
“King Jesus!  Really?”  Rev. 1:4-8  11/25/12 

 Thirteen years ago as I was approaching my first Thanksgiving at 

Fairfield Presbyterian Church outside of Richmond, VA, I was informed that 

I needed to prepare the annual worship service for Thanksgiving morning.  

That sounded fine to me.  Fine, that is, until they informed me that the 

service began at 7, 7AM!  I am definitely NOT a morning person, but I 

dutifully prepared the service and looked forward to the breakfast prepared 

by the men of the church which was to follow.  My sermon focused on the 

first American Thanksgiving celebrated by the Pilgrims in 1621.  That 

seemed like a pretty safe topic!  However, after the sermon I was 

confronted by several agitated church members who emphatically informed 

me that my sermon was mistaken.  The first American Thanksgiving, they 

stated, was celebrated about 30 miles down the road at Berkley Plantation 

along the James River on Dec. 4, 1619, two years before that other 

Johnny-come-lately Thanksgiving at Plymouth.  And they were right.  I 

looked it up on Wikipedia, so it must be true! 

Growing up, I know our teachers taught us that the first Thanksgiving 

was celebrated by those Pilgrims.  I even remember making construction 

paper Pilgrim hats!  But we were taught wrong.  Sometimes things we are 

taught and believe don’t seem to jibe with later information we receive.  

That can even be true about biblical teaching, too.  For example, from 

childhood we have been taught that Jesus is King.  The words of Handel’s 



Messiah echo the biblical teaching well when they proclaim that Jesus is 

“King of Kings, and Lord of Lords.”  The church calendar reflects our belief 

that Jesus is King.  In fact, today is “Christ the King” Sunday.  But, as we 

look all around us, we have to wonder if Jesus really is king.  It just doesn’t 

seem to jibe with the facts.  The world certainly does not live by Jesus’ 

values of non-violence, simplicity, humility, and charity, nor do we even 

seem headed in that direction!  And justice certainly doesn’t prevail in our 

world.  How can we proclaim that Jesus is King while it seems obvious to 

any objective observer that he isn’t?  Maybe we were taught wrong! 

 To answer that question we’ll take a look at one of the passages in 

the New Testament that tells us that Jesus is king and go from there.  We’ll 

look in that strange book of Revelation, found at the end of the New 

Testament.  John was writing to churches in the Roman province of Asia 

located in present-day Turkey.  These were churches that had been under 

horrible persecution because of their faith in Jesus Christ.  Some Christians 

had caved in under this persecution and denied their faith.  Others, who 

remained faithful, had been put to death.  John was given a vision by God 

which he tells them in order to encourage them.  Listen to what he says 

about Jesus as King starting with verse 4 in chapter one.  

John to the seven churches that are in Asia:  Grace to you and peace from 

him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits 



who are before his throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the 

firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. 

To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, and made us 

to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father, to him be glory and 

dominion for ever and ever. Amen. (Rev. 1:4-6) 

 John extends grace and peace to these early Christians, qualities 

they longed for.  They would have given anything to live in peace and to 

experience grace from God and those around them, but that wasn’t 

happening.  But although the situation in which they find themselves seems 

to be out-of-control, God “who is and who was and who is to come” is still 

at work.  Grace and peace come from the “seven spirits,” too.  This phrase 

has long puzzled biblical scholars, but it probably is just a reference to the 

Holy Spirit, seven being a number signifying completeness in the Bible.  

Finally, John says that grace and peace come from Jesus Christ.  John 

refers to Jesus as the “faithful witness,” a phrase that would have had 

special meaning to those who were under heavy pressure to deny their 

faith.  It would have reminded them that they are not alone in their 

suffering, because Jesus also suffered, but remained faithful. 

 He also refers to Jesus as the “first-born of the dead,” a very strange 

phrase which reminds us that Jesus died, just like the rest of us will die, but 

death was not victorious over him.  Just as Jesus rose again from the dead, 



we will too!  Jesus’ resurrection assures us that our own resurrection will 

follow our death. 

 But John isn’t done describing Jesus.  Jesus is “the ruler of the kings 

of the earth.”  There it is.  “King of kings!”  Here, John steps on dangerous 

ground, because Rome already had a king, the emperor, Caesar.  Rome 

required all its citizens to proclaim their ultimate and total allegiance to 

Caesar in a loyalty ceremony each year.  “Caesar is lord,” Rome 

proclaimed.  It would not, could not tolerate any other king.  John’s 

language here is treasonous, because it proclaimed a king other than 

Caesar.  For John, the authority of human governments is not absolute. 

