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The Book of Revelation 

“Nowhere in the Bible are literary features more prominent and important than in the book of 

Revelation, the climax of God’s disclosure of Himself to humanity.  It is the most extensively 

prophetic book, is saturated with the rest of the Bible, and draws all of the Bible’s major 

themes together. We ought not to be surprised to see to what extent literary features are used 

to assist in carrying this complex, largely prophetic, divine disclosure. Literary qualities 

make the information more vivid and interesting, and enable the writer to communicate large 

amounts of it in few words. The important doctrinal features of the book are mainly carried 

by its structural and symbolic features. As a matter of fact, the first verse tells us that God 

intends to use symbols extensively and that the book is a communication by symbols.” 

“There is no question that this book is difficult to interpret. It has baffled many through the 

centuries. In large measure this has been due to the strange symbolism in this apocalyptic 

literature. Yet it is the very presence of certain literary features that gives us clues to enable 

us to decode the book successfully. One must always operate in Bible study with the 

assumption that God intends the Book to be understood. Somewhere within it must be 

materials to help with the difficult parts, since it is self-interpreting. So, when we approach 

the book of Revelation we must ask the same questions as elsewhere: “What is there here that 

will assist me in understanding this book? Must it remain closed?” Actually, the book itself 

helps us. The American New Testament scholar Merrill Tenney points out that the figures in 

Revelation can be put into three classes with regard to interpretation: 

1. Those that are interpreted in whole or in part elsewhere in the book;  

2. Those that are interpreted elsewhere in the Bible (especially in the Old Testament); 

and  

3. Those that are not interpreted in the Bible but which have connections with extra-

biblical literature.”
1
 

Is it important whether or not we interpret & understand the book of Revelation accurately?  

 “Blessed <is> he who reads and those who hear the words of this prophecy, and 

keep those things which are written in it; for the time <is> near.” Revelation 1:3 

 “For I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: If 

anyone adds to these things, God will add to him the plagues that are written in this 

book; and if anyone takes away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God 

shall take away his part from the Book of Life, from the holy city, and <from> the 

things which are written in this book.” Revelation 22:18-19 

Proper interpretation of Scripture is always important. The above verses clearly instruct 

caution. Improper interpretation or handling of this book carries consequences. Proper use 

brings God's blessing. Regardless of the Scripture we must understand we are dealing with 

the Word of God. I agree with others who have approached the interpretation of Revelation; 

“To comment on this great prophecy is a harder task than to comment on a Gospel, 

and he who undertakes it exposes himself to the charge of presumption.” 
2
 

                                                 
1   Karleen, P. S. (1987); The Handbook to Bible Study. 
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Still, the awareness of its difficulty should not prevent us from a study of this book. Has not 

God promised a blessing to those who read and those who hear its reading? Care must be 

exercised, of course, that we avoid the common pitfalls of proof-texting and attempts to 

find formulas for eschatological themes. 

The reader who will get the most blessing out of this great and wonderful book is not the one 

who spends his time in curious questioning about what is the meaning of each beast or 

vision. It is the one who gives attention to its main message: A revelation of Jesus the 

messiah, warnings to the ungodly and wonderful encouragement to Christians in affliction. 

All such may turn for comfort and encouragement to the pages of this wonderful book. 

Four Views: Theological Presuppositions 

There are four basic presuppositions used when interpreting the Book of Revelation. While 

these are basic descriptions there are very few who fully embrace only one of them. Most 

modern interpreters are a kind of “hybrid” of two or more. 

1. “FUTURIST THEORY” or “END OF HISTORY”: This view says that this book 

only discusses the events of the end of the world. It sees no connection to the events 

of the author's day claiming it is completely futuristic in its scope. 

“The futuristic approach has been adopted by conservative scholars, usually 

premillenarians, who state that chapters 4-22 deal with events that are yet future 

today. The content of Revelation 4-18 describes the last seven years preceding the 

second coming of Christ and particularly emphasizes the Great Tribulation, 

occurring in the last three and one-half years before His coming”.
3
 

2. “Historical Approach”: “A popular view stemming from the Middle Ages is the 

historical approach which views Revelation as a symbolic picture of the total church 

history between Christ’s first and second comings. This view was advanced by 

Luther, Isaac Newton, Elliott, and many expositors of the postmillennial school of 

interpretation and has attained respectability in recent centuries. Its principal problem 

is that seldom do two interpreters interpret a given passage as referring to the same 

event. Each interpreter tends to find its fulfillment in his generation. Many have 

combined the historical interpretation with aspects of other forms of interpretation in 

order to bring out a devotional or spiritual teaching from the book.”
4
  

 

“All of History”: This view says that Revelation describes the end of the world, but 

ALSO claims that it describes history from the time of Jesus to the end of the world. 

Its proponents claim one can just about “figure out” the date of the end of the world 

by using a “slide rule approach” to the text. For example: There are 22 chapters. 

