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INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION

OPENING STATEMENTS

A. Most  of my adult ac ademic/the ological life  I have had the presupposition that those who believe the Bible take  it

“literally” (and that is surely true for historical narrative).  However, it has become more and more obvious  to me

that to take prophecy, po etry, parables, and apoca lyptic literature literally is to miss the point of the insp ired text.

The author’s intent, not literalness, is the key to a proper understanding of the Bible. To make the Bible say more

(doctrinal specificity) is as dangerous and misleading as to interpret it in such a way as to make it say less than was

intended by the original, insp ired writer.  The focus m ust be the larger context, the historical setting, and the

intention the author expressed in the text itself and in his choice of genre.  Genre is a literary contract between the

author and the reader.  To miss this clue is surely to lead to misinterpretation!

The book of Revelation is surely true, but not historical narrative, not meant to be taken literally.  The genre

itself is screaming this p oint to us if we will only hear it.  This does not mean that it is not inspired, or not true; it

is just figurative, cryptic, symbolic, metaphorical, and imaginative.

B. Revelation is a uniquely Jewish literary genre, apocalyptic.  It was often used in tension-filled times to express the

conviction that God was in control of history and would bring deliveranc e to His pe ople.  Th is type of literature is

characterized by

1. a strong sense of the universal sovereignty of God (monotheism and determinism)

2. a struggle between good and evil, this age and the age to come (dualism)

3. use of secret code words (usually from the OT or inter-testamental Jewish apocalyptic literature)

4. use of colors, numbers, animals, sometimes animals/humans

5. use of angelic mediation by means of visions and dreams, but usually through angelic mediation

6. primarily focuses on the end-time (new age)

7. use of a fixed set of symbols, not reality, used to communicate the end-time message

Some examples of this type of genre are:

1. Old Testament

a. Isaiah 24-27, 56-66

b. Ezekiel 37-48

c. Daniel 7-12

d. Joel 2:28-3:21

e. Zechariah 1-6, 12-14

2. New Testament

a. Matthew 24, M ark 13, Luke 21 , and I Corinthians 15 (in som e ways)

b. II Thessalonians 2 (in mo st ways)

c. Revelation (chapters 4-22)

3. non-cano nical (taken fro m D. S. R ussell, The M ethod a nd Me ssage of Je wish Ap ocalyptic , pp. 37-38)

a. I Enoch, II Enoch (the Secrets of Enoch)

b. The Book of Jubilees

c. The Sib ylline Oracles  III, IV, V

d. The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs

e. The Psalms of Solomon

f. The Assumption of Moses

g. The Martyrdom of Isaiah

h. The Apocalypse of Moses (Life of Adam and Eve)

i. The Apocalypse of Abraham

j. The Testament of Abraham

k. II Esdras (IV E sdras)

l. Baruch II, III

C. These  apocalyp tic works were  never pres ented ora lly.  They are hig hly structured, literary works.  Th e structure is

crucial to a proper interpretation.  Part of the planned structure of the book of Revelation is the seven seals, seven

trumpets, and seven bowls.   With each cycle the judgment increases: seals, 1/4 destruction; trumpets, 1/3 destruction;

bowls, total destructio n.  At the end o f each cycle the Second C oming of Christ occurs: seals, 6:12 -17; trumpets,
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11:15-18; bowls, 19 :1-21.  Th is shows that the b ook is not ch ronologic ally sequential, but a drama in several acts

which foresees the same pe riod of time in three progressively violent O T judgmen t motifs.

