Jesus in the Present Tense #10

“I Am the Living One”

Revelation 1:17-18

If I had to describe the year 2020 in one word…I probably couldn’t do it from behind a pulpit! This has been a year of turmoil on so many levels. While this year will probably be remembered most for the outbreak of COVID-19 and its toll physically, emotionally, economically, politically, and even spiritually, there was also the riots and destruction in several major cities, marches and protests throughout the land, and a still hotly contested presidential election that may not be decided for some time yet.

And if you thought 2020 was bad, just wait….

One word that has been at the forefront for many during this past year is fear. This would be a natural reaction to the threats that have arisen recently, but politicians, physicians, and the press have fanned the flames of fear to a degree that eclipses the wildfires ravaging huge sections of our country. (Oh, yeah, there’s another thing 2020 will be remembered for!)

This morning, as we conclude our series Jesus in the Present Tense, I want to focus our attention on another “I Am” statement of Jesus. Unlike the previous passages, though, this is not taken from the gospel of John, but rather from the final book of the New Testament, the book of Revelation.

Just the mention of the book of Revelation causes fear to rise for many, even Christians. But this is very unnecessary, as the opening words of Jesus records. Turn with me to Revelation 1:17-18, a text I often use at funerals and graveside services. Jesus says, “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.”
The words, “Do not be afraid,” (literally, “Stop fearing”) are familiar words in the Bible.
 One writer claims to have found 366 instances of “Fear not” or “Do not be afraid” in the Scriptures—one for every day of the year and an extra one for leap year! Most of these commands are followed by a firm assurance of the Lord’s presence or a stirring reminder of an aspect of His nature—such as His faithfulness, goodness, loving-kindness, or intervening power in times of need.
 We will see this in this morning’s text.

In fact, the first instance of “Do not be afraid” in the Bible occurs just before the first “I am” of the Bible. We read in Genesis 15:1, the Lord said, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield, your very great reward.”
 Now, in the final book of the Bible, Jesus stoops down, reaches out with His nail-pierced hand, and comforts His old friend John, telling him not to fear.

One final note of introduction before we dive into this text: there are seven “I Am” statements of Christ in the book of Revelation (1:8, 11, 17, 18; 21:6; 22:13, 16).

Jesus is the Eternal One

We can learn much about our Lord from these two verses from the claims He makes. First we see that Jesus is the Eternal One. After saying, “Do not be afraid,” he declares, “I am the First and the Last.” Here we see the familiar “I Am,” the Greek phrase egō eimi, which was the covenant name of God, or Yahweh.
 (This phrase is also used in verse 18, as we will see.)
What does Jesus mean, “I am the First and the Last”? This assertion should be read in connection with Revelation 1:8, “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.” Alpha and omega were the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet—equivalent to our A and Z—and was often used as we would say, “from A to Z,” meaning a complete set. We also see this phrase in Revelation 21:6, as He who sits on the throne says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End.” In these two passages, God the Father is the speaker; here in verse 17, Jesus refers to Himself in this way. This is a designation of His eternal power and existence,
 and is another powerful claim of His deity.

This concept is not unique to the New Testament, either. We read in Isaiah 41:4, “It is I, the Lord, the First and the Last. I alone am He.” (I prefer the New Living Translation of that verse.) Likewise in Isaiah 44:6, “I am the first and I am the last; apart from Me there is no God.” And in Isaiah 48:12, “I am He; I am the first and I am the last.” Jesus assumes this divine title. He shares the eternal being of God. He is the beginning and the end, from everlasting to everlasting. In the midst of change He is unchanging. He is, as the author of Hebrews describes, “without beginning of days or end of life”, “the same yesterday and today and forever” (Heb 7:3; 13:8). Before we were born He was Alpha, and He will be Omega after we have died. When fears grip the human heart, and our very life is threatened, nothing can bring tranquility like faith in Him who is both the first and the last.

