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Background & Interpretive Approach 
 

“The book of Revelation is at once one of the most important books of the Bible for many 
Christians, yet one of the most difficult books to understand. It holds a unique place in 
biblical interpretation.” 

Edwin Reynolds 
It’s been a very controversial book. Have a look what people have said about it:  
 

• 3rd US President, Thomas Jefferson: “the ravings of a maniac” 
• John Calvin: “The Apocalypse finds men mad or leaves them so” (it’s the only book of 

the New Testament that John Calvin didn’t write a commentary on) 
• Martin Luther initially called it "neither apostolic nor prophetic" in his preface to his 

1522 translation of the NT (but later changed his mind).  
• Sir Isaac Newton: “There is no book in all the Scriptures as much recommended and 

guarded by providence as this” said  
 
Popular Culture has lots of references to the book. Here’s a few of them: 
 

- The Grapes of Wrath (novel by John Steinbeck) 
- The Abyss (1989 sci-fi movie) 
- Armageddon (1998 sci-fi action movie) 
- Apocalypse Now (1979 War drama) 

 
These are all concepts taken directly from Revelation. 

Why Read Revelation? 
 
Revelation gives us a heavenly perspective on our earthly experiences. It was written during a 
time of persecution where emperor worship was required. Caesar was declared as Lord. Many 
of the people who read this book were martyred because by the religious zealots in Jerusalem 
and by the imperial army of Rome. How did these Christians face this extreme persecution? In 
many ways Revelation was written to encourage them that a) their trials are worth and b) a 
reminder that heaven ultimately wins. 
 
What about us today? We may not be facing state-sponsored persecution but it’s important 
for Christians to understand this perspective. Revelation was given not just for the benefit of 
first Century Christians but also for the benefit of all believers. It’s the only book of the Bible 
where you receive a specific blessing for reading it:  
 
“Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy” Revelation 1:3 
 
Although there is much debate about which time period (if any) the majority of the book 
relates to, all Christians are clear on the final couple of chapters that God defeats evil and 
renews all things to a place of perfection. This is a great comfort to those of us battling on this 
side of eternity. It’s the difference between watching a thriller and not knowing if the main 
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character makes it and watching it having seen the end. Emotionally, it’s a very different 
experience. That is what Revelation should be for us – it lets us see the end of the movie, 
allowing us to live in the middle of it with more emotional stability.   
 
Author: John, we assume is the Apostle John because he is in prison on the Isle of Patmos.  
John mentions his name four times in the book (Revelation 1:1; 1:4;  1:9; & 22:8) and that 
Justin Martyr (100 to 165 AC), Irenaeus (140 to 220 AD) and the Muratori Canon (end of 2nd 
century) confirm that the Apostle John is the author. He is the author of the fourth gospel and 
of the three epistles, 1 John, 2 John and 3 John.  
 
Place: Patmos is a Greek Island just off the coast of Asia Minor (modern day Turkey). John saw 
the vision while being imprisoned there.  
 
Audience: Revelation opens and closes as a circular letter written to seven churches in Asia 
Minor (Modern day Turkey) but also has a broader application to all believers.  
 
Time: 95 AD (During the reign of Domitian 81-96 AD) or perhaps during the reign of Nero. 
Irenaeus (around 140 to 220 AD) mentions that John has written the book of Revelation 
towards the end of the Roman emperor Domitian's reign.  
 

How should we read Revelation? 
 

In order to read Revelation we first need to understand the genre it was written in. We then 
need to understand how it was structure and finally we need to choose an interpretative 
approach.  
 

1. Literary Genre/Style 
“Genres are categories of literature, each with their own tone and techniques. The Bible 
uses a handful of genres—narrative and law, prophecy and letters, poetry, and 
apocalyptic literature… when we understand ancient genre, it transforms absolutely 
everything about our Bible study. It makes sense of confusing sections. It helps us 
understand the difference between one biblical book and another. It bridges the cultural 
and historical dissonance. It brings us one step closer to what the ancient reader would 
have naturally understood. Understanding genre drew me closer to God… I came to 
understand the human authors involved in this divinely inspired text. I also came to 
understand how God used these human genres to compose the greatest book of all time. I 
came to understand the Bible a little more like an ancient. And that made hearing God's 
voice through the Bible just that much easier. It made my perspective of God that much 
clearer.”  

John D. Barry (Bible Scholar) 
 

While the book has much to say to later Christians, the books meaning must first be anchored 
in what would have been understood by the original hearers in the historical context. Many 
people throughout the centuries have misinterpreted Revelation because they haven’t first 
familiarised themselves with its literary genre. That’s a huge mistake.  
 
The majority of the book is apocalyptic literature but it is not exclusively this. For instance, the 
opening nine verses switch genres many times:  
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 Text  Genre 
1 The revelation of Jesus Christ Apocalypse 
3 Blessed is the one who reads Benediction 
4 John, to the seven churches Epistle 
5-6 To him be glory and power forever Doxology 
7 Look, he is coming on the clouds Apocalypse 
8 I am the Alpha and the Omega Prophecy 
9 I, John, your brother and companion Epistle 

Figure 1 Comparison of different literary genres in the first nine verse of Revelation (from Advance Theology Course (Wilson)) 

An analysis of the book showed that three-quarters of it is apocalypse but that still leaves a 
quarter of the book which is not apocalyptic literature.  
 