There are seven literary sections plus a prologue and an epilogue

1. 1:1-8 (prologue)

2. 1:9-3:22

3. 4:1-8:1

4. 8:2-11:19

5. 12:1-14:20

6. 15:1-16:21

7. 17:1-19:21

8. 20:1-22 :5

9. 22:6-21 (epilogue)

        It is obvious that th e number “seven” plays a large part in the structure of the book as can be seen from the

seven churches, seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls.  Some other examples of “seven” are

1. 7 lampstands, 1:12

2. 7 spirits of Go d, 1:4; 3:1; 4 :5; 5:6

3. 7 stars, 1:20 ; 2:1

4. 7 thunders , 10:3

5. 7 beatitude s, 1:3; 14:1 3; 16:15 ; 19:9

6. 7 kings, 17:10

7. 7 plagues, 2 1:9

8. 7 connec tions to anima ls

a. 7 horns. . .7 eye s, 5:6

b. 7 heads. . .7 d iadems, 12 :3; 13:1

c. woman o n beast with 7 h eads, 17:3 ,7,9

d. woman sitting  on 7 mo untains, 17:9

D. The interpretation of this book is most susceptible to theological bias.  One’s presuppositions drive the interpretation

of the ambig uous details.  T hese theolo gical presup positions func tion on seve ral levels

1. the origin of the s ymbols

a. Old Testament allusions

(1) the OT themes like creation, the fall, the flood, the exodus, restored Jerusalem

(2) hundred s of allusions (usu ally not quote s) from the pr ophets

b. inter-testamental Jewish literature (Enoch, Ba ruch, Sibylline Oracles, II Esdras)

c. first century Gre co-Rom an world

d. ancient near eastern cosmological-creation accounts (especially Rev. 12)

2. the time frame of the book

a. first century

b. every century

c. last generation

3. systematic theological grids

a. a millennial

b. post millennial

c. pre millennial

d. dispensational pre-millennial

In light of hermeneutical divergence  (the different approaches to interpre tation) and inapprop riate dogmatism

(the know-it-all attitude), how should an interpreter proceed?  First, let us admit that modern western Christians do

not understand the genre and do not recognize the historical allusions that first century Christians would have

immediate ly understood.  Second, let us admit that every generation of Christians has forced the Revelation into its

personal historical setting and all have been wrong so far.  Third, let us read the Bible before we read the theological

systems.  Look for the literary context of each vision/oracle and state the central truth in one declarative sentence.

The central truth wil l be the same for every generation of believers while the specificity of the details may be

relevant for only the first and/or last generation of believers.  The details may be relevant, but history, not theology,

will reveal their purpose.  Fourth, let us remember that this book is primarily a word of comfort and encouragement

to faithfulness amidst the persecution of believers by unbelievers.  This book is not meant to answer the curiosity

of every generation of believers, nor outline a detailed plan of end-time events.  Fifth, it is safe to affirm that fallen

human society is on a collision co urse with the king dom of G od.  It will appear at first that the world has won (like

Calvary), but wait; God is so vereign, H e is in control o f history, of life and d eath.  His pe ople are vic torious in  Him!
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E. Despite  the difficulty and ambiguity of interpretation, this book has a message and is an inspired word from God

to His peop le in every age.  It is  worth the extra effort necessary to study this unique book.  Its strategic positio n in

the NT canon speaks of its capstone message.  In his brief commentary on Revelation Alan Johnson says, “Indeed,

it may well be that, with the exception of the Gospels, the Apoca lypse conta ins the most profound and moving

teaching on Christian do ctrine and d iscipleship  found anywhere in Holy Scripture.  Neither the fanaticism of some

who have fixed their attention on prophecy rather than on Christ, nor the d iversity of interpre tive view-poin ts should

discourage us from pursuing Christian truth in this marvelous book” (p. 9).

       Remember, these are truly the last words of Jesus to His church!  The modern Church dares not ignore or

minimize them!  The y are to prep are believe rs for persec ution and co nflict in light of God’s sovereignty

(monotheism), the reality of the evil one (limited dualism), the ongoing results of the fall (human rebellion), and

God’s  promises to redeem mankind (unconditional covenant cf. Gen. 3:15; 12:1-3; Ex. 19:5-6; Jn. 3:16; II Cor.

5:21).