I recently saw the movie, “Lincoln,” and was reminded of the fact that 

Abraham Lincoln reflected a similar understanding of God and government.  

In his second inaugural address he stated that the Civil War was God’s 

punishment of both North and South for the evil of slavery.  He said, 

“…fervently we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass 

away.  Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the 

bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, 

and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another 

drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must 

be said, ‘the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.’”  



Lincoln acknowledged that there is a King who has legitimate authority 

even over our government! 

 And did you know that this designation of one Sunday each year as 

“Christ the King” Sunday goes back less than 100 years?  It began in the 

1920’s, when Fascism was on the rise in Europe.  It was a way for 

Christians to defy the notion that any government can claim absolute and 

total commitment from its citizens like the Fascists and Communists did.  

Christ is King, not government! 

 Thankfully, our government does not require us to deny our 

commitment to Jesus Christ as King as the Romans and Fascists did.  

However, even in America we must be clear that the values and teachings 

of King Jesus may at times conflict with those of our government and 

society.  In those situations, we are called to be loyal to the teachings of 

Jesus Christ like Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther King, Jr. were.  

Perhaps Christians today need to be more forceful in questioning our all-

too-common use of military force to resolve our conflicts.  Perhaps 

Christians ought to publicly question whether events like Black Friday, 

which often engender materialism and greed, are healthy for our souls.  

Perhaps Christians should be in Washington, D.C. as our leaders are 

deciding how to avert the Fiscal Cliff, demanding that programs that care 



for the poor must be a priority in our budget, for that is a priority of King 

Jesus.  For Jesus is King of all nations, including ours. 

 But he is an unusual king.  The next phrase in Revelation reminds us 

that Jesus loves us and freed us from our sins by sacrificing his own life on 

our behalf and freeing us both from punishment for sin and it’s power over 

us.  But we are saved from sin for a purpose.  Jesus “made us to be a 

kingdom, priests serving his God and Father…” 

 We are priests, all of us!  And what did ancient priests do?  Their 

primary role was to serve as mediators between God and the people.  They 

were a kind of go-between.  According to John, that’s what we’re called to 

be.  But what would that look like?  Well, we can certainly represent people 

we know to God in our prayers.  And, we can represent God to people by 

telling them about God’s love for them and about God’s ways.  We can 

witness to God’s work in our own lives- when we make progress in 

overcoming a sin, when we are grateful for one of God’s blessings, or when 

we experience God’s presence in a difficult time.  (Martin Luther put it like 

this, “Not only are we the freest of kings, we are also priests forever, which 

is more excellent than being kings, for as priests we are worthy to appear 

before God to pray for others and to teach one another divine things.”)  We 

are a kingdom of priests! 



 Now listen, to the conclusion of the passage for one more important 

insight about Jesus as King.  

Look! He is coming with the clouds; 

   every eye will see him, 

even those who pierced him; 

   and on his account all the tribes of the earth will wail. 

So it is to be. Amen.  

 ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega’, says the Lord God, who is and who was 

and who is to come, the Almighty. (Rev. 1:7-8) 

 Now we begin to understand why it often doesn’t look like Jesus is 

king now.  There is a future dimension to Jesus’ reign that hasn’t started 

yet- a time when everyone will see him and recognize him as king.  A time 

when those who opposed him when he was on earth and after his 

resurrection will be held to account.  When things will finally be made right 

and King Jesus will reign openly and completely. 

 We Christians understand the reign of Jesus to have a past, present, 

and future dimension.  Jesus lived on earth, claimed to be God in the flesh, 

and claimed authority over the earth.  He proved that claim when he 

conquered death.  Through the Spirit he lives in the lives of his followers 

who work each day to make his values and priorities a reality wherever 



they are.  One day Jesus will return and will be revealed to everyone as the 

King he is.  We are called to live in the light of that coming revelation. 

 The late S.M. Lockridge was an African-American Baptist pastor in 

San Diego.  He was able to convey the power and majesty of Jesus as 

King in a way that I just can’t, so let me play a short clip from his message 

“That’s My King” for you as we close. 