Jesus is the Ever-living One

Next we see Jesus is the Ever-living One. His next words are, “I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever!” This is another claim to deity, as this title is used throughout Scripture to describe God (e.g., Josh. 3:10; 1 Sam. 17:26; Ps. 84:2; Hos. 1:10; Matt. 16:16; 26:63; Acts 14:15; Rom. 9:26; 2 Cor. 3:3; 6:16; 1 Thess. 1:9; 1 Tim. 3:15; 4:10; Heb. 3:12; 9:14; 10:31; Rev. 7:2). God is the eternal, self-existent One. In John 5:26 Jesus said to His Jewish opponents, “Just as the Father has life in Himself, even so He gave to the Son also to have life in Himself,” thus claiming full equality with God the Father.
 And, just as we saw in John 8 and 10 last week, the Jews recognized that Jesus was claiming to be God.
In this verse there is the thought of Christ’s continuing life. The same expression is used of the Father in Revelation 4:10 and 10:6 (as well as Daniel 12:7), so that we have another example of the use of identical qualities of the Father and the Son.
 By calling Himself “the Living One,” Jesus is both in an absolute sense the Life, seen in John 14:6, and the source of all created life, as seen in John 1:1-3; 6:57; and 10:10).
 

It might sound strange to us that Jesus follows His words, “I am the Living One” with, “I was dead.” The Greek text literally reads, “I became dead.” The living One, the eternal, self-existent God who could never die, became man and died. As Peter explains in 1 Peter 3:18, Christ was “put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit.” In His humanness He died without ceasing to live as God.
 We must remember that his coming to us was for the express purpose of dying the death that is our due and then rising from the grave.
 

We live and die. Christ died and lived! Death, even violent death, should hold no terrors for us if we believe that Jesus not only experienced it but actually conquered it. For two days He was held in the grip of death. But then on the third day He broke free from death’s prison and emerged its triumphant victor. Now he is “the Living One”, who can say “I was dead, and behold I am alive forever and ever!” He has roundly defeated him who had the power of death, that is the devil, so that he might free us from all fear of death, as we read in Hebrews 2:14-15.

As the Good Shepherd who came to lay down His life for the sheep, He declared: “I lay down my life that I may take it again. No one takes it away from me, but I lay it down of myself. I have power to lay it down and I have power to take it again” (John 10:11, 15, 17). This is precisely what He did, thereby demonstrating that He is indeed the Living One, for only the Living One could, as the incarnate Son, conquer death and the devil in this way. Only He who is truly the Living One can reveal Himself by deeds that verify His claim to be the Lord of life and power in an absolute sense.
 You see, by His resurrection Christ did not merely return to the glorious realm from where He had come; He entered a new life in which death has been conquered forever. He not only came back to life; He is alive for evermore.
 Others had been brought back to this life, but He was the first to be raised to a new and indestructible life. Others had returned to life, only to die again. He rose and is alive forever and ever. He is now the Living One; death has no further dominion over him. A persecuted church facing the possibility of martyrdom urgently needs this assurance.

All the claims of 1:18 involve Jesus’ triumph over death. Jewish people believed in a resurrection of the righteous at the end of time; the early Christians recognized Jesus’ resurrection as the actual firstfruits, or first installment, on the future resurrection. Thus by rising from the dead, Jesus guaranteed eternal life to all His followers.

Jesus is the Exalted One

Finally, we see Jesus is the Exalted One. He concludes verse 18 with the words, “And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” Henry Morris observes, “This is one of the mountain-peak verses of Scripture, and one of the most amazing of the great claims of Christ.”
 But what does it mean?

Jesus claims to “hold the keys.” In ancient palaces, the one who held the keys was an important official, able to admit or shut out people from the king’s presence.
 Keys in Jewish thought were a symbol of authority, as Jesus spoke in Matthew 16:19 of giving “the keys of the kingdom.”
 According to the Jewish Targums, the power over these keys belongs to God alone.