Chapter 16 deals with catastrophes coming upon the earth and is about 3/4 of the way 

through the book, so when you identify the year(s) of the catastrophes in chapter 16 

you know about how much time remains until Christ's return. 

                                                                                                                                                       
2
   Henry B. Swete, Commentary on Revelation (Grand Rapids: Kregel, [1906] 1977), p ciii. 

3
   Walvoord, J. F., Zuck, R. B., & Dallas Theological Seminary. (1983-c1985). The Bible Knowledge 

Commentary : An Exposition of The Scriptures. Wheaton, IL: Victor Books. 
4
   ibid. 
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3. “ABOVE HISTORY”: This view says that Revelation is timeless, that it is 

concerned not with dates and specific events, but principles and general themes that 

are true for every age (the constant struggle between good and evil). This view says 

that the times described in Revelation could depict many periods in world history. 

4. “IN THAT HISTORY”: This view says that Revelation was written for the people 

who lived in Asia Minor at the time of the writing of the book, to speak to their needs 

and their circumstances. This view emphasizes that while we still profit from its 

reading today, we must understand what the book says to the original audience before 

we can know what God, through this book, wants to say to us today.  

 

There are several variations on the theme including: 

 

“PRETERIST”: This view claims that these predictions have already been fulfilled. 

Here is the way one “Preterist” presents this position:  

“Preterism essentially means “past in fulfillment.” The Preterist sees that 

while the prophecies of the New Testament concerning our Lord's Return 

were future to that first-century generation of Christians, they, nevertheless, 

are not future to us. The Preterist believes that when Christ spoke of the 

nearness of His Return, He did so in clear, plain, easy to understand language 

(Matt.10:23; Matt 16:27-28;  Matt 24:33-34).” 

“If the Scripture has more than one meaning, it has no meaning at all.” 
5
  

The Preterist will ask: 

 What would His words have meant to the original audience?  

 If you were a member of the Church in Corinth or Thessalonica, what do you 

think Paul meant in his epistles written to you?” (1 Cor. 15:51; 1 Thess. 4:15).  

 What would have the members of the “seven churches of Asia” have 

understood when they read the book of Revelation (Rev.1:1, 3)? 

“Moderate Preterist”: This is a term used by R.C. Sproul. The primary distinction he 

makes is that many (not all) of the prophecies in the NT have been fulfilled, in 

contradistinction to the Full Preterist view that all of the prophetic words regarding 

Christ’s return have been fulfilled already.
6
 

                                                 
5
  Dr. John Owen (1616-1683). See http://www.apuritansmind.com/JohnOwen/JohnOwenMainPage.htm  and 

http://www.preteristarchive.com/StudyArchive/o/owen-john_puritan.html for some of his work. 

 
6
   “The Last Days According To Jesus”;  Sproul, R.C.; Baker Book House; 1998, ISBN 0-8010-6340-X 

Dr. Sproul has a video series by the same title. 

http://www.apuritansmind.com/JohnOwen/JohnOwenMainPage.htm
http://www.preteristarchive.com/StudyArchive/o/owen-john_puritan.html
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Interpreting the Text 

Discussion: How does a commitment to one of the four above views affect our 

interpretation?  ______________________________________________________________ 

 

What danger(s) comes with such theological presuppositions?  ________________________ 

  __________________________________________________________________________ 

It is my conviction
7
 that our system of hermeneutics must dictate how we approach the text 

and how we interpret it. We will apply the same hermeneutical principles to Revelation as we 

do to any other book, especially: 

1. The “then and there” meaning. What did the original readers understand from the 

text? 

2. The interpretation of the text must be based on the context including the literary style. 

In harmony with our conviction concerning sound hermeneutical principles let’s take a look 

at the literary style of the book of Revelation. The original readers would have understood it. 

Apocalyptic Literature 

“Revelation is the title in the English Bibles and is a descriptive title given to the book 

because of its literary style.”
8
 The Greek word translated “revelation” is “ἀποκάλυψις 

apokálupsis;
9
” and means 'unveiling' or ‘revealing.’ Apocalyptic literature was a special kind 

of writing that flourished in Jewish History, especially beginning about 200 B.C. and 

continuing on through the N.T. age. Apocalyptic literature in general is negative and 

pessimistic. “The Apocalypse” on the other hand is about Jesus and victory. Any attempt to 

interpret this book properly, requires some knowledge of Apocalyptic Literature. The 

following is an introductory look at it. 

What is it? 

Apocalyptic Literature is a written form of communication where predictive prophecy is 

related with: 

1. Figures of speech  

2. Symbols  

3. Types  

4. Literal language 

Note: Where a narrative style (literal language) exists it must be taken as such. The 

difficulty is that apocalyptic literature incorporates all four literary styles! 

                                                 
7   R.L. Goldsby is the instructor of the Intensive Training Series at City Harvest Church, Vancouver, WA and 

has compiled these lecture notes. 