AUTHOR

A. Internal evid ence of Jo hn the Apo stle’s authorship

1. Author named himself four times as John (cf. 1:1,4,9; 22:8)

2. He also c alled himself

a. a bond servant (cf.1:1; 22:6)

b. a brother and fellow-partaker in tribulation (cf. 1:9)

c. a prophet (cf. 22:9), and called his book a prophecy (cf. 1:3; 22:7,10,18,19)

B. External evidence of John the Apostle’s authorship from early Christian authors

1. John the Apostle, son of Zebedee

a. Justin Martyr (Rome A.D. 250) in Dialogue with Trypho 81

b. Irenaeus (Lyons) in Against Heresies IV:14:2 ; 17:6; 21 :3; V:16:1 ; 28:2; 30 :3; 34:6; 35 :2

c. Tertullian (North Africa) in Against Praxeas 27

d. Origen (A lexandria) in

i. On the Soul, L:8:1

ii. Against Marcion, II:5

iii. Against Heretics, III:14, 25

iv. Against Celsus, VI:6, 32; VIII:17

e. The Muratorian Canon (Rome A.D. 180-200)

2. Other Candidates

a. John Mark - This was first mentioned by Dionysius, Bishop of Alexandria (A.D. 247-264), who

denied the authorship of John the Apostle but still  held the work as canonical.  He based his rejection

on vocabulary and style as well as the anonymous nature of John’s other writings.  He convinced

Eusebius of Caesarea.

b. John the elder - This comes from  a quote in Eusebius from  Papias.  Howe ver, Papias’ quote  probab ly

used this title for John the Apostle rather than its asserting another author.

c. John the Baptist -  (with later editorial additions) has been suggested by J. Massyngberde Ford in the

Anchor Bible commentary, based primarily on John the Baptist’s use of “lamb” for Jesus.  The  only

other occurrence of this title is in Revelation.

C. Dionysius, the bishop o f Alexandria  (A.D. 24 7-264), w as the first to express do ubts (his book has been lost, but he

is quoted by Eusebius, who agreed with him) about John the A postle’s autho rship, based  on (1) Jo hn the Apo stle

does not refer to  himself as John in the Gospel nor his letters, but Revelation is from “John”; (2) the structure of

Revelation is different from the Gospel and the letters; (3) the vocabulary of Revelation is different from the Gospel

and the letters; and (4) the gramm atical style of Revelation is of inferior quality to the Gospel and the letters.

D. Proba bly the most serious modern challenge to John the Apostle’s authorship comes from R. H. Charles in Saint

John, Vol. I p. xxxixff).

E. The majority of modern scholarship has rejected the tradit ional authorship of many of the NT books.  A good

example  of this trend related to Revelatio n might be R aymond  E. Brow n, a renowned Catholic Johannine scholar.

The introductory volume of the Anchor Bible Commentary series says, “written by a Jewish Christian prophet named

John who was neither John, son of Zebedee, nor the writer of the Johannine Gospel or of the Epistles” (p. 774).
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F. In many ways authorship is uncertain.  There are striking parallels with the Apo stle John’s other writings and also

striking differences.  The key to understanding this book is not in its human author, but in its Divine author!  The

author believed himself to be an inspired prophet (cf. 1:3; 22:7,10,18,19).

DATE

A. This is certain ly integrally linked to  authorship

B. Some possible dates

1. The traditional date is during Domitian’s reign (A.D. 81-96) because it fits internal evidence of persecution

a. Irenaeus (quoted by Euseb ius) in Against Heresies, V:30:3.  “It (this persecution) was seen not very

long ago, almost in our generation, at the close of the reign of Domitian”

b. Clement o f Alexandria

c. Origin of A lexandria

d. Eusebius o f Caesarea , Church  History, iii:23:1

e. Victorinus , Apocalyp se x:11

f. Jerome

2. Epiphanius,  a third century writer, in Haer, 51:12, 32, says that John wrote it after his release from Patmos

which was during Claudius’ reign (A.D. 41-54).