Here the keys are to Death and Hades. Death and Hades are mentioned together in three places in Revelation. While personified in this book, the pair represents places: Death is the place of dead bodies while Hades is the place of dead souls or spirits.
 Hades is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew Sheol, yet neither of these words depicts Hell in the biblical sense of the term.
 

Before Christ’s death and resurrection, all souls—righteous and unrighteous—went to Sheol/Hades. There, according to Luke 16, the righteous souls were kept in Abraham’s Side or Paradise, while the unrighteous were kept “in torment.” This is not Hell, either, for in Revelation 20:14, “Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death.” Hades is a waiting place, a temporary holding cell for souls awaiting judgment. 

When Jesus died on the cross and His body was placed in the tomb, His spirit “descended to the lower, earthly regions,” according to Ephesians 4:9. This has led to the mistaken notion that Jesus went to Hell after He died, with some fanciful notions of Satan having his way with the Son of God until the resurrection. This is simply not true. 

Ephesians 4:8 states, “When he ascended on high, he led captives in his train and gave gifts to men.” This means that when Jesus resurrected from the dead and ascended to Heaven, He led the souls of the faithful with Him.
 Now, when a Christian dies, to be “absent from the body” is to be “present with the Lord” according to 2 Corinthians 5:8.
This means that Death has now lost its terror for the Christian, for Christ has gained the keys so that He can unlock the gates of the grave and lead the dead into eternal life.
 Jesus is in control of who gets locked up and who gets liberated.
 Neither Death nor Hades can resist the power of the risen Christ. It is not only that they cannot withhold from Him the faithful that have already died, but that Christ has entered their realm as a conqueror.

Later, when Jesus was dictating messages to the seven churches who originally received the book of Revelation, He used similar imagery in addressing the church at Smyrna:

To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death. (Rev. 2:8-11)
These words suggest that members of this church were threatened with persecution and possible martyrdom; in the face of such an experience, the church is reassured that her Lord is the conqueror of death.

Later, in the letter to the church at Philadelphia, Jesus says in Revelation 3:7, “These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” He already has the keys of Death and Hades, and here claims the keys to the kingdoms of the earth as well. He possesses all the keys, and so He alone has the ability and prerogative of opening and shutting doors.

What does this mean for us?

Knowing that Christ has authority over death provides assurance, since believers need no longer fear it. Earlier in this series, we heard Jesus’ words in John 11:25, “I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will never die.” Jesus conquered Satan and took the keys of death away from him: “Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death” (Heb. 2:14-15). We need not fear Death or Hades because Jesus holds the keys to both.
 I like how Max Lucado summarizes it:

Jesus is the warden of eternity. The door he shuts, no one opens. The door he opens, no one shuts.

Thanks to Christ, this earth can be the nearest you come to Hell.

But apart from Christ, this earth is the nearest you’ll come to Heaven.

Throughout this series, we have seen Jesus in the present tense. He is Yahweh, the great I am. He is the Bread of Life, the Door, the Good Shepherd, the Resurrection and the Life, the Way, the Truth, and the Life, the Vine, and the Living One.

Our faith is not only about the past, though Christianity is firmly rooted in ancient history. Our hope is not only about the future, though followers of Christ are assured of eternal life in Heaven when this life is through. Our life is lived in the present, and that is where Jesus meets us. 

Our trust in Jesus does not change the truth. He is who He is, regardless of how many, if any, believe in Him. But faith makes all the difference in this world—and the next—for the one who believes.

Jesus is Lord. Is He your Lord?

“Oh, sure,” you may say, “I accepted Christ as Savior and Lord as a child. I’m good, right? I’ll go to Heaven when I die, correct?”

Every believer’s faith has a beginning, and by definition that is in the past. Every Christian looks forward to spending eternity with Christ in the future. But is your identity in Jesus defining your life now, in the present? Is He your Lord?

Jesus is I Am. He wants to be your Lord and Savior right now, in the present tense. Will you walk with Him today?
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