27; cf. Isa 60:1-12).

In the second elaboration (Rev 22:1-5), the focus shifts to restored
Eden, with images of the healing waters of the river that flows from the
throne and the multifaceted tree of life.* As Gregory Beale comments:

The Edenic imagery beginning in Revelation 22:1 reflects an
intention to show that the building of the Temple that began in
Genesis 2 will be completed in Christ and his people and will
encompass the whole new creation. . . . [Christ] is the epitome
of God’s presence on earth as God incarnate, thus replacing the
Temple, which actually was a foreshadowing of Christ’s pres-
ence all along.*

This elaboration is followed by several declarations that the true King
is coming quickly (vv. 7, 12, 20), as the One who blesses {(vv. 14), and
is the promised Davidic King (v. 16). The vision ends with the image of
the redeemed reigning with the Lamb forever (Rev 22:5)—the ultimate
restoration of the true identity of God’s people.#* Truly “the kingdom of
the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and his Messiah, and he
will reign forever and ever” (Rev 11:15 NIV).

Conclusion

At the beginning of this essay, I indicated that Revelation challenges us
to consider where our true allegiances lie by asking whom and what we

45. “This is another way of saying that God’s presence will fill the earth in a way it
never had before” (Beale 2004: 205).

46. The imagery here draws upon Gen 2:10-14; Ezek 47:1-12; Zech 14:8.

47. Beale 2004: 204. This revelation is anticipated in Mark 14:58; John 2:21; 1 Cor
3:19-11; 6:19; 2 Cor 6:16; 1 Pet 2:4-8. Earlier (192), Beale notes: “John says in Revela-
tion 21:1 that he saw a ‘new heaven and a new earth, and then in 21:2 and 21:9-22:5
he, in fact, sees only a paradisal city-Temple!”

48. This is anticipated in 20:4; cf. Rev 1:6; 5:10.
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worship. It can be easy to answer these questions quickly, assuring our-
selves that we worship Jesus Christ, without realizing the powerful hold
that counterfeit narratives have on us—narratives that keep us from see-
ing and aligning our lives with the true narrative that is outlined through-
out the entire Bible and that culminates in the book of Revelation. These
pervasive counterfeit narratives obscure the true narrative that Jesus
Christ alone is the true King who rules over the only true kingdom. This
essay has presented five portraits of the Risen Christ in Revelation—each
of which affirms and develops this true narrative. Moreover, each portrait
offers a powerful critique of and corrective for the numerous counterfeit
narratives that confront us continually in support of imposter “kings,”
who rule over imposter “kingdoms.” Although the original context for
Revelation was the Roman Empire, it is not hard to find contemporary
parallels to the extravagances and exploitation of the Romans. Then, as
now, the community of the redeemed is called to live in accordance with
the ultimate reality of the true King and his kingdom, to expose and
call out prophetically the true nature of counterfeit narratives, to resist
complicity with these natratives, and to point the world to the hope and
promise of the true narrative of the risen King Jesus. Indeed, to proclaim
that Jesus is Lord, the true King, is to proclaim with courage and convic-
tion that the emperor (in whatever contemporary manifestation) is not.
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