3. Others sup posed it to b e during N ero’s reign (A .D. 54-68 ) because  of:

a. the obvious background of Emperor cult persecution

b. Caesar Nero , written in Hebrew, equals the number of the beast, 666

RECIPIENTS

A. From 1:4 it is obvious that the original recipients were seven churches in the Ro man Province o f Asia.  These

churches are addressed in such a way as to imply the travel route of the bearer of the letter.

B. The message of Revelation uniquely relates to all churches and believers who are experiencing persecution from

a fallen world system.

C. As the canonical conclusio n to the NT this boo k is a message of consumm ation to all believers of all ages.

OCCASION

A. The setting was persecution caused by the separation of the local churches from the legal protection Rome accorded

to Judaism.  This division occurred officially around A.D. 70 when the rabbis from Jamnia instituted  an oath form ula

which demanded the members of the local synagogues to curse Jesus of Nazareth.

B. Roman docume nts indicate  that Emperor worship became a major conflict with the church from the reigns of Nero

(A.D. 54-68) to Domitian (A.D. 81-96).  However, there is no documentation of an official empire-wide persecution.

Appare ntly Revelation reflected the exuberance of local Emperor worship cults in the Eastern Provinces of the

Roman Empire (cf. “Biblical Archaeology Review,” May/June 1993 p. 29-37).

THE SYNTAX

A. There a re many gram matical pro blems in the G reek text.

B. Some possible reasons for these problems

1. John’s Ara maic thoug ht patterns.  

2. He had no scribe on Patmos to write for him.

3. The exc itement of the visio ns was over whelming. 

4. They are  purpose ful for the effect.

5. The genre (apocalyptic) was highly figurative.

C. Similar grammatical idiosyncrasies are fou nd in other Jewish apoc alyptic writings.
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CANONICITY

A. It was rejected early by the Eastern Church; the book does not appear in the Peshitta (fifth century Syriac).

B. In the early fourth ce ntury Euseb ius, following D ionysius of Alex andria in the late  third century, s aid Revelation

was not written by the Apostle John.  He listed it as one of the “disputed” books but included it in his canonical list

(cf. Ecclesiastical History , III:24:18; III:25:4; and III:39:6).

C. The Council of Laodicea (about A.D. 360) omitted it from the list of canonical books.  Jerome rejected it as

canonical but the Council of Carthage (A.D. 397) included it.  Revelation was admitted by means of the advocacy

of the Eastern Church in a compromise which included Hebrews (which was advocated by the Western Church).

D. We should acknowled ge that it is a  presupposition of believers that the Ho ly Spirit guided the historical process

in its inclusion of the Christian canon.

E. The two major theologians of the Protestant movement rejected its place in Christian doctrine

1. Martin Luther called it neither prophetic or apostolic, in essence rejecting its inspiration.

2. John Calvin, who wrote a commentary on every book of the NT except Revelation , in essence rej ected its

relevance.

HISTORICAL THEORIES OF INTERPRETATION

A. It has been notoriously difficult to interpret; therefore, dogmatism is inappropriate!

B. The symbols are drawn from

1. Old T estament ap ocalyptic pa ssages in

a. Daniel

b. Ezekiel

c. Zechariah

d. Isaiah

2. inter-testamental Jewish apocalyptic literature

3. the first century Greco-Roman historical setting (especially Rev. 17)

4. ancient near eastern mythological creation accounts (especially Rev. 12)

C. In general there are four main-streams of interpretation

1. PRETERIST  - this group sees the book as primarily or exclusively related to the first century churches in the

Roman  Province  of Asia.  All the d etails and pro phecies we re fulfilled in the first centu ry.

2. HISTORICIST - this group sees the book as an overview of history, primarily of Western civilization and

in some sense the Roman Catholic Church.  Often the letters to the seven churches of chapters 2 and 3 are

used as a description of certain periods of time.  Some see these as temporally synchronous and others as

chronolo gically sequen tial.  

