
INTRODUCTION TO REVELATION

The book of Revelation tends to foster two extreme reactions:

! Obsession (e.g. end-times charts; predicting the exact minute of Christ’s return, and 
for some reason the Russians and USA are usually involved)

! Neglect (‘we can’t understand it, so let’s leave it alone in case we get all muddled’).

! Question: Which extreme might it be for you?

But Revelation is an outstanding, encouraging and challenging book. We neglect it at our 
peril. It is a book which the Church needs!

But how on earth do we interpret this book? Firstly, it’s worth knowing that there are 
(broadly and with many exceptions) 4 main different approaches to understanding 
Revelation
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Pros Cons

Preterist view: pretty 
much all of the events 
described in Revelation 
happened by 70AD 
(destruction of Jerusalem) 
or 5th century AD (fall of 
Rome)

The Historicist view: 
Revelation describes 
specific events in history 
from the coming of Jesus to 
his second coming.

The Futurist view: 
Revelation describes 
events which happen just 
before the end.

The idealist view:
Revelation is a symbolic 
description of the struggle 
between good and evil.



SOME BIG QUESTIONS ON READING REVELATION

What kind of book is Revelation?

! An apocalypse (i.e. an unveiling). It strips the curtains back and shows us heaven’s 
perspective on things. Daniel 7–12 is written in a similar way. (1:1)

! A prophecy. The risen Christ addresses his people through this book. There is a call to 
action and prediction of the future. (1:3)

! A letter. Revelation’s original addressees were 7 churches in Asia Minor. (1:11)

Who is the author?

! John is the author. Traditionally, this has either been taken as the apostle John, and 
author of 4th Gospel, or as John the elder (e.g. Eusebius).

When was it written?

! There are 2 main options:

– Least likely in my view: Just before 70AD. This goes hand in hand with the view 
that Revelation is mainly predicting the fall of Jerusalem (the Preterist 
interpretation)

– Most likely in my view: 90s AD. During the reign of the Emperor Domitian.

How do we interpret it? A few tips:

! Old Testament: probably the most helpful tool for interpreting Revelation is a good 
knowledge of the Old Testament, as John uses images from OT all the time (although 
he applies them to new contexts) As Peter Leithart puts it: ‘He writes with Scripture 
rather than about it. John paints an apocalypse, and the OT is his pallet.’

! Symbolism: Vern Poythress talks about different levels in Revelation: (1) the linguistic 
level (what the text says); (2) the visionary level (what John saw); (3) the referential 
layer (what does the description refer to?); (4) the symbolic level, (what do the 
symbols used suggest about the historical referent?). A key is to not confuse these 
levels (or we end up with literalism).

! Numbers: these are really important in Revelation. 4, 7 and 12 often denote 
completeness in different ways. 12 is the number of God’s people. Look out for 
multiples and variations of these numbers. Square numbers (e.g. 144) often 
represent things related to God; triangular numbers (e.g. 666) often represent 
people in opposition to God.

! Humility: Godly, clever people throughout history have tackled this book. Make use 
of good commentaries (I would recommend G.K. Beale & Ian Paul in particular. John 
Hosier’s The Lamb, the beast and the devil is also excellent).
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THE STRUCTURE OF REVELATION

Revelation is carefully structured, but it is almost impossible to come up with a single all-
encompassing structure. That is because there are themes that overlap between sections.

! It makes a difference whether or not we decide to structure Revelation based on 
different themes or based on rhetorical devices (e.g. repeating expressions and 
words).

The following is not the structure of Revelation, but a helpful way of outlining the book 
based on the repetition of ‘in the spirit’ which appears at 4 significant moments in 
Revelation.

! This can be a helpful tool for navigating the book and remembering how it all fits 
together (John Hosier’s advice: never preach through Revelation without knowing 
how the whole thing fits together; he’s right!)
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Introduction (1:1-8)

In the Spirit I
(1:9–3:22)

In the Spirit II
(4:1–16:21)

In the Spirit III
(17:1–21:8)

In the Spirit IV
(21:9–22:5)

Conclusion (22:6-21)

The exalted Christ 
sends messages to 

7 churches

The Lamb & his people’s 
conquering

A tale of two cities: 
Babylon & Jerusalem

The beauty of the 
New Jerusalem

The Exalted Christ 

appears to John on 

Patmos. (1:9-20)

A vision of God’s throne 

room (ch. 4)
Vision of Babylon the 

prostitute (ch. 17) Vision of Jerusalem 

descending from 

heaven (21:9-14)The conquering lamb is 

worthy (ch. 5)
Fall of Babylon: 

lament and rejoicing 

(18:1–19:5) Measuring and 

describing the 

outside of Jerusalem 

(21:15-21)
7 messages from 

the exalted Christ 

to 7 churches of 

Asia minor:

• Ephesus

• Smyrna

• Pergamum

• Thyatira

• Sardis

• Philadelphia

• Laodicea

(chs 2–3)

Series of Sevens:

The wedding supper 

of the Lamb (19:6–
10)7 Seals (6:1–8:1)

New Jerusalem as a 

place of God’s 

presence and purity 

(21:22-27)

The victory of the 

rider on the white 

horse (19:11-21)7 Trumpets (8:2–11:19)

The Millennium and 

final judgement 

(20:1-15)
7 signs? (12–14)

The river of life and 

tree of life (22:1-5)7 Bowls of Wrath (15–
16)

New Heavens and 

New Earth (21:1-8)



VISION I: MESSAGES TO 7 CHURCHES FROM THE RISEN CHRIST (REV. 1–3)

The first major vision of Revelation is 1:9–3:22 and begins with the following phrase:

! I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like a 
trumpet 11 saying, “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.”

John turns as sees a vision of the risen exalted Christ walking in the midst of 7 lampstands 
(Churches), holding 7 starts in his right hand (angels of the Churches).

! Jesus’ description of himself: ‘I am the first and the last, 18 and the living one. I died, 
and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades.’ (Rev. 
1:17-18)

Each of the 7 churches is given a personal message by the ascended Christ, warning them 
of dangers and promising rewards for conquering.

Question: which of the following dangers do you recognise as a most obvious risk in the 
church you are part of.
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Danger Reward for Conquering

Ephesus (2:1-7) Abandoning the love you had at 
first 

eating from the tree of life

Smyrna (2:8-11) persecution is coming not being harmed by second 
death

Pergamum (2:12-17) tolerating false teaching & 
idolatry 

manna & a white stone

Thyatira (2:18-29) tolerating false teaching & 
idolatry 

authority over the nations; the 
morning star

Sardis (3:1-6) dead/imperfect works; spiritual 
sleep 

not having name blotted from 
book of life; confessing name 
before Father

Philadelphia (3:7-13) no obvious one pillar in temple; name of God, 
new Jerusalem & Christ written

Laodicea (3:14-22) Being Lukewarm to sit with Christ on his throne



VISION II: THE BACKBONE OF THE BOOK (REV. 4–5) 6

Chapter 4
God is on the throne 

Chapter 5
The Lamb has conquered

A throne in heaven and 
one seated upon it 
(4:2-3)

24 Elders around the 
throne (4:4)

Peals of thunder and 
lightning and 7 lights 
(4:5)

4 living creatures in the 
midst and around the 
throne (4:6-8)

Glass sea before the 
throne (4:6)

Praise of living 
creatures and 24 elders 
(4:8-11)

Sealed scroll in hand of 
one on the throne (5:1)

No-one is worthy to 
open the scroll (5:2-3)

The Lion of the Tribe of 
Judah is worthy (5:4)

John sees a lamb as 
though slain (5:6)

Lamb takes scroll. 
Lamb = Lion (5:7)

Heaven erupts into 
praise of the Lamb 
(5:8-14)



VISION II: CYCLES OF 7’S (REV. 6–16) 7

Revelation contains 3 sets of 7 plagues of judgement: 7 seals (chapter 6), 7 trumpets 
(chapters 8–9) and 7 bowls of wrath (chapter 15–16)

! These probably represent a heavens-eye view on the kind of events that happen 
throughout history (e.g. war, famine…), but they are under the sovereign control of 
God.

It is most likely that each of these is intended to overview the whole of history between 
Christ’s ascension and his return, and each series ends with a description of the end.

! So on a historical level, these are recapitulations of the same time-period

! However, on the narrative level, there is a sense in which the trumpets follow on 
from the seals and the bowls from the trumpets (e.g. the judgements become more 
intense).

Question: read through the account of the seven seals (chapter 6:1-17 & 8:1). How would 
this have encouraged and challenged John’s readers?