Epistle: 16%     Apocalypse: 76%  Prophecy: 4% 

 
  
Figure 2 Visual representation of the three main literary genres in Revelation 

Given this, it is true to say that Revelation is a prophecy because there are elements where 
Jesus speaks directly to believers. Revelation also has elements of a letter because it’s written 
to specific believers among specific congregations and contains greetings, doxologies, 
benedictions etc. Finally, Revelation is apocalyptic literature because it contains highly 
symbolic messages delivered by angels.  
 
An argument could be made that Revelation is solely a written prophecy. This is because 
apocalyptic literature is a sub-type of prophecy - God revealing something to us. Additionally, 
the seven letters are prophetic letters because they are the recorded words of Jesus spoken 
to those specific churches, with a future element within them. Interestingly, this is how the 
book describes itself:  
 

“Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy…” 

Revelation 1:3 
 
By referring to itself as a prophecy, the author was aligning the book with the tradition of 
prophecies in the Old Testament. However, with the vast majority of the book written in 
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apocalyptic form it’s also fair to say the book is a recording of apocalyptic prophecy. And this 
is how John starts off the book:  

“The revelation (or apocalypse) of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his 
servants the things that must soon take place.”  

Revelation 1:1  
 

This is very important because knowing the genre is essential in trying to understand the 
book. We’ll focus on its main genre: apocalyptic literature. 
 
Overview of Apocalyptic Literature 

“The term Apocalypse is applied to no Old Testament book. Daniel is the nearest 
approach to it; but what Daniel was told to seal and shut up till the time of the end, John, 
now that the time is at hand (Rev 1:3), is directed to reveal.” 

 JFB commentary 
 
The word apocalypse means “unveiling” or “revealing”. Apocalyptic literature is written in a 
poetic, imaginative style packed with symbolism. The symbolism is commonly coded so that 
only people familiar with the Biblical symbols can deduce the true meaning. 

“Revelation is written in an apocalyptic, prophetic style. This kind of writing often 
featured an angel or otherworldly being who revealed heavenly mysteries to a human 
recipient. These mysteries are delivered in the form of visions that use graphic imagery to 
symbolise cosmic realities. The cryptic language may have helped Revelation be easily 
circulated around the Roman Empire during a time of Christian persecution—the 
language, couched in Old Testament imagery, would have been difficult to understand for 
anyone without such knowledge.”  

Faithlife Study Bible 
 
In apocalyptic literature, sometimes symbols are explained, other times it is assumed you 
know how to trace an image through the Bible. Speaking of the book of Revelation, John 
Wesley writes:  

“The introduction and conclusion agree with Daniel; the description of the man child, 
and the promises to Zion, with Isaiah; the judgment of Babylon, with Jeremiah; again, the 
determination of times, with Daniel; the architecture of the holy city, with Ezekiel; the 
emblems of the horses, candlesticks, etc., with Zechariah. Many things largely described 
by the prophets are here summarily repeated; and frequently in the same words.” 

John Wesley 
12 Examples when Revelation explains its own symbolism:  

1. Stars = Angels and Lampstands = Churches  
 
“the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are 
the seven churches.” Rev 1:20 
 

2. 7 Horns & 7 Eyes = Sevenfold Spirit of God 
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“I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven 
eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.” Rev. 4:6 
 

3. Incense-filled golden bowls = prayers of Christians 

“…each holding a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the 
saints” Rev 4:8 

4. Fire, smoke and sulphur = 3 different plagues  

“…fire and smoke and sulphur came out of their mouths. By these three plagues a third 
of mankind was killed, by the fire and smoke and sulphur coming out of their mouths.” 
Rev 9:17-18 

5. Two olive trees & two lampstands = two witnesses 

“And I will grant authority to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, 
clothed in sackcloth. These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand 
before the Lord of the earth.” Rev 11:3-4 

6. Seven heads = seven mountains  

“the seven heads are seven mountains on which the woman is seated” Rev 17:9 

7. Waters = multitudes of people 
 

“The waters that you saw, where the prostitute is seated, are peoples and multitudes 
and nations and languages.” Rev 17:15 

8. Ten horns = ten kings 

“And the ten horns that you saw are ten kings who have not yet received royal power” 
Rev 17:16 

9. Woman = the great city = Sodom = Egypt = place where Jesus was crucified  

“And the woman that you saw is the great city that has dominion over the kings of the 
earth.” Rev 17:18 

“their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city that symbolically is called 
Sodom and Egypt, where their Lord was crucified.” Rev 11:8 

10. Fine linen = righteous deeds  

“the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.” Rev. 19:8 

11. Dragon = Satan  
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“he seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil and Satan” Rev. 20:2 

12. Lake of Fire = Second Death 

“Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the 
lake of fire.” Rev 20:14 

Examples where symbols are expected to be traced through from the rest of the Bible:  
 

Phrase / Item / Concept Revelation Reference OT/NT Reference 
The Key of David Rev. 3:7 Isaiah 22:22 
The Four Living Creatures Rev. 4:6-8 Ezekiel 1:5-12 
The Four Horseman of the Apocalypse Rev. 6:1-8 Zechariah 1 
Plagues Rev. 6 - 17 Exodus Ch 7-11 
Great Tribulation Rev. 7:14 Matthew 24:21 
Eating a scroll Rev. 10: 9-10 Ezekiel 3:1-2 
‘Time, times and half a time’ Rev. 12:14 Daniel 7:25 & 12:7 
World powers as beasts Rev. 13 Daniel 7 
Placing a mark on the forehead Rev. 13:16 & 14:9 Ezekiel 9 
The Battle of Armageddon Rev. 16:16 Judges 4 
The Battle of Gog and Magog Rev. 20:8 Ezekiel Ch 38 & 39 
The Final Judgment Rev. 20 Matthew 25:31-46 
The New Jerusalem Rev. 21 Ezekiel Chs 40-48 
The Tree of Life Rev. 22 Genesis 2:9 
The River of Life Rev. 22 Ezekiel 47 

Table 1 Examples of the imagery in Revelation that derived from elsewhere in the Bible 

Unless you have read the other apocalyptic literature in the Bible and prophetic books of the 
Bible (Daniel, Zechariah, Ezekiel etc.) it’s going to be difficult to trace these images through.   
 