3. FUTURIST - this group sees the book as referring to the events immediately preceding the Parousia (Second

Coming of Christ) which will be literally and historically fulfilled.

4. IDEALIST  - this group sees the book as totally symbolic of the struggle between good and evil which has

no historical significance.

All of these have  some valid ity, but they miss the inten tional ambig uity of John’s  choice of genre and imagery.  The

problem is balance, not which one is correct

PURPOSE OF THE BOOK

A. The purpose of Revelation is to show God’s sovereignty in history and the promise of the culmination of all things

in Him.  Th e faithful are to rem ain in faith and ho pe amidst the persecution and  aggression o f this fallen world

system.  The focus of the book is the persecution and faithfulness of believers in the first century and in every

century.  Remember, prophets spoke of the future in an effort to reform the present.  Revelation is not only about

how it will end, but how it is going.  In his article in The Expositors Bible Comm entary , Vol. I entitled, “The

Eschatology of the Bible,”  Robert L. Sancy  said, “the biblical prophets were not concerned primarily with the time

and chronological arrangement of future events.  For them the spiritual state of their contemporaries was the point



14

of importance and the great eschatological visitation of God for the judgment of unrighteousne ss and the blessing

of the pious was interjected for its ethical impact in the present” (p. 104).

B. The general purpose is summed up well in the brief introduction to the TEV and N JB translations

1. TEV, p. 1122, “The Revelation to John was written at a time when Christians were being persecuted  because

of their faith in Jesus Christ as Lord.  The writer’s main concern is to give his readers hope and

encourag ement, and  to urge them  to remain faithful d uring times of suffe ring and pe rsecution.”

2. NJB, p. 1416 , “The B ible is summed u p in the messa ge of hope  and the rich sym bolism of this  book.  It is

a vision of rescue from the trials which beset God’s people, and a promise of a glorious future.  The message

is expressed by means of imagery which draws on the who le of the Bible, so that every feature, animals,

colors, numbers, is evocative and full of overtones to a reader familiar with the OT.  In this way it is a secret

and allusive revelation of what is to come, though the natural symbolism of the great acts of worship and the

final vision of the messianic splendor of the new Holy City are clear enough.  There was a tradition of such

writing in Judaism from Daniel onwards, to strengthen God’s people in persecution with assurance of

eventual de liverance an d triumph.”

C. It is crucial that the inter preter give the  redemp tive theme pr iority.

1. God ha s brought ind ividual, corp orate, and c osmic salva tion through C hrist.

2. God’s redemption is both spiritual and physical.  The Church is saved, but not safe!  One day She will be!

3. God still loves fallen, rebellious, self-centered humanity.  The wrath of God in the seals and trumpets is for

redemption (cf. 9:20-21; 14:6-7; 16:9,11; 21:7; 22:17).

4. God not only restores fallen mankind, but also fallen creation.  Evil at every level will be purged!

D. This book must not be seen as a chrono logical chart of the events, times, and manner of the Second Coming.  It has

often been interp reted as the “se cret” to weste rn history.  Eve ry generation  has forced  its histories into the

apocalyptic symbols; every one has been wrong so far.

       The details of these prophecies will be much more obvious  to the last generation of believers suffering under

the Anti-Christ.  A literal interpretation has caused this book to be ignored by some (Calvin), depreciated by others

(Luther, “neither apostolic nor prophetic”), and overemphasized by others (millennialists).

BOB’S KEYS TO INTERPRETATION

A. We need to take into account the Jewish background

1. OT apocalyptic genre is a highly symbolic literary type

2. Numerous allusions are drawn from the OT (of 404 verses 275 include allusions to OT texts); the meaning

of these symbols have been reinterpreted in light of the first-century Roman situation.

3. Prophe tic foreshado wing takes cur rent events to  foreshadow eschato logical events.  Often these first- century

historical fulfillments point to ultimate end-time historical fulfillments.

B. The overall structure of the bo ok helps us to see the author’s purp ose

1. The seals, trumpets, and b owls cover the same p eriod of time.  Revelation is a dram a in sequential acts.

2. The temporal Messianic reign is preliminary to the eternal reign of the Father (cf. I Cor. 15:26-28).  The

Heavenly Kingdom supercedes the earthly one.

C. The historical context must be taken into account in any interpretation of the book

1. The pre sence of E mperor  worship

2. Local persecution in the Eastern Provinces

3. The Bible cannot mean what it never meant.  The interpretation of Revelation must be related to John’s day

first.  It may have multiple fulfillments or applications, but they must be grounded in the text and time of the

first century.

D. The me aning of som e of the cryptic  terms has be en lost to us du e to our cultur al, linguistic and existential setting.

Possibly the end-time eve nts themselves  will shed light on the proper interpretation of these symbols.  Be careful

not to push all of the details  of this apocalyptic prophecy.   Modern interpreters must seek the major truth in each

of these visions.

E. Let me sum marize som e of the key interp retive eleme nts

1. The historical origins of the symbo lism
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a. OT themes

b. OT allusions

c. Inter-testamental apocalyptic literature

d. Greco-Roman first century setting

2. The author’s ways of defining his symb olism

a. Conversations with angelic guides

b. The hymn of heavenly choirs

c. Author himself states the meaning

3. The structure of the boo k (especially the parallel between the seals, trumpe ts, and bowls)

F. Further help

1. My two favorite commentators on Revelation are George Eldon Ladd and Alan F. Johnson.  They do not

agree.  There is so much d isagreeme nt among g odly, educ ated, sincere  scholars that a w ord of cau tion is

appropriate.  Let me q uote Alan Johnson  in his Commentary on Revelation from Zondervan:

       “In view of the elaborate use of imagery and visions from 4:1 through the end of Revelation and

the question how this material relates to chapters 1-3, it is not surprising that commentators differ

widely in their treatmen t of these chap ters.  One pr oblem is that o f interpretation:  What do the imagery

and visions mean ?  Anothe r problem  involves chro nology: When  do these things take place?

Furthermore, does Jo hn interpret his fre quent Old  Testame nt images in  exact acco rdance with  their

Old Testament sources, or do es he freely reinter pret these ima ges?  W hat is symbolic a nd what is

literal?  Answers to such questions will determ ine the interpreter’s approach.   Since  few of these

questions are capab le of dogm atic answers, the re is a need fo r tolerance o f divergent ap proache s in

the hope that the Spirit may use open-minded discussion to lead us further into the meaning of the

Apocalypse” (p. 69).

2. As far as a general introduction to Rev elation’s relationship to  the OT , I recomm end John  P. Milton ’s

Prophecy Interpreted and John Brigh t’s The Authority of the Old Testament.  As for a good discussion of

Revelation’s relationship to Paul, I reco mmend Jam es S. Stewart’s A Ma n In Ch rist.

READING CYCLE ONE (see p. vi)

 This  is a study guide commentary which means that you are responsible for your own interpretation of the Bible.  Each of

us must walk in the light we have.  You, the Bible, and the H oly Spirit are p riority in interpreta tion.  You mu st not relinquish th is

to a commentator.

Read the entire biblical bo ok at one sitting.  State the central theme of the entire boo k in your own words.

1.  Theme of entire book

2.  Type of literature (genre)

READING CYCLE TWO (see pp. vi-vii.)
 This is a study guide commentary which means that you are responsible for your own interpretation of the Bible.  Each of

us must walk in the light we have.  You, the Bible, and the Holy Spirit are priority in interpretation.  You  must not relinquish th is

to a commentator.

Read the entire biblical book a second time at one sitting.   O utline the main su bjects  and expr ess the subje ct in a single

sentence.

1.  Subjec t of first literary unit

2.  Subjec t of second  literary unit

3.  Subjec t of third literary unit

4.  Etc.


