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The Word of the Lord from Revelation 1: "Fear not, I am the first and the last, and the 
living one. I died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades."  

 
This is the Word of the Lord. 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. Behold Your Risen Lord! 

Behold your risen Lord! We rejoice that Christ is risen and we look forward to His return 
in glory. In the meantime, though, it is easy to lose sight of the grace and life and help that the 

risen Christ brings us. It was true for those churches to whom John wrote in Revelation, too. So 

behold your risen Lord. 
 

Jesus is the faithful witness: therefore, whatever He says is true. When you are tempted 
to doubt God’s Word, remember this. Jesus always keeps His promises—and He has promised to 

deliver you from all of your afflictions. 

 
Jesus is the firstborn from the dead. The firstborn, not the one and only. Whatever lies 

ahead, then, you know that as Christ is risen from the dead, He will raise you, too. 
 

Jesus is the ruler over the kings of the earth. Some rulers will be better than others. 
Some will be just and some will be downright wicked. But you do not put your trust in princes 

because, hidden behind the power and political intrigue, bluster and shenanigan, you rest 

assured that your Savior is at work. When the kings of the earth and the rulers take counsel 
together against the Lord, He who sits in the heavens laughs and holds them in derision (Psalm 

2). He is King of kings and Lord of lords, and He uses all things for your good. 
 

Jesus has loved you and washed you from your sins—and while free for you, the price 

was terrible for Him. He suffered and died on that cross to save you. Should you feel worthless 
and forsaken by all others, this is certain: your Savior considers you so priceless that He has 

washed you clean with His own blood. Having paid such a price to redeem you, He will not 
forsake you now. 

 
Jesus has made you to be kings and priests to His God and Father. You have not been 

delivered from hell to sleep through eternity: Christ has died and is risen so that you might be 

raised, too—to live in His glorious presence, no longer separated by sin and its curse. Have no 
fear, little flock: it is the Father’s good pleasure to give you His kingdom (Lk. 12:32). For how 

long? His dominion is forever and ever. You are kings who will rule with Him. You are priests who 
may spend eternity in His glorious presence as He gives life to you forever. 

 

Furthermore, Jesus is coming back: “Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will 
see Him.” And how will He be recognized? Not just the clouds of glory, but “every eye will see 

Him, even they who pierced Him.” He will be recognized for the cross. He will be known as the 
One who suffered and died for the sins of the world; and the world will mourn for having 

rejected Him. But as for you, that is your day of resurrection, your beginning of eternal life in 

heaven. 
 



All of this is within John’s greeting as he writes to these seven churches. Time and again, 

he bombards them with news of what God has done for them—and time and again, he declares 
that this is all for the sake of Jesus, who shed His blood to save them: and who shed His blood to 

save you. 
 

Then, the vision begins. John hears a voice, a command to write what he sees and tell it 

to those Christians in the seven churches. John turns and sees seven lampstands, and in their 
midst one like the Son of Man. This is Jesus; and while the description sounds mysterious, it 

really isn’t. It’s mostly out of the seventh and tenth chapters of Daniel: in Daniel 7, “one like the 
Son of Man” comes on clouds before God, the “Ancient of Days,” and receives everlasting 

dominion over all. In Daniel 10, He appears to Daniel in white robe and gold, His face like 
lightning. This is Jesus. In Revelation, John confirms that the Messiah prophesied in the Old 

Testament is the Son of God who has died and lives again, having conquered sin, death and devil 

for you. And so, finally in our text, we hear Jesus proclaim, “I have the keys of Hades and of 
Death.” 

 
II. The Keys 

Jesus has the keys. He has the keys of Hades and of Death. In Matthew 16:19, He 

declares to Peter, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on 
earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” This is 

big stuff. Jesus has the keys—to heaven and death and Hades: you couldn’t escape the prison of 
your grave, but Jesus unlocks the door and delivers you from your cell—and there is no power 

that can stop Him. Furthermore, He has unlocked the gates of heaven for you. You are delivered 
from death and hell to life and heaven.  

 

Where does this take place? This is what ties it in to our Gospel lesson for the day, 
where Jesus repeats the gift of the keys to the disciples: "If you forgive the sins of any, they are 

forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." Where does this great unlocking 
of doors happen? The keys are turned with the forgiveness of sins. This is what we call the 

“Office of the Keys.” 