While this gives an introduction to the apocalyptic genre, to interpret Revelation correctly it’s 
also important to know how the book is structured.  
 

2. Structure of the Book 
 
The book appears to move backward through Israel's history. It starts in exile (Jesus visits John 
while he is exiled on the Isle of Patmos), he then shows John the heavenly temple & God’s 
kingdom. Following that, the Holy Spirit takes John to the wilderness and then to a mountain.  
 
A mountain is where Israel as a nation begins as this is where Moses gives Israel the Law and 
covenants them to God. In short, it’s Exileà Templeà Wildernessà Mountain and Israel’s 
history is MountainàWildernessàTempleà Exile.  
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Israel’s history 

Law (Mt Sinai) à 40 years in Wilderness à Kingdom & Temple Worship à Babylonian Exile 
 

Revelation’s progression 

Exile (on Patmos) à Heavenly Kingdom & Temple à Wilderness vision à Mountain vision 

 

These four visions make up the majority of the book.  
 

Table 2 Overview of Revelation (adapted From Module 6 Session 7 - The Advance Theology Course (A. Wilson)) 

The four visions are all introduced by a similar phrase relating to John being ‘in’ or ‘carried 
away by’ the Spirit. The first is a vision of Jesus among seven golden lampstands. Then John is 
shown a door in heaven and sees what is happening in heaven. This vision forms the majority 
of the book. John is then shown a wilderness vision and finally he is taken to mountain where 
he sees the New Jerusalem descending to a renewed Earth.  
 
The Prominence of Seven 
It’s common for numbers to have specific meaning in apocalyptic literature and in Revelation 
the number seven and, to a lesser extent, the number twelve, are very prominent.  
 

Intro & Greetings (1:1-8) 

Four Visions (1:9 – 22:5) 
Jesus  
(Ch 1-3) 

“I was in the Spirit on 
the Lord's day” 

Heaven  
(Ch 4-16) 

“At once I was in the Spirit” 

Wilderness 
(Ch 17:1-21:9)  

“He carried me away in the Spirit” 
Mountain 
(Ch 21:10-22:5) 

“He carried me  
away in the Spirit” 

 

Jesus Unveiled Heavenly Throne Room Unveiled Harlot Unveiled Bride Unveiled 

7 Letters to 
7 Churches 
(1:9-3:22) 

Throne 
Room 

(Ch 4-5) 

7 Seal 
Judgments 

(6:1-8:5) 

7 Trumpet 
Judgments 
(8:6-11:19) 

7 Heavenly 
Visions 

(12:1-15:8) 

7 Bowl 
Judgments 

(16:1-21) 

Overthrow 
of Babylon 
(17:1 - 19:10) 

7 Wilderness 
Visions 

(19:11-21:8) 
New  

Jerusalem 
(21:10-22:5) 

1 Ephesus 
(2:1-7) 

 

King 
(4:1-3) 
 
24 Elders 
(4:4-5) 
 
4 Living 
Creatures 
(4:6-9) 
 
Casting 
Crowns  
(4:10-11) 
 
Scroll 
(5:1-5) 
 
7-Horned 
Lamb 
(5:6-10) 
 
Worship 
(5:11-14) 

1 
White 
Horse 
(6:1-2) 

 

Earth 
(8:6-7) 

Woman & 
the Dragon 
(12:1-21) 

Earth 
(16:1-2) 

 

Harlot & 
Beast 
(17:3-18) 
 
Babylon 
Falls 
(18:1-8) 
 
Kings & 
Merchants 
Weep 
(18:9-20) 
 
Mighty 
Angel 
(18:21-24) 
 
Great 
Multitude 
(19:1-5) 
 
Marriage 
Feast 
(19:6-10) 

1 
White 
Horse 
(19:11-16) 

Bride of the 
Lamb 
(21:10-11) 
 
12 Gates & 
12 Foundations 
(21:12-17) 
 
Jewelled City 
Wall 
(21:18-20) 
 
Pearly Gates & 
Gold Streets 
(21:21-27) 
 
River of Life 
(22:1) 
 
Tree of Life 
(22:2-5) 

2 Smyrna 
(2:8-11) 

2 
Red 
Horse 
(6:3-4) 

Sea 
(8:8-9) 

Sea Beast 
(13:1-10) 

Sea 
(16:3) 2 Supper 

(19:17-18) 

3 Pergamum 
(2:12-17) 3 

Black 
Horse 
(6:5-6) 

Rivers 
(8:10-11) 

Land Beast 
(13:11-18) 

Rivers 
(16:4-7) 3 

Victory 
(19:19-21) 

4 Thyatira 
(2:18-29) 

4 
 

Pale  
Horse 
(6:7-8) 

Heavens 
(8:12-13) 