Seals Trumpets 3
rdW

oe?: Dragon’s defeat, his beasts and the harvest of the earth (chs
12–14)

Bowls

1 White horse Hail, fire, blood (1/3 of earth 

burnt)

Sores upon those who 

worshipped the beast

2 Red horse Mountain thrown into sea; 

sea becomes blood (1/3 sea 

creatures die)

Sea becomes blood (every living 

thing in sea dies)

3 Black horse The star wormwood falls 

and makes 1/3 of waters 

poisonous

Rivers become blood

4 Pale horse 1/3 of sun, moon and stars 

plunged into darkness

Sun scorches people who do 

not repent

5 Souls of martyrs cry out Woe 1: locusts with scorpion 

stings torment those 

without the seal of God

The beast’s kingdom is plunged 

into darkness. People do not 

repent

6 Great earthquake! Woe 2: Fire-breathing 

horses with lion’s heads

Dragon and 2 beasts assemble 

huge army at Armageddon

“Interlude”: the sealing of 
God’s people

“Interlude”: the prophetic 
ministry of the Church

No “interlude”

7 The end: Silence in heaven The end: worship in heaven The end: ‘It is done’. Greatest 

earthquake ever and cities fall.



VISION II: WOMAN, DRAGON, BEASTS AND SAINTS (REV. 12–14)

In chapters 12–14 we get an “interruption” from the cycles of 7 (though structurally it is 
possible that this is the 3rd woe of the trumpets). Broadly here is what happens:

Question: How do these chapters encourage, challenge and warn the 21st century church?
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Summary (of major details) of chapter Likely interpretation

Chapter 12: A dragon in heaven; a woman in 
labour in heaven. The dragon tries to 
destroy woman’s newborn son, but is unable 
to. The dragon himself is cast down to earth 
and pursues the woman who is herself kept 
safe in the wilderness. Dragon plans to make 
war on rest of woman’s offspring.

Chapter 13: 2 beasts in this vision. First 
beast comes from the sea and inhabitants of 
the world worship the beast. Beast is given 
authority to conquer followers of the lamb. 
The second beast comes from the land and 
forces people to worship the first beast. 
Marks people with the mark (number) of the 
first beast

Chapter 14: 144,000 with the seal of God on 
mount Zion. They have not defiled 
themselves with women and are virgins. An 
angel announces the Babylon is fallen. 
Another warns that those who worship the 
beast will experience the wrath of God. 
Another says that those who die in the Lord 
are blessed from now on. Finally there are 
two visions of the earth being harvested.



VISION III THE TALE OF TWO CITIES PART I (REV. 17–18)

Although chapters 17–22 cover two separate ‘in the Spirit’ visions (17-21:8 & 21:9–22:5), 
they tell the tale of two cities: Babylon and New Jerusalem.

! We will look at New Jerusalem later and also the structural similarities.

Let’s look at the first city: Babylon the great!

! John has a vision of a prostitute sitting on a scarlet beast with a cup full of 
abominations (17:1-6).

– She commits sexual immorality with the kings of the earth → probably an 
image of idolatry.

– She is drunk on the blood of the saints → she seeks to stamp out the Church.

– ‘Babylon the Great! Mother of prostitutes and of the abominations of the 
earth.’ (17:5)

! The angel explains to John who the prostitute and the beast are (17:7-18).

– They are probably to be identified with imperial Rome (‘the great city that has 
dominion over the kings of the earth’ – 17:18), but the principle applies 
beyond simply historical Rome.

– The scarlet beast seeks to conquer the lamb, but will instead be defeated  
(17:12-14)

– Ultimately, the beast on which she prostitute is sat will turn against her and 
destroy her. Ungodly power will eat itself up! (17:16-17)

! In chapter 18 we see the destruction of the prostitute. The city which no-one 
thought would ever fall is destroyed!

– Whether or not the city is meant to be seen as Rome, this is the way all 
ungodly empires go! None of them will last. Judgement and vengeance will 
come upon them.

– Those who relied on trading with Babylon mourn over her; however, heaven 
rejoices over her fall (19:1-5)

! Question: what challenges and encouragements does the fall of Babylon present to 
us in the 21st century church?
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VISION III: SECOND COMING, MILLENNIUM AND JUDGEMENT (REV. 19–20)

The section of Revelation from 19:11–20:15 contains some of the most disputed passages 
in the whole book. In brief:

! 19:11-21: The King of kings and Lord of lords rides out victoriously from heaven with 
his armies and defeats the beast, false prophet and his armies. Beast and false 
prophet are thrown into the lake of fire.

! 20:1-6: Satan is captured and bound for 1000 years; Martyrs are raised from the 
dead and reign 1000 years → The Millennium

! 20:7-15: Satan is loosed, gathers a huge army and is beaten and thrown into the lake 
of fire. All the dead are judged.

Here are (probably) the 3 main views:

Whichever of these (or other) views is correct, the following should be relatively clear:

! Christ will return bodily from heaven to defeat Satan (whether or not this is 
described in 19:11-21).

! Those who have died and suffered for the Lord will be vindicated (surely the 
application of 20:1-6)

! God will judge all → Question: read 20:11-15. How does final judgement work?
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Classical premillennialism Most likely form of 
Postmillennialism

Amillennialism

19:11-21 as second coming of 
Christ

19:11-21 as Christ’s victory at 
the destruction of Jerusalem in 
AD70

19:11-21 as second coming of 
Christ

20:1-6 happens after the 
second coming and is an 
earthly resurrection prior to 
the end of the age. The saints 
reign for 1000 years on earth 
prior to final judgement

20:1-6 is a description of the 
Church age from AD70 
onwards. Satan is bound only 
in the sense that he cannot 
deceive the nations.

20:1-6 is a description of the 
whole Church age. Satan is 
bound at the cross and 
resurrection. The saints reign 
either in their death or in their 
present resurrection with 
Christ.

20:7-15 is the final victory of 
Christ and final judgement

20:7-15 is the final victory of 
Christ in his second coming and 
final judgement

20:7-15 is the final victory of 
Christ in his second coming and 
final judgement



VISION III: THE RENEWAL OF ALL THINGS (REV. 21:1-8) 11

1 Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven 
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2

And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. 3 

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the 
dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and 

they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their 
God. 4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death 

shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor 
pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” 5 And he 

who was seated on the throne said, “Behold, I am making all 
things new.” Also he said, “Write this down, for these words are 
trustworthy and true.” 6 And he said to me, “It is done! I am the 

Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. To the thirsty I 
will give from the spring of the water of life without payment. 7 

The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God 
and he will be my son. 8 But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the 

detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, 
idolaters, and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns 

with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.” (Revelation 21:1-8)

Discussion:

! What does the imagery of this vision communicate (think through Old Testament parallels 
and other parts of Revelation)

! How does this description encourage you personally?



VISION IV: THE TALE OF TWO CITIES PART II (REV. 21:9–22:5)

We have looked at the description and fall of Babylon already. Now, John sees a vision of 
the New Jerusalem. The structure of chapters 17–19 and 21:9–22:5 respectively show that 
the two cities are explicitly being contrasted:

Activity: Read through the description of the New Jerusalem in 21:9–22:5.

! What is the significance of the symbolism? What reality(ies) does it point to?
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Babylon (17:1–19:10) New Jerusalem (21:9–22:5(9])

‘Then one of the seven angels who had the 
seven bowls came and said to me, “Come, I will 
show you the judgment of the great prostitute 
who is seated on many waters’ (17:1)

Then came one of the seven angels who had the 
seven bowls full of the seven last plagues and 
spoke to me, saying, “Come, I will show you the 
Bride, the wife of the Lamb.” (21:9)

And he carried me away in the Spirit into a 
wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting on a 
scarlet beast (17.3)

And he carried me away in the Spirit to a great, 
high mountain, and showed me the holy city 
Jerusalem coming down out of heaven from God 
(21:10)

Description of Babylon and its fall Description of Jerusalem and its glory

And the angel said to me, “Write this: Blessed 
are those who are invited to the marriage 
supper of the Lamb.” And he said to me, “These 
are the true words of God.” (19:9)

And he said to me, “These words are 
trustworthy and true. And the Lord, the God of 
the spirits of the prophets, has sent his angel to 
show his servants what must soon take place.” 
(22:6)

Then I fell down at his feet to worship him, but 
he said to me, “You must not do that! I am a 
fellow servant with you and your brothers who 
hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God.” 
For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of 
prophecy. (19:10)

I, John, am the one who heard and saw these 
things. And when I heard and saw them, I fell 
down to worship at the feet of the angel who 
showed them to me, but he said to me, “You 
must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you 
and your brothers the prophets, and with those 
who keep the words of this book. Worship God.” 
(22:8-9)


