
REVELATION 
Study 1: Introduction to Revelation 

It has been observed that most church congregations want their 
pastor to teach them the Book of Revelation, but most pastors 
don’t want anything to do with such a controversial topic. There 
is little doubt that Revelation stirs up a multitude of emotions, 
feelings, opinions and heated debates. And tragically, for this 
reason, many people (and pastors included) simply choose to 
avoid the book altogether.  

This study of Revelation will be our own courageous attempt to 
restore a deep sense of appreciation for this particular book of 
Scripture. Unfortunately, because of a somewhat obsessive and 
dominant focus on future ‘end-time’ events, many of us have 
failed to see the relevance and encouragement that Revelation 
offers for our daily living as Christians today.  

And so, we will begin our study with a general overview, a look 
at opposing views and then our own view for this specific study.    
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Overview 

Scholars have generally concluded that Revelation was written 
by John the apostle during the last decade of the first century. It 
was written as a pastoral letter in order to encourage Christians 
who were suffering for their faith. During this time, Judaism had 
been granted certain privileges and freedoms under Roman 
rule, but when Christianity began to be identified as something 
distinct from Judaism, it was not given the same privileges.  

Therefore, Jewish Christians felt tempted to try and avoid 
persecution by returning to the synagogues, and Gentile 
Christians felt tempted to try and avoid persecution by giving in 
to emperor worship demanded by the Roman society. So John 
writes to exhort Christians to not give in and to stay faithful. 

However, one obvious thing that makes this letter different from 
all the other letters in Scripture is the particular genre of 
literature used by John to write this letter. Revelation is known 
as apocalyptic literature. This was a popular style among Jewish 
writings during this time, but it is a style completely foreign to us 
today. It is best defined as an “intensification of prophecy”.  1

     G.K. Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 41
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Prophecy is a direct message from God through a prophet of 
God to the people of God. Predicting the future may be an 
aspect of prophecy, but it is primarily the proclamation of God’s 
purposes for the people being addressed (forth-telling more so 
than fore-telling). Therefore, apocalyptic writing seeks to 
proclaim God’s truth much like prophecy, but it does so with an 
emphasis on imagery and visual elements of revelation. The 
pastoral benefit of such a writing style is that such an intensified 
emphasis on the heavenly perspective encourages Christians to 
remember that their temptations and suffering are a part of the 
spiritual struggle and warfare taking place behind the scenes of 
what they can see in this normal everyday world. It is intended 
to encourage you by showing you that you are not alone in this, 
and that the Kingdom of Heaven is fighting for you.   

Now there is a popular perception towards Revelation that 
declares we must always “interpret literally unless we are forced 
to interpret symbolically.” However, given the nature of 
apocalyptic literature and the way Revelation describes itself, we 
should actually reverse such a statement and look to “interpret 
symbolically unless we are forced to interpret literally.”  2

     Beale, 122

�3



Revelation uses language that is primarily symbolic, and it tells 
you right from the beginning that it has intended to do so. The 
book opens in this way; 

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show 
to his servants the things that must soon take place. He 
made it known by sending his angel to his servant John. 

The phrase ‘made it known’ is often translated as ‘symbolized’ or 
‘signified’ and in the Greek means ‘to indicate by giving a sign or 
signs’. Therefore, the main method of revelation given by God 
within this book is symbolic (ex. lions, lambs, beasts, women, 
numbers, etc.) And so, the more literal you try to interpret the 
symbolism found in Revelation then the more you begin to turn 
Revelation into some sort of Biblical science-fiction. Now, this 
does not imply that such signs don’t have any literal historical 
meaning or significance, but rather that any literal meaning is to 
be found through the symbolism and not vice-versa.  

Revelation uses more allusions to the Old Testament (OT) than 
all other New Testament books combined. And so while many 
people are tempted to look forward or at current events to try 
and understand Revelation, the big key to understanding the 
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book is to look back and first understand the OT. And so, to sum 
it all up, Revelation is a pastoral letter written by the apostle 
John using symbolic OT language to proclaim the work of God to 
the people of God in order to encourage Christians to remain 
faithful to Christ and to not give in to the pressures of society.    