144,000 
(14:1-5) 

Sun 
(16:8-9) 4 

Satan 
Bound 
(20:1-3) 
 

 
 
 

5 Sardis 
(3:1-6) 5 Martyrs 

(6:9-11) 

Loco-
Scorpions 
(9:1-12) 

 
 
 
 

3 Angels 
(14:6-13) 

Darkness 
(16:10-11) 5 

Martyrs 
(20:4-
10) 

 
 

6 Philadelphia 
(3:7-13) 6 Tribulation 

(6:12-7:17) 
Angels 
(9:13-11:14) 

Harvest 
(14:14-20) 

Frogs 
(16:12-
16) 

 
 
 

6 Judgment 
(20:11-15) 

7 Laodicea 
(3:14-22) 

7 
30 min 
Silence 
(8:1-5) 

Temple 
(11:15-19) 

Sanctuary 
(15:1-8) 

Temple 
(16:17-
21) 

7 
New 
Creation 
(21:1-8) 

Conclusion & Words of Jesus (22:6-21) 

M
illennium

 

Arm
ageddon 

Four Horsem
en of the Apocalypse 

Three W
oes  

G
og  
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Sevens in Revelation Revelation Reference 
Seven Churches 1:4; 2:1-3:22 
Seven Letters 2:1- 3:22 
Seven Spirits 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6 
Seven Golden Lampstands 1:12, 20; 2:1; 4:5 
Seven Stars 1:16, 20; 2:1; 3:1 
Seven Seals 5:1; 5:5; 6:1 
Seven Horns 5:6 
Seven Eyes 5:6 
Seven Angels 8:2, 6; 15:1, 6, 7; 15:8; 16:1; 17:1; 21:9 
Seven Trumpets 8:2, 6 
Seven Thunders 10:3, 4 
Seven Thousand People 11:13 
Seven Heavenly Visions 12 
Seven Heads 12:3; 13:1; 17:3, 7, 9 
Seven Crowns 12:3 
Seven Plagues 15:1, 6, 8; 21:9 
Seven Golden Bowls 15:7; 16:1; 17:1; 21:9 
Seven Hills 17:9 
Seven Kings 17:10, 11 
Seven Wilderness Visions Chapters 20-21 

Table 3 List of sevens in Revelation and their references 

For example, there are seven letters to seven churches represented by seven lampstands. 
There’s description of the throne room with the seven-fold Spirit of God where Jesus opens a 
seven-sealed scroll. This is followed by seven trumpets being sounded followed by seven 
heavenly visions. The book concludes with seven bowls, the overthrow of the city of Babylon 
followed by seven wilderness visions (each starting with ‘I saw’) ending off in a vision of the 
New Heavens and New Earth.  
 
Seven is a common number throughout the Bible and refers back to the days of the week in 
Genesis 1, with the seventh day signifying completeness and rest. Many of the seven 
judgments in Revelation end off with a seventh day of rest (7 Seals: silence; 7 Trumpets: 
temple and 7 Bowls: Temple again). The three sets of seven judgments form a large portion of 
the book. 
 
3 Sets of Seven Judgments  
The Seal, Trumpet and Bowl Judgments mirror the Flood, the Plagues in Egypt and the Exile, 
respectively. These judgements escalate. First a quarter of the population are affected then 
one third to finally the whole population. The judgments come out of the each of the previous 
set like Russian dolls and represent judgment on the righteous earth for the persecution of 
the people of God. 
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Figure 3 Picture of Russians dolls and a diagram showing the structure of the three sets of judgments 

In other words, the opening of the seventh seal leads to the seven trumpets being blown and 
the seventh trumpet leads to the seven bowls being poured out. While some people take a 
literal view that there are 21 judgments happening sequentially, it’s likely that these are 
referring to similar events viewed from different perspectives. (E.g. Compare Daniel 2 and 
Daniel 7 – both the statue and the four beasts refer to the same four earthly empires. This is 
repetition is common in apocalyptic literature). Here are some examples of patterns within 
the three sets of seven judgments.  
 

• Seven Seals – these judgments are constructed of six activities and then rest which 
parallel the creation narrative in Genesis 1: six days of creation followed by one day of 
rest of.  

• Seven Trumpets – the first four judgements parallel the creation days in Genesis 1.  
• Seven Bowls – first four bowl judgments echo the first four creation days as well. 

There are also parallels here with the Exodus plagues 
• Seven Wilderness Visions – the martyrs present in the 5th Seal judgment return in the 

5th wilderness vision. 
 
The Prominence of Twelve 
Towards the end of the book, as heaven’s focus moves away from judging the earth to coming 
to reside on it, there is a transition from seven as the prominent number (earthly creation 
number) to twelve (heavenly people of God number) as the prominent number:  
 

• The woman who gave birth has a crown of 12 stars on her head (Rev. 12:1) 
• The 144,000 who were sealed (Rev. 7:4) is derived from 12 tribes each supplying 

12,000 people. The number is also 12 squared multiplied by 1000 (another common 
symbolic number in Revelation).  

• In the New Jerusalem, the names of the 12 tribes were inscribed on the 12 gates 
guarded by 12 angels (Rev. 21:12) 

• The city wall had twelve foundations inscribed with the names of the twelve apostles 
(Rev. 21:14) 

• The New Jerusalem is measured to be 12,000 furlongs by 12,000 furlongs (Rev. 21:16) 
• The Tree of Life has twelve kinds of fruit (Rev. 22:2) 
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Themes of Revelation 

“John's visions reveal that Jesus has overcome evil by his death and resurrection, and 
will return one day as the true king of the world.” 

The Bible Project 
 
While the overall ‘plot’ of the book is summarised above, Andrew Wilson says there are 
different lenses or themes you can view the book through (The acronym for this spells: 
REVEALS):  
 

• Romance - Revelation starts with the bridegroom and ends with the bride and a 
wedding feast. In between there is the other woman (the harlot) who tries to spoil 
everything. Then there is also the challenge of making the bride ready for the wedding 
feast.  

 
• Exodus - It is an exodus story. The plagues and curses unleashed - locusts, the boils, 

the rivers of blood – are all exodus imagery. Plagues are sent upon the oppressors; and 
God’s people are saved by a sacrifice of a Lamb. Martyrs are freed into the heavenly 
promise land via a wilderness vision.  
 

• Victory - The message of Revelation is not 'Jesus wins!' because he's already won... the 
message is that we win! - by faithful witness and song. 
 

• Exile –After the Exodus imagery, the book transitions to God’s people are in exile, 
oppressed by a beastly ‘Babylon’. But God provides a ‘Cyrus’ who conquers Babylon 
and who will return them to (New) Jerusalem. A new Ezra/Nehemiah story but the 
difference is that Jesus has built this New Jerusalem not us.  
 

• Apocalypse - Though written in a particular context, it exposes the patterns of worldly 
empires and divine justice – a behind the scenes look at how evil uses worldly powers 
to oppress the saints.  
 

• Liturgy - Revelation can also be seen as a temple worship service. John repeatedly 
mentions the temple1, as well as various temple furnishings: lamps burning before the 
throne (4:5), golden bowls and golden censers full of incense (5:8, 8:3-5), the golden 
altar before the throne (8:3, 5; 9:13), (plus other alters: (6:9; 11:1; 16:7)) and the ark of 
the covenant (11:19). There are priests2, and people who are dressed/function like 
priests.3 There is a call to worship, a doxology, letters to be read aloud, praise in 
psalms and hymns, a reading from a scroll, prophetic preaching, bowls of wine, a 
wedding feast, blessing, commission and a prayer. 
 

• Sequel - It can also be viewed as a sequel to John’s Gospel with John perhaps writing it 
that way. Have a look at the table below.  

 
 

 
1 Rev 3:12; 7:15; 11:1,19; 14:15,17; 15:5, 6, 8; 16:1, 17; 21:22 
2 Rev. 1:6; 5:10; 20:6 
3 Rev 4:4; 5:8; 7:13-15; 8:2-6; 14:18; 15:6-7 
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The Gospel of John  The Revelation of John 

• In the beginning was the Word (1:1)  
o All things came into being by him (1:3) 
o Light shines in the darkness (1:5) 
o The Word tabernacle among us (1:14) 
o Lamb takes away the sin of the world (1:29) 
o John (the Baptist) as key witness 

• Jesus and his disciples invited to a wedding (2:2) 
o Jesus makes wine (2:3) but says that his hour 

has not come (2:4) 
o John the Baptist rejoices because he hears 

the voice of the bridegroom (3:29) 
o A promiscuous woman appears who is not 

the bride (4:16-18; 20:11-18) 
• Judgment on the temple is enacted by stopping 

buying and selling in Jerusalem (2:13-22) 

• Judas controls the buying and selling for Jesus 
and his disciples and is referred to as destined 
for destruction (17:12) 

• Empire judges Jesus from a throne (19:13) 

 • I am the beginning and the end (22:13) 
o I am making all things new (21:5) 
o No light because Jesus is the light (22:5) 
o The tabernacle of God is with humans (21:3) 
o There is no more sin 
o John (the Apostle) is the key witness 

• Blessed are those invited to the wedding (19:9) 
o Jesus treads the winepress (19:15) as the hour 

of judgment has come (18:8ff) 
o Rejoice for the wedding has come (19:7). The 

Spirit and the Bride say come (22:17) 
o A promiscuous woman appears who is not the 

bride (17:1-18; cf 12:1-17) 
• Judgment on Babylon (Jerusalem) is enacted, 

stopping buying and selling (17-18) 

• The Beast controls buying and selling (13:17) 
and is referred to as destined for destruction 
(17:8, 11) 

• Jesus judges the Empire from a throne (20:11, 
13) 

 
Figure 4 John's Revelation as a sequel to his gospel (adapted from THINK:2019 (A. Wilson)) 

Literary Makeup 
Wilson also states that Tevelation is the most sensual book in the Bible. Nothing gets close to 
its tactile nature: 
 

• Sound: “Then I heard...” Trumpets, shouts, waterfalls, harps, thunders, choirs etc. 
• Sight: “Then I saw...” Brightness, lurid colours, glorious visions, grotesque characters, 

evocative images.  
• Smell: (probably the one we're least used to) smoke, cinnamon, spice, myrrh, bowls of 

wine, incense.  
• Touch: He laid his hand on me. Hands holding sickles, stars, scrolls, palms, reeds, 

harps, cups, keys... 
• Taste: Because you are lukewarm, I will spit you out of my mouth.' The book tasted 

sweet as honey. 
 

3. Interpretative Approach 
 
When choosing an approach for Revelation there are two tensions you have to choose where 
you find yourself.  
 