8  The Apocalypse of John; Isbon T. Beckwith Ph.D., D.D.; Baker Book House; [1919] 1979;  

ISBN: 0-8010-0761; pp 166-168  
9
  Zodhiates, S. (2000). The complete word study dictionary: New Testament (electronic ed.). Chattanooga, 

TN: AMG Publishers. 
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Difficulties 

What are some of the difficulties with interpreting Apocalyptic Literature? 

Because Apocalyptic Literature is filled with figures of speech, symbols, types and literal 

language, the task the interpreter faces is to realize that the words/passages are not primarily 

full of hidden meaning.  Sometimes we think that there is some deep mystery involved with 

these passages, and admittedly there are some, but the Bible is unified in its message and has 

a consistent coherence of truth with the Apocalypse.  What this means is that Apocalyptic 

Literature is a reflection of the author's times and circumstances.  It also means that there is a 

biblical basis for its interpretation as it can be linked with previous revelation. Some authors 

claim that up to 80% of the book is found in the Old Testament. 

Avoiding Subjectivity 

What steps can I take as an interpreter to guard against subjective interpretation? 

One way is to be aware of its persistent danger.  Another is to prayerfully consider the Holy 

Spirit's role in the process.  He inspired the authors, it is only right that He illumine the 

meaning to the today’s reader/interpreter.  Remember and apply the rules of hermeneutics. 

The goal of interpretation is to find the single intended meaning of the author. This is 

found in the context including the literary style.  Realize that, for the most part the figures of 

speech, symbols and types were understood by the intended audience of the times. We need 

to know what they knew. 

Message of Apocalyptic Literature10 

The original audience knew apocalyptic literature and its message: 

1.  History is coming to a close. Take it seriously! 

2.  Forces of good and evil are opposing each other. 

3.  The struggle takes place throughout the universe. 

4.  God has a pre-determined plan. He will conquer! 

The Method of Apocalyptic Literature of This Period 

The original audience knew apocalyptic literature and expected the following scenario: 

1.  God reveals His plan to a prophet or seer. 

2.  The prophet writes these plans in a book 

 The book may be sealed for awhile. 

 Compare Daniel 12:4, 9 

3.  Symbolic language is used extensively. 

a. Number schemes and animal symbolism. 

4.  Many of these books were written under pseudonyms. 

 Claims of authorship by a well-known prophet. 

 This enhanced possible acceptance. 

                                                 
10   The Apocalypse of John; Isbon T. Beckwith Ph.D., D.D.; Baker Book House; [1919] 1979;  

ISBN: 0-8010-0761; pp 169-ff 
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 It also protected the author from persecution. 

The Environment of Apocalyptic Literature11 

The primary period of popular apocalyptic literature was a most tragic time in Jewish 

History. The social environment opposed them and God’s standards at every turn. 

 200 B.C. to 130 A.D. 

o The Era of Alexander The Great 

 Convinced that man was all-powerful & all-wise. 

 He conquered the 'world' of his day by the time he was 30 years old. 

 He wept because there were no more nations to win. 

 After his death his empire was divided to generals of his army. 

o The Jews were alternately ruled by the Ptolemy's and Seleucids, who ruled 

after the death of Alexander the Great. 

 About 170 B.C. ruled by Antiochus Epiphanes. 

 He claimed to be “the light” 

 This created a great conflict with Jews. 

 He was dedicated to the eradication of Judaism. 

 The reading of the Scriptures forbidden. 

 The temple defiled by slaughter of pigs. 

 Circumcision forbidden. If practiced the... 

o Father was put to death. 

o Jewish priest put to death. 

o Baby put to death and   

o The corpse of baby was hung to the mother's neck until 

it rotted off. 

o During this era several of the sects spoken of in the New Testament arose. 

 SADDUCEES: Hellenistic Jews. 

 Willing to compromise with Greek society. 

 PHARISEES: Strictly obeyed Jewish law. 

 Highly respected patriots at beginning. 

 Refused to compromise their faith. 

 Became self-righteous & enemies of change. 

 ESSENES: A strict rejection of social life. 

 Lived in a desolate region near Dead Sea. 

 Convinced that the devil controlled the world. 

 No marriage, sex or children were allowed. The world was far 

to evil! 

                                                 
11  ibid; pp 197-ff 
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o Under Roman rule Judaism (and Christianity perceived by Rome to be a 'sect' 

of Judaism) began to experience persecution and a reign of terror. This is the 

time of the Revelation of John. 

 The first “official” government persecution began in 64 AD under 

Nero, the most fiendish of all in its atrocities. 

 The second persecution came under Domitian (81-96 AD). 

Examples of Apocalyptic Literature 12 13 

The presence of the Internet has changed the way we study and, more specifically, the 

research material available to us. Be careful that you do NOT assume that everything you 

read is true, there is much deception on the world-wide-web. Still, you now have access to 

documents that once were hard to locate even in the best libraries. The following non-

biblical list of apocalyptic literature is one example. 

 I & II Enoch. 

 Sibylline Oracles. 

 Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. 

 Jubilees. 

 Assumption of Moses. 

 Book of Mysteries. 

 Second Esdras. 

 The Apocalypse of Baruch. 

 The Apocalypse of Abraham. 

 The Life of Adam & Eve. 

 The Ascension of Isaiah 

 etc. 

These books are a curious blend of pessimism & optimism. 

o They deal with Satan 

o His fall 

o How evil he is 

o His present control of this world 

 Evident in men like Antiochus Epiphanes 

o But God will have the last word! 

 God will destroy Satan & his works & his ways! 

                                                 
12

  ibid; pp. 177-197 
13

   http://www.piney.com/ApocalypticIndex.html a website of several apocalyptic writings. 

http://www.piney.com/ApocalypticIndex.html
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Symbolism and Apocalyptic Literature 

The original readers would have known that, because of the very real danger of ridicule, 

persecution and death, certain precautions were taken. 

 The author usually did not use his real name (in John’s case it didn’t matter as he 

was in prison and the guards knew he wrote it). 

 Symbolic language offered some protection. 

 He could identify a leader & not name him. 

 The intended audience (Messianic Jews) would know who was meant. 

 “Nebuchadnezzar” symbolized Epiphanes. 

 He could infer a city or nation. 

 Babylon came to mean Rome, etc. 

Without the context & meanings conveyed to the original readers we will misinterpret the 

text. Where symbols are used the literal meaning is in the symbol. 

Examples of Biblical Apocalyptic Literature 

Do not assume that because a Biblical text (or a portion of it) is in clear apocalyptic style that 

it is less inspired or less valuable. It simply means that the meaning lies in its apocalyptic 

style. 

As you can see, we have many portions of Scripture which are written in this style. As you 

examine the following passages, identify the apocalyptic features. Think about how that 

affects the interpretation of the passage? 

1.  Daniel: Many believe that the book of Daniel was written under Epiphanes to exhort to 

faithfulness. ______________________________________________________________ 

  _______________________________________________________________________ 

  _______________________________________________________________________ 

2.  Zechariah 9-14 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 

3.  Isaiah 24-27 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 

4.  Ezekiel 38-39 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 

5.  Matthew 24 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 

6.  Mark 13 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 

7.  Luke 21 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 
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8.  The book of Revelation 

Apocalyptic Features: ______________________________________________________ 

Historical Context of the Book of Revelation 

The original readers lived in a world with government in opposition to their faith. 

1.  The Romans had conquered the world from the Greeks and were out to change society: 

 The Romans wanted all to be 'brothers.' 

 The Romans felt that this required some commonality of religion. 

 The Emperor Domitian (81 - 96 A.D.) forced this issue. 

 All Roman subjects faced mandated worship. 

 Must offer incense in the eternal flame. 

 Most subjects cared little and had no objection. 

 They just added the Emperor to their other gods. 

2.  John the Apostle is the last living disciple of Jesus. 

 Perhaps the youngest of the twelve, he is now an aged man. 

 He was not about to “bow down” to any Emperor. 

 He refused the offering of incense. 

 He was taken prisoner to the Isle of Patmos. 

 The Romans didn't want to make a martyr of him. 

 He was taken to Patmos where he labored for his flock. 

 The problem was how to communicate through the Roman censors? 

 God’s solution was to use apocalyptic literature! 

o He had no need to hide his name as the soldiers knew. 

o Imagery would communicate to the messianic Jews but confound 

the Romans. 

o It must have sounded mad to the Romans!!! 

 Beasts out of the sea. 

 Drunken Harlots. 

The Necessity of an Apocalyptic Hermeneutic 

Accurate interpretation of the book of Revelation requires a hermeneutic that understands 

apocalyptic literature because of: 

 The symbolism and figures 

 Elements of the Kingdom of God, past, present and future must be understood. 

 The apocalyptic timetable is flexible not fixed!  

Compare Matthew 24:22 and Romans 9:11 (Note Paul's 'reversal' of the 

apocalyptic order). 
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Common Meaning of Symbols in Apocalyptic Literature 

Many of the symbols and references in Revelation are not new to the Bible but can be found 

throughout the Old Testament. The literary style has been around a very long time and 

scholars have examined it for the meaning of the symbols to the original readers. What 

follows is the result of such a research project. Those who make up their own meanings for 

the symbols and types run the risk of making of Scripture a “wax nose” to fit their theology 

or dogma.  

Numerical Symbolism: 

Biblical passages are cited to enable the student to see the symbols in context of  Scripture. 

ONE:  The number “one” represents the idea of unity in apocalyptic literature 

but it is not used in Revelation. 

TWO:  Companionship, added courage, increased strength. Comfort in 

companionship. “In the mouth of two… every word is established”... 

Jesus sent the disciples out two by two, therefore two stands for an 

adequate witness (Revelation 11:3 and Deuteronomy 19:15). It also 

stands for strength, added power and courage (Rev 11:3-4; Rev 11:10; 

Rev 13:11; Rev 19:20). 

THREE:  The divine number, completeness (c.f. Rev 1:4-ff; Rev 16:9;  

I John 5:8). 

FOUR:  The Cosmic number; the four corners of the earth, the four winds, etc. It 

stands for the visible creation (c.f. Rev 20:8; Rev 4:6; Rev 7:1). 

FIVE:  Smallness (Rev 9:5; Is. 30:17). 

SIX:  The number of man, imperfection (Rev 13:18; Dan. 3:1). 

SEVEN:  This is the predominate number in Revelation, occurring 54 times.  

“It is a combination of two numbers; four and three… three, the divine 

number, and added it upon four, the cosmic number; and the result was 

seven, the symbol of perfection. Hence the “four-square world” (4) 

plus the divine completeness of God” (3) (c.f. Rev 1:4; Rev 4:5; Rev 

1:12; Rev 5:1-6).  

Another view held by some is that the number seven symbolizes God's 

dealing with man, being the sum of three for the Trinity, and four, for 

the world. (Rev 7:1; Rev 20:8).” 
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THREE ½:  This is the number for incompleteness and imperfection (½ of 7!). 

Always 3½ stood for the restless, the dissatisfied, and the incomplete. To 

try to calculate the chronological length of this as a period of time is to 

waste one's efforts in a hopelessly futile task. It signifies the age of 

persecution, of imperfection, of hopes unrealized, whatever its length 

may be.”  

As seven stands for completeness, wholeness and perfection of God's 

plan, this “half” stands for Satan's plans and his '(un)wholeness'. 

TEN:  The number for human completeness (five fingers on each hand if a man 

were whole). This is another favorite number in Revelation. It is a round 

number meaning “…all of…” (c.f. Rev 12-13; Rev 17). 

TWELVE:  This is the number of the organized church. It is four multiplied by three. 

 The Old Testament Israel had twelve tribes,  

 In the New Testament there are twelve Apostles.  

 The woman giving birth to the man-child is crowned with 

twelve stars.  

 There are twelve gates to the Holy City.  

 The New Jerusalem has twelve foundation stones on which are 

engraved the names of the twelve Apostles.  

 The tree of life bears twelve kinds of fruit.  

 The Church (those having God's name on their foreheads - the 

redeemed of the earth) are counted as 144,000 which is the 

number of the Old Testament Saints (12 tribes) times the New 

Testament Saints (12 Apostles) times 1000 (cf below).  

The ultimately complete church!  

(In light of this, can the Rev 7:1-12 mean that only 144,000 saved?) 

_______________________________________  

ONE 

THOUSAND: 

Ten, with its suggestion of completeness, multiplied twice:  

10 X 10 X 10 = 1000, to expresses the thought of ultimate completeness. 

Hence, a 'thousand years', the “millennium” which occurs in the 20th 

chapter, in strong apocalyptic literary style (and nowhere else in the 

Bible). The literal meaning of this symbolic number is not a linear 

number of days. To interpret it that way is to violate the entire law of 

symbolism in accordance with the Apocalyptic style in which the author 

wrote (and violates the warning not to change the text: Rev 22:18-19!). 
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Visual Symbolism 

LAMP STANDS: Lamp stands or Candelabra signify the gathered Churches who are to be 

a “light unto the world”.  

“The mystery of the seven stars which you saw in My right hand, and the 

seven golden lamp stands: The seven stars are the angels of the seven 

churches, and the seven lamp stands which you saw are the seven 

churches.”    -- Revelation 1:20 

SCROLL 

or BOOK: 

The heavenly record. Everything that will happen on earth is already 

appearing in the heavenly record. 

Scroll: Rev 5:1-9; Rev 6:14   

Book: Rev 1:11; Rev 3:5; Rev 10:2; Rev 10:8-10; Rev 13:8;  

Rev 17:8;  Rev 20:12; Rev 20:15; Rev 21:27; Rev 22:7; Rev 22:9; Rev 

22:10;  Rev 22:18; Rev 22:19. 