 
The Small Catechism calls this “the peculiar—unique—church power which Christ has 

given to His Church on earth to forgive the sins of penitent sinners, but to retain the sins of the 
impenitent as long as they do not repent.” That may sound pretty mysterious, but it really is 

straightforward. To all who hear, we declare God’s Law and Gospel. We speak the truth that 

we’re born in sin, that the wages of sin is death; and we declare the Good News that Christ has 
died for our sins and Christ is risen. When someone says, “I like my sin, so I’m not going to 

repent,” we tell them what the Word says: as long as they hold onto that sin, they still have it. 
That sin is retained, bound to them—the gates of heaven are shut, the gates of hell wide open. 

And when someone repents and trusts in Christ for forgiveness, we tell them what the Word says 
then, too: that Jesus has taken away that sin, that they are set free for eternal life. The gates of 

hell are shut for them, the gates of heaven wide open. This is what it means to bind and loose, 

to forgive and retain sins: we speak God’s Word of Law and Gospel, sin and grace. Those who 
reject forgiveness remain in sin. Those who repent and believe in Jesus are forgiven. This is not 

our doing: we simply declare God’s Word. It is He who judges and it is He who gives faith and 
forgiveness. We have the honor of telling people that Christ has died and risen for them. 

 

It’s all about the forgiveness Jesus has won by His death and resurrection. In fact, 
forgiveness takes His death and resurrection and gives it to you. That’s what makes all His 

promises “yes” for you. That’s why you’re sure that you will be raised to everlasting life. That’s 
why you’re a king and a priest in the kingdom of God forever. That’s why the Lord declares you 

precious and priceless, holy and righteous—it’s all for the sake of Jesus. That is also why we  
always return to speak of Christ and His forgiveness here, for only forgiveness locks hell and 



opens heaven for you—for only Christ and His forgiveness give life. You use your house keys 

daily for your safety: daily, rejoice in Jesus’ forgiveness for your eternal wellbeing. That’s what 
He told the disciples to proclaim in our Gospel lesson, and that is what prepares you for His 

return in glory on the Last Day.  
 

You will see that glory on the Last Day, and on that day you will rejoice. But note how 

St. John describes the present time, until then, in this text. He calls himself “your brother and 
partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus.” Already, 

you are in the kingdom of God, redeemed by Christ: that’s the good news. But at the same time, 
you remain in the tribulation of this world, and that will require patient endurance. 

 
It was true for John when he wrote these words by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. He 

was on the island of Patmos, a prison guarded by the sea. He’d been sentenced there “on 

account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” He was separated from his fellow 
believers to whom he wrote. He was both a king and priest, made so by Jesus; and he was a 

prisoner on an island, isolated from his companions. When he wrote the book of Revelation, a 
book of encouragement and comfort and promise of the Lord’s victory and eventual return, you 

can bet that he didn’t see much encouragement or victory. He saw—and felt—trouble, 

persecution and affliction. But he knew Jesus to be the faithful witness, and so he wrote the 
words of the Faithful Witness, not his own personal pains or worries. In other words, he wrote of 

the King and His Kingdom in the midst of tribulation; and he waited for the end of tribulation with 
patient endurance.  

 
That is how it is for the people of God in this world. That is how it was for Christ in this 

world. The eternal Son of God was born of Mary, already both Prince of Peace and ruler of the 

nations. But soon after His birth, Herod tried to have Him killed. Three years after His Baptism, 
Jesus was crucified for being the Son of God, the King who brought peace in the name of the 

Lord. Therefore, don’t be deceived: as it was for your King, so it will also be for you. There will 
be all sorts of tribulation and trouble, as there was for Jesus and His disciple—your partner and 

brother, John. Such trouble is shameless, and it will howl and bluster and scream to wear you 

down to a fine powder. It would have you believe that there is no deliverance. But throughout, 
the Lord continues to speak His Word to you. He gives to you patient endurance so that you 

might remain His child. He continues to speak to you His promises—promises of forgiveness for 
your sins, promises to use all things for your good, promises of deliverance to eternal life. He 

continues to rule over all things, including the kings of the earth, directing all things for your 

good and so that His will might be done. He reminds you that He has washed you clean with His 
own blood, that He has made you a king and a priest. The tribulation will continue for a while, 

but only as long as the Lord permits as He gives the people of this world more time to repent. 
But He will deliver you: He is coming on the clouds, and every eye will see Him. And then, your 

tribulation will be over. You will be seen for the holy king and priest that He has made you to be. 
 

Of all of this you can be sure. Your Savior holds the keys to Hades and death and 

heaven. He has shut hell for you and flung wide the gates of heaven by His death and 
resurrection. The days of tribulation will end, but the kingdom is forever: for you are forgiven for 

all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