1. Coded Symbolism vs Literal as Possible 
2. Specific time period vs Applicable across church history 
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Coded Symbolism 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Literal as Possible 
Figure 5 A graph showing the two main tensions to consider when taking an interpretative approach 

Once you graph that out you get the four main interpretative approaches that Christians have 
taken to Revelation over the centuries. The Preterist approach, the Idealist approach, the 
Futurist approach and the Historist approach.  
 

Coded Symbolism 
 

Preterist 
Majority of the book relates to 
1st Century events or closely 
thereafter. E.g. Fall of Jerusalem 
(AD70) or Fall of Rome (395-476 
AD). Preterism derives from a 
Latin prefix for past.  
 

Idealist 
Doesn’t relate to a specific 
time period but mostly 
demonstrates the continual 
battle between Satan, God 
and the Church. Halted by 
Jesus returning.  

 
 

Futurist 
Most of the book is set in the 
future and reveals a stepwise 
approach of how the end of the 
world will occur 

 

Historist 
The book outlines key events 
across history leading up to the 
end. E.g. formation of the EU 
or the rise of Islam is foreseen 
within the book. 
 

 
 Literal as Possible 

Figure 6 Graph showing the main four approaches to interpretation of Revelation (Based on work by A. Wilson) 
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Preterist 
The majority of the book relates to 1st Century events or closely thereafter. E.g. Fall of 
Jerusalem (AD70) or Fall of Rome (395-476 AD). Preterism derives from a Latin prefix for past. 
The book was written to encourage his contemporary readers who were undergoing trials and 
persecution from Jerusalem and Rome. Full Preterism includes everything being fulfilled in the 
first few centuries. Partial Preterism allows for later parts of the book to be unfulfilled yet.   
 
Pros 

• Fits the genre (e.g. Daniel and the immediate fulfilment of the Goat and Ram as 
Greece and Persia).  

• Reassuring that 'soon' actually refers to soon. 
• The book was written to a first-century audience so has immediate relevance to those 

readers.  
 
Cons 

• Dating problems and not easily transferable to future readers 
• Can make application harder as the events have already happened 

 
Idealist 
Idealism believes that the book of Revelation refers to nothing specific in history at all, but 
rather to the behind-the-scenes conflict between good and evil powers that extends 
throughout history (halted by Jesus returning). Idealism largely passes over the specific details 
in the book of Revelation. Instead, it focuses on the broad patterns and how they are 
repeated in history. These patterns also indicate what can be expected to the generation 
reading it. The Idealist considers the book of Revelation to be made up of several parallel 
narratives. Each one tells the same story, but shifts the perspective.  
 
Pros 

• Doesn't go out of date – each generation applies it to their situation 
• Also fits the genre – symbols are largely representative of common reoccurring events 

in history (e.g. persecution of the church by secular powers). 
 
Cons 

• Very elastic and unclear, doesn't really help since 'if everyone is special, no one is.',  
• 'soon' loses its impact since it's been 2000 years and has to be spiritualised in meaning 
• Largely passes over the specific details in the book. 

 
Futurist: 
Most of the text focuses on the events leading up to the end of all things and the return of 
Christ. This view often leaves little room for symbolism, with symbolism only being considered 
when a strictly literal approach doesn’t make sense. For the Futurist, most of the prophecy in 
the book has yet to have taken place. 
 
Pros 

• Interpretation is simplified because the most literal approach is always taken. 
• It requires less explanation to explain what is meant and why.  
• It's predictive and transferable to all subsequent readers. 
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Cons 

• A literal interpretation is inconsistent with the genre of apocalyptic literature.  
• Easy to get tangled up in small (literal) details. E.g. 'Are the locust-scorpions Apache 

helicopters?' 
• It interprets 1:9–3:22 just like preterists and historicists (referring to the first century) 

then it declares that at 4:1, or at least by 6:12 (the sixth seal), everything else is about 
the final period of earth history before Christ returns. Critics find this arbitrary. 

 
Historicist view: 
The shape of Revelation predicts the shape of church history as a whole, from the first century 
to today. Historicists look at the past, and draw parallels between John’s vision and significant 
historical events. E.g. the collapse of the Western Roman Empire, the rise of the Papacy, the 
Protestant Reformation, and the expansion of the European Colonial Empires, the rise of Islam 
etc. 
 
Pros  

• Fairly literal and predictive, transferable to each generation 
• The conviction that God controls the course of history.  
• Supported by some key voices in the Reformation 

 
Cons  

• Indecipherable, structurally confusing because not anchored in the 1st Century. 
• Revelation then has little relevance for its original audience 
• Historicists have wildly divergent views concerning the particulars causing this 

approach to be less popular in recent times. 
 
To choose an approach, (or a combination) it’s important to understand the main genre of the 
book: apocalypse.  
 
Our approach:  
 

 “Similar to Daniel, John’s revelation seems to presume an imminent eschatological 
framework: His prophecies were believed to be either already occurring or quickly 
approaching (i.e., within his lifetime). The seven churches of Asia Minor served as John’s 
audience. Due to their refusal to participate in imperial religion (emperor worship), these 
congregations faced religious persecution from Rome that could have resulted in death.” 

 
Matthew M. Whitehead 

 
While you’re welcome to choose what approach you wish, in order to preach through the 
book we need to choose an approach and follow it through.  
 
With three quarters of the book written in apocalyptic literature we can’t ignore this. So, 
placing the weight on coded symbolism puts us in the top half of the graph.  
 