Opposing Views 

Although there are several different views with many different 
variations, it would help us to gain a general understanding of 
some of the more popular interpretations of Revelation. We 
must also point out that each one of these views can claim a 
number of Christian scholars throughout church history that we 
should consider as credible and as those who uphold sound 
doctrine.  

One view holds that most of Revelation describes events still 
future even to us among the church today. This is has been the 
most popular view among the American church for the last 
century. However, one big problem with this view is that it 
assumes an original Christian apostle wrote a letter to first 
century Christian churches, but the large bulk of the letter’s 
content does not apply to those churches or even us today.  
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Another view holds that most of Revelation describes events 
that were almost entirely fulfilled in the first century through the 
destruction of Jerusalem and the intense persecution under the 
Roman emperor Nero. However, one big problem with this view 
is that it places too much emphasis on the great universal 
judgement described in Revelation as being a previous isolated 
judgement upon the nation of Israel. 

A third view holds that Revelation predicts different periods of 
history for the church from the first century to the end. This was 
a popular view during the Protestant Reformation. However, a 
big problem with this view is that it tends to only have Western 
Christianity as its focus. 

And lastly, there is the view that Revelation doesn’t really pertain 
to any past, present or future events, but rather that it simply 
points out spiritual principles of God’s work throughout the 
history of the church.  However, a big problem with this view is 
that it is doubtful the first-century readers would have read it in 
this way.          
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Our View 

It would be way too complicated and confusing to study the 
Book of Revelation by trying to provide all the different 
interpretations of the various images and content found 
throughout the letter. Therefore, before we can begin to look at 
the letter itself, we must be clear on the exegetical and 
eschatological  lenses that we are choosing to use for this 3

particular study.  

Our view of Revelation will attempt to understand how the 
original recipients of the letter would have interpreted it while 
also respecting the many OT allusions and the predictive and 
highly symbolic nature of apocalyptic literature.  

As we study the text, we will do so with the presupposition that 
each text must first be understood and interpreted against the 
historical background of the first century. We must consistently 
ask ourselves;  

“How might the original recipients of this letter have 
understood this specific text or vision?”  

     Two words that would be worth looking up.3
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And so, with this view, the things of the first century become 
somewhat of a prefigurement or foretaste of things still to 
come. Revelation becomes a type of forth-telling that is also 
foretelling. And as Dr. Don Carson describes, we will come to 
see that Revelation, “Prepares first generation Christians for first 
generation assaults but in categories and terms that prepares 
later generation Christians for other assaults and ultimately the 
final assault.”  4

This helps us understand the goal of the book. Revelation was 
written to strengthen first-century Christians for their own 
struggles and suffering but in a way intended to strengthen all 
Christians throughout history for their particular struggles and 
suffering until the time of the great final struggle at the end.  

John is concerned about Christians giving in to the pressures of 
conforming to the world system instead of standing firm in their 
allegiance to God. This was a first-century threat but has 
continued to be a threat to the church throughout every age 
ever since. So John exhorts the church then and now and 
throughout the ages with imagery that is intended to motivate 
Christians to press on in faithful allegiance to Christ.  

   This quote is from Part 1 of Carson’s seminary lectures on Revelation available online at The Gospel Coalition website. 4
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These visions remind us with great force that God is in control 
and that Christ has already conquered death, the devil and the 
powers of darkness. There is a New Creation on the horizon, 
and it is the ultimate culmination of all of God’s plans and 
promises revealed throughout the entirety of Scripture.  

John uses the prophetic language of the OT prophets alluding to 
Christ as the Son of Man who has come to set up God’s eternal 
kingdom.  He seems to declare that what was far off to the OT 5

prophets is now the very thing staring him and the church right 
in the face. Therefore, all of Revelation is the unfolding conflict 
of the kingdom of God throughout the entire period between 
the resurrection and return of Christ.  

The cross of Christ has put the devil in checkmate. And though 
he may continue to play the game in order to disrupt play, his 
defeat has already been accomplished and assured.    6

Therefore, we might conclude that Revelation is not merely a 
description of events that will happen at the end; it is an 
exhortation confirming that the Incarnation, resurrection and 
ascension of Jesus Christ was in fact the beginning of the end. 

     See Daniel 2 & 75

     Beale, 15-166
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