SEAL:  Indicates the private property of one doing the sealing, thus closed to 

humans. Rev 5:1-2; Rev 5:5; Rev 5:9; Rev 6:1; Rev 6:3; Rev 6:5; Rev 

6:7; Rev 6:9; Rev 6:12; Rev 7:2; Rev 7:3; Rev 7:4; Rev 7:5; Rev 7:6-8; 

Rev 8:1;  Rev 9:4; Rev 10:4; Rev 20:3; Rev 22:10 

TRUMPET: Announces an event. Rev 1:10; Rev 4:1; Rev 8:2; Rev 8:6; Rev 8:13;  

Rev 9:14; Rev 18:22 

EYES:  Knowledge: Rev 1:7; Rev 1:14; Rev 2:18; Rev 3:18; Rev 4:6; Rev 4:8;  

Rev 5:6; Rev 7:17; Rev 19:12; Rev 21:4 

HORNS:  Power: Rev 5:6; Rev 9:13; Rev 12:3; Rev 13:1; Rev 13:11; Rev 17:3;  

Rev 17:7; Rev 17:12; Rev 17:16 

HEADS:  Rulers: Rev 1:14; Rev 4:4; Rev 9:7; Rev 9:17; Rev 9:19; Rev 10:1;  Rev 

12:1; Rev 12:3; Rev 13:1; Rev 13:3; Rev 14:14; Rev 17:3; Rev 17:7; 

Rev 17:9; Rev 18:19; Rev 19:12 

INCENSE: Prayers: Rev 5:8; Rev 8:3-4; Rev 18:13 

BOWL:  Transporting some aspect of heaven to earth or visa versa:  Rev 5:8;  

Rev 15:7; Rev 16:1-4; Rev 16:8; Rev 16:10; Rev 16:12;   Rev 16:17; 

Rev 17:1; Rev 21:9 
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SEA:  The evil human government: Rev 2:23; Rev 4:6; Rev 5:1-2; Rev 5:5;  

Rev 5:9; Rev 5:13; Rev 6:1; Rev 6:3; Rev 6:5; Rev 6:7; Rev 6:9;  

Rev 6:12; Rev 7:1-8; Rev 8:1; Rev 8:8-9; Rev 9:4; Rev 10:2;  

Rev 10:4-6; Rev 10:8; Rev 12:12; Rev 13:1; Rev 14:7; Rev 15:2;  

Rev 16:3; Rev 18:17; Rev 18:19; Rev 18:21; Rev 20:3; Rev 20:8;  

Rev 20:13; Rev 21:1; Rev 22:10. 

LAND:  Organized false religion: Rev 10:2; Rev 10:5 

HARLOTRY or 

FORNICATION: 

Idolatry, falsifying God's truth: Rev 17:1; Rev 17:5; Rev 17:15;  

Rev 17:16; Rev 19:2 

JEWELS:  Glory 

FLOWING 

WATER: 

Life or truth 

WHITE:  Victory: Rev 1:14; Rev 2:17; Rev 3:4-5; Rev 3:18; Rev 4:4; Rev 6:2;  

Rev 6:11; Rev 7:9; Rev 7:13; Rev 7:14; Rev 14:14; Rev 19:11;  

Rev 19:14; Rev 20:11. 

RED:  Aggression, war. 

PALE GRAY: Death: Rev 6:8 

BLACK:  Famine, Starvation: Rev 6:5; Rev 6:12 

GOLD:  Heaven: Rev 3:18; Rev 4:4; Rev 9:7; Rev 9:20; Rev 17:4; Rev 18:12;  

Rev 18:16; Rev 21:15; Rev 21:18; Rev 21:21. 
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The Harmony and Progress of Revelation 

One must remember that when John was inspired to write this book there were no chapter 

and verse notations. He wrote it in a flowing account of what was given him in an 

apocalyptic style.  

The Theme of Revelation 

Study the opening verse of Revelation and write the stated purpose of the book. 

Purpose:_________________________________________________________  

The theme is clearly found in Rev 17:14, write it below: 

Theme: _________________________________________________________  

cf also Rev 1:18; Rev 2:8; Rev 5:9-ff; Rev 6:2; Rev 11:15, etc. 

Two Major Divisions 

In the outline you will notice that there are two major divisions. 

1. The first is chapters 1 to 11.  

2. The second is chapters 12 to 22. 

My conviction is that the organization (outline) is not linear, but is a “progressive 

parallelism”
14

 which is a kind of circular outline. It is like looking at the same events through 

different windows, perhaps from a different level in the building. You see different nuances 

and different details missed from the other view. See “Progressive Parallelism” below. 

 You begin examining the message of revelation and come to a conclusion (end) mid-

way through the book.  

 It then restates the previous message through to the end of the book.  

Seven Sections 

We have already seen that Revelation uses the number seven more than any other number 

(54 times). It is not surprising, therefore, when we find that there are also seven natural 

sections to the book. Scholars differ as to where the sections divide most naturally but, of 

those I have seen, I like the outline given below. 

                                                 
14

   William Hendricksen; More Than Conquerors 
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Progressive Parallelism 

Some, not all, scholars see in Revelation a “progressive parallelism”
 15

 
16

 as its structure. This 

view says that it has seven sections divided into two major parts and as follows: 

Part I 

 Chapters 1 to 3: The church as a light shines in the darkness of the world, something 

it has always done and always will do. 

 Chapters 4 to 7: The world always persecutes the Church as it tries to “put out” the 

light. 