 
 

16 

Secondly, given its apocalyptic genre, we feel it’s likely to follow the common pattern of 
apocalyptic writings in the Bible: We’ll briefly look at this pattern in Daniel and Mathew Ch 24. 
In both of these, fairly immediate events are referenced but then there is a sudden fast-
forward to the end time.  
 
Daniel 
 

Reference Vision Fulfilment Time Span 
Dan 2 & 7 Statue / Four Beasts Babylonian, Persian/Median, 

Greek & Roman Empires 
4-5 centuries 

Dan 8 Goat & Ram Greek & Persian Empires incl. 
Antiochus Epiphanes 

3 centuries 

Dan 9 70 ‘Sevens’ Destruction of Jerusalem 6 centuries 
Dan 10 & 11 North & South Rise of Seleucids & Ptolemies 5 centuries 
Dan 12 Judgment Day End of Time Still to be fulfilled 

 
Matthew 24 
The same happens in Matthew 24 with Jesus describing the imminent destruction of 
Jerusalem by the Romans and then fast-forwards to the end of time.  
     

Verse Prediction Fulfilment Time Span 
V4-13:   False Prophets, Tribulation   Book of Acts Next 30 years 
V14 ‘End will come’  End of Time Still to be fulfilled 
V15-29  Destruction of Jerusalem AD 70 Next 40 years 
V30-31 2nd Coming of Jesus End of Time Still to be fulfilled 

 
We’ll see over the course of the book of Revelation that a lot of the imagery such as the rise of 
the beasts, the false prophet, etc. were fulfilled in detail in the first few centuries after John 
saw the vision.  
 
While this is traditionally the Preterist view, we do not take a full Preterist view because it 
seems that some of the imagery relates to the end of time and is still to be fulfilled.  
 
Because we believe in Biblical exposition, we explain what was happening at the time and 
apply this to our times believing that the enemies tactics don’t change much – the way the 
Devil attacked the church back then continues today – so in looking at application from the 
text this has elements of the idealist approach.  
 
If you have a strong view about how to interpret Revelation that is different to this, can we 
encourage you to hear us out. We didn’t have a strong leaning previously but we have come 
to find this approach very compelling.  
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Ch 1: Jesus in his Glory 
 

 
Figure 7 an artist’s impression of Jesus in his glory amongst the seven lampstands with a sword coming from his mouth4 

 
1 The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that 
must soon take place.  

- Revelation (or Gk. Apocalypse) means ‘uncovering’  
- It’s revealing what must ‘soon take place’. This gives us a hint on interpretation - it’s 

mostly about something fairly immediate. 

He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness to the word 
of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw.  

- This is typical of apocalyptic literature – a vision explained by an angel. (See Daniel 
8:15-18, Zechariah 1:9 for other examples) 

3 Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who 
hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near. 

- Note there is a blessing for reading this book.  

 
 
4 https://fulfillingthepromises.com/2019/01/02/the-seven-golden-lampstands-a-solemn-warning-for-all-churches/ 
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- ‘the time is near’- again a hint towards an interpretation approach 

Greeting to the Seven Churches 

4 John to the seven churches that are in Asia: 

- Written in the ancient letter format: [writer] then [recipients]. This is found in the 
other New Testament letters (e.g. Eph. 1:1; 1 Cor 1:1-2; Phil 1:1 etc.)  

Grace to you and peace from him who is and who was and who is to come,  

- A common greeting in New Testament letters (compare Paul’s letters) except that this 
time the greeting is not from the writer but prophetically from Jesus himself.  

and from the seven spirits who are before his throne,  

- We see the beginning of symbolic language here. Seven signifies completeness, 
derived from Genesis 1 where God rests on the seventh day and admires all that he 
has made. Some also link this to the seven characteristics of the Holy Spirit listed in 
Isaiah 11 and also the seven-armed lampstand of Zechariah 4. Specifically, in Rev 5:6 
the Lamb has seven eyes and seven horns which “are the seven spirits of God”.  

- Throughout the rest of the Bible we know the Holy Spirit is singular so with the sheer 
volume of sevens in the book, it is fair to assume this imagery is symbolic.   

5 and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings 
on earth. 

- ‘rule of kings on earth’ – Jesus is now in his glorified state in heave and is ruling from 
heaven. 

To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood 6 and made us a kingdom, 
priests to his God and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever.  

- This can’t be clearer that the letter is written to Christian believers. 

Amen. 7 Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who 
pierced him, and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him. Even so. Amen. 

- Declaration of Jesus’ future return (‘every eye will see him’ compare to Matthew 
24:30) 

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’ – these are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. Jesus is 
signifying that he is both the beginning and the end. 
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- “who is and who was and is to come”: this is a reference to the Trinity. The Father is 
rereferred to as ‘I am’ throughout Scripture, we have just seen the seven-fold Spirit 
and Jesus Christ is the one speaking.  

Vision of the Son of Man 

9 I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient 
endurance that are in Jesus,  

- This is referring to a current tribulation at the time of writing Revelation. Domitian, the 
Emperor was recorded as persecuting Christians during this time. The reference to the 
‘great tribulation’ in Rev 2:2 & 7:14 is thought to refer to a different persecution.  

was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.  

- Patmos is a small Greek island in the Aegean Sea. It’s actually close to Asia Minor 
(Turkey) than Greece and was used as a Roman prison.  