 Chapters 8 to 11: Divine judgments fall upon the world, and the persecuted church 

is victorious. 

Part II 

 Chapters 12 to 14: The enemies of the Church are really engaged in a struggle with 

the Lamb! 

 Chapters 15 to 16: Bowls of wrath are poured out on the impenitent. 

 Chapters 17 to 19: The fall of Babylon and of the two beasts. 

 Chapters 20 to 22: Christ and His Church are victorious as the Dragon suffers utter 

defeat! 

Fear of Revelation 

On account of the many false teachings which sectarians and false prophets have imagined 

they found in its pages, some are afraid of using this book; but when used rightly, to draw 

warning and comfort from its pages as God intended, it promises to bring its readers many 

and great blessings. 

All Christian congregations should also test their own spiritual condition by comparing 

themselves with the seven churches described in chapters 2 and 3, and noticing closely what 

God has to say to such churches. 

 

                                                 
15

   William Hendricksen; More Than Conquerors 
16

   Anthony A. Hoekema, The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. (1977), p 156 
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The Second Coming 

The Second Coming is most often associated with the book of Revelation and rightly so. It 

has a great deal to tell us about it, but it is not our only source. We must not relegate a study 

of the book of Revelation to being a study of the Second Coming. Nor must we limit the 

study of the Second Coming (eschatology) to the book of Revelation. 

 “Look, Jesus is coming with the clouds, and everyone will see him, even those who 

stabbed him. And all peoples of the earth will cry loudly because of him. Yes, this will 

happen! Amen.” Rev 1:7 

Before His death Jesus had proclaimed the event (Matthew 24) and the early Church had 

anticipated the promise. Now, as the Canon closes, the future is cast in light of the fulfillment 

of these affirmations (Rev 1:3). 

Different Views at Different Times 

We have already looked at views of interpreting the book of Revelation. The method used to 

interpret the book of Revelation will clearly make a difference in our view of the contents of 

the book. In this segment we will look at the dominant views of the millennium spoken of in 

Revelation 20.  

“Although these interpretations have never been without adherents in the history of 

the church, in certain ages a particular outlook has predominated.”
 17

 

Historic Premillennialism  
(Christ comes before the Millennial period) 

“Premillennialism is the doctrine stating that after the Second Coming of Christ, he will 

reign for a thousand years over the earth before the final consummation of God’s redemptive 

purpose in the new heavens and the new earth of the age to come. This is the natural reading 

of Revelation 20:1-6.” 
18

 

Dispensational Premillennialism 

“A world in turmoil yearns for a period in history when mankind can enjoy the benefits 

of the millennial kingdom as described in the Bible, a golden age of civilization. This 

millennial kingdom will be ushered in by a divine, supernatural and catastrophic 

manifestation from heaven at the Second Coming of Christ. It will be established on the 

earth when the conditions of life have reached the depths of great tribulation. The movement 

of events in our day suggests that the establishment of the kingdom is not far away.”
 19

 

                                                 
17

   Robert G. Clouse, The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. (1977), p 9 
18

   George Eldon Ladd, The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. (1977), p 17 
19

   Herman A. Hoyt, The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. (1977), p 63 
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Postmillennialism 

“Postmillennialism is that view of the last things which holds that the kingdom of God is now 

being extended in the world through the preaching of the gospel and the saving work of the 

Holy Spirit in the hearts of individuals, that the world eventually is to be Christianized and 

that the return of Christ is to occur at the close of a long period of righteousness and 

peace commonly called the millennium. It should be added that on postmillennial 

principles the Second Coming of Christ will be followed immediately by the general 

resurrection, the general judgment, and the introduction of heaven and hell in their fullness.” 

“The millennium to which the postmillennialist looks forward is thus a golden age of 

spiritual prosperity during this present dispensation, that is, during the Church age.”
 20

 

Amillennialism or Realized Millenialism21 

“This sketch will cover two areas: first, what amillennial eschatology teaches with regard to 

inaugurated eschatology,
 22

 and, second, what it teaches with reference to future eschatology. 

1. “Christ has won the decisive victory over sin, death and Satan.  

By living a sinless life and by dying on the cross ... Christ dealt a deathblow to Satan 

and his evil hosts. This victory of Christ was decisive and final. The most important 

day in history, therefore, is not the Second Coming of Christ which is still future but 

the first coming which lies in the past. Because of the death of Christ the ultimate 

issues of history have already been decided. It is now only a question of time until the 

victory is brought to its final consummation.” 

2. “The kingdom of God is both present and future. 

Amillennialists believe that the kingdom of God was founded by Christ at the time of 

his sojourn on earth, is operative in history now, and is destined to be revealed in its 

fullness in the life to come. They understand the kingdom of God to be the reign of 

God dynamically active in human history through Jesus Christ. Its purpose is to 

redeem God’s people from sin and from demonic powers, and finally to establish the 

new heavens and the new earth. The kingdom of God means nothing less than the 

reign of God in Christ over his entire created universe.”
 23

 

                                                 
20

   Loraine Boettner, The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. (1977), p 117 
21

  While I use the term Amillennialism, the term most accurately representing this view is the team “Realized 

Millennium” suggested by Anthony A. Hoekema in the book:  The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. 

(1977). 
22

   Inaugurated eschatology: that aspect of eschatology which is already present now, during the gospel era. 

Future eschatology: eschatological occurrences still in the future. 
23

   Anthony A. Hoekema, The Meaning Millennium: Four Views. (1977), p 177-178 
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Some Clarity 

“The time is near!” The Church is to live with a sense of urgency. Moreover, there is a 

special blessing for all who understand what these proclamations mean. 

2 Thess 2:2-3  “Do not become easily upset in your thinking or afraid if you hear that the 

day of the Lord has already come. Someone may say this in a prophecy or in 

a message or in a letter as if it came from us. Do not let anyone fool you in 

any way. That day of the Lord will not come until the turning away from 

God happens and the Man of Evil, who is on his way to hell, appears.” NCV 

2 Pet 3:10  “But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The skies will disappear 

with a loud noise. Everything in them will be destroyed by fire, and the 

earth and everything in it will be burned up.” NCV 

Acts 2:20  “The sun will become dark, the moon red as blood, before the 

overwhelming and glorious day of the Lord will come.” NCV 

Luke 1:17 “He will go before the Lord in spirit and power like Elijah. He will make 

peace between parents and their children and will bring those who are not 

obeying God back to the right way of thinking, to make a people ready for 

the coming of the Lord.” NCV 

John 11:27 “Martha answered, “Yes, Lord. I believe that you are the Christ, the Son of 

God, the One coming to the world.” NCV 

Phil 4:5 “Let everyone see that you are gentle and kind. The Lord is coming soon.” 

NCV 

2 Th 2:1  “Brothers and sisters, we have something to say about the coming of our 

Lord Jesus Christ and the time when we will meet together with him.” NCV 

2 Th 2:8 “Then that Man of Evil will appear, and the Lord Jesus will kill him with the 

breath that comes from his mouth and will destroy him with the glory of his 

coming.” NCV 

James 5:8 “You, too, must be patient. Do not give up hope, because the Lord is coming 

soon.” NCV 

2 Pet 1:16 “When we told you about the powerful coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, we 

were not telling just smart stories that someone invented. But we saw the 

greatness of Jesus with our own eyes.” NCV 

Jude 14-15 “Enoch, the seventh descendant from Adam, said about these people: “Look, 

the Lord is coming with many thousands of his holy angels to judge every 

person. He is coming to punish all who are against God for all the evil they 

have done against him. And he will punish the sinners who are against God 

for all the evil they have said against him.” NCV 

Rev 1:8 “The Lord God says, “I am the Alpha and the Omega. I am the One who is 

and was and is coming. I am the Almighty.” NCV 
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Rev 4:8 “Each of these four living creatures had six wings and was covered all over 

with eyes, inside and out. Day and night they never stop saying: “Holy, 

holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty. He was, he is, and he is coming.” 

NCV 

Rev 16:7 “And I heard a voice coming from the altar saying: “Yes, Lord God 

Almighty, the way you punish evil people is right and fair.” NCV 

Rev 22:20 “Jesus, the One who says these things are true, says, “Yes, I am coming 

soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” NCV 

Jesus Promised To Return 

In the latter portion of His ministry, Jesus told His followers that He would be leaving them 

but would return again to the earth. This message of the second coming is referred to as the 

“Blessed Hope” (Titus 2:13). Jesus warned His followers that they should be prepared to 

welcome Him back (Matt. 24-25; compare Mark 13). In the room with His disciples, Jesus 

told them He was going away but promised that He would come again one day (John 14:3). 

At His ascension, the two angels declared that He would return (Acts 1:11).  

Jesus' Form in His Coming  

Many who agree about the fact of Jesus’ second coming are not sure about the form it will 

take.  

 Some say He was referring to the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. 

 Others that He was referring to His resurrection. 

 Others to the fact that He was going to be spiritually present with us (Matt. 28:20). 

 Others to an individual's conversion experience (see Rev 3:20). 

All of these are incomplete at best. Jesus warned of misrepresentations (Matt. 24:4-5;  

Matt. 24:11; Matt. 24:23-26) and said His appearance would be bodily and unmistakable 

(Matt. 24:27-30; compare Acts 1:11). 

Christ's Second Coming24 

The Effect 

The face of His second coming is to effect believers in a number of different ways:  

 Believers are to be watchful.  

There being no certainty as to the time of Jesus' return, it is important that we be on 

the alert as to the possibility that it may come at anytime (Matt. 24:42). However, 

we are not to believe that Christ must return in a given space of time, on a specific 

date. In Jesus’ parable of the foolish virgins (