 

Figure 8 Map showing the position of Isle of Patmos in modern day 

10 I was in the Spirit on the Lord's day,  

- ‘in the Spirit’ refers to being taken up in a vision (see Ezekiel 37:1, Matt 23:43, 1 Cor. 
14:2). This happens three more times in the book of Revelation (Rev. 4:2, 17:3, 21:10) 
and indicates the start of each of the four main visions of the book. William Barclay 
explains the concept this way: 

“The prophet is a man who lives in the Spirit. "The Spirit," said Ezekiel, "lifted me up and 
took me away" (Ezekiel 3:14). "The Spirit lifted me up between earth and heaven, and 
brought me in visions of God to Jerusalem" (Ezekiel 8:3). "And the Spirit lifted me up, and 
brought me in the vision by the Spirit of God into Chaldea to the exiles" (Ezekiel 11:24). It 
is not that the Spirit physically moves a man about from place to place; but, when a man 
lives in the Spirit, his horizons are widened; he may live in time, but he becomes a spectator 
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of eternity. The prophets could see the trends of history ahead because they lived in the 
Spirit.” 

- ‘Lord’s day’ the early church met on a Sunday and referred to it as the Lord’s day in 
celebration of the resurrection.  

and I heard behind me a loud voice like a trumpet 11 saying,  

- This is either the angel who was referenced earlier (v1) or Jesus himself.  

“Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus and to Smyrna 
and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea.” 

- Seven churches in Asia Minor. It is likely that John oversaw these churches 
apostolically. The Island of Patmos where John is located is very close to the location of 
these seven churches.  

12 Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven golden 
lampstands,  

- V20 tells us that the seven lampstands represent the seven churches listed above. We 
are already in symbolic, apocalyptic language here. 

- Zechariah also had a vision of a golden seven-lamped lampstand (See Zech 4:2) 

13 and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe and 
with a golden sash around his chest.  

- ‘One like a son of man’ – a direct reference to Jesus’s preferred title while on earth. 
(See Matt 9:6; 10:23; 11:19 etc.). This is also a figure that appears in the Old Testament 
prophecy of Daniel (Dan 7:13 & 10:15). It is assumed on both occasions that this is 
Jesus.  

14 The hairs of his head were white, like white wool, like snow.  

- In Dan 7:9, the Ancient of Days’ clothing is white like snow and the hair of His head is 
compared to pure wool. John combines the two descriptions to describe the head and 
hair of Christ. 

His eyes were like a flame of fire, 15 his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a 
furnace, and his voice was like the roar of many waters.  

- This is a very different description of Jesus than we find in the gospels. Jesus is now in 
his glorified state with a resurrection body.  

16 In his right hand he held seven stars, from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, and 
his face was like the sun shining in full strength. 
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- The seven stars are explained in v20. They are the angels associated with each of the 
seven churches 

- ‘Two-edged sword coming from his mouth’ – an obvious apocalyptic image relating to 
the power words to do battle with (Sword of the Spirit – Eph 6:17 and Rev 19:15).  

17 When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. 

- A common response in an all-encompassing vision of a glorified being like this (cf. 
Daniel, Paul) 

But he laid his right hand on me, saying, “Fear not,  

- Whenever humans fall down like this in a vision in the Bible, God or the angel in the 
vision frequently exhort the people receiving the vision not to be afraid. (Compare 
Mary’s experience in Mat 28:5, and Zechariah’s in Luke 1:13) 

I am the first and the last,  

- This is a repeat of v8.  

18 and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive forevermore,  

- emphasising Jesus’ death and resulting resurrection and eternal state.  

and I have the keys of Death and Hades.  

- Holding the keys to a place means you are in authority over it. Compare having the 
keys to a building. Jesus has authority over death and the place of the death (Hades is 
the Greek word for the place of the dead equivalent to the Hebrew word ‘sheol’ in the 
Old Testament).  

19 Write therefore the things that you have seen, those that are and those that are to take 
place after this. 

- Again, a reference to ‘when’ things in the vision will happen. Compare with Daniel’s 
apocalyptic visions (see Background and Interpretative Approach detail on this): they 
happened fairly sequentially during and after Daniel’s life but there was a future, 
accelerated element that referenced the end of time.  

 20 As for the mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand, and the seven golden 
lampstands, the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands 
are the seven churches. 

- Here we get an explanation of what the symbols mean. This is giving us a clue in how 
to interpret the rest of the vision: symbols, like a code, need to be cracked. And in 
order to keep the understanding of the vision to believers, the symbols are taken from 
the Old Testament.  
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Questions 
 
Icebreakers (for group sessions) 
 
• Have you ever had a dream or witnessed something that seemed symbolic of something in 

your life? If it is not too personal share the dream/event and explain what you feel it meant.  
• Have you ever read the book of Revelation? If yes, describe what your experience of reading it 

was like. If no, what has put you off reading this book?  
 
Q1:  Look at figure 5 in the Background & Interpretative Approach section. Do you feel 
Revelation should be interpreted, in the main, as literal as possible or as coded 
symbolism? Why do you think this?  
 
Q2: From what you are aware of currently, do you think Revelation should be interpreted 
looking at a specific time period or by interpreting it across all of church history? Why do 
you think this?  
 
Q3: Sum up each of the four main interpretative approaches to Revelation through a one-
sentence definition. E.g. Futurists believe that the majority of Revelation is describing 
events yet to occur.  
 
Q4: Currently, which of the four interpretative approaches do you favour? Why do you 
think / feel this?  
 
Q5: Look at the description of Jesus in Revelation 1:12-18, how does this differ from what 
we know of Jesus from the Gospels? Why is there this difference?  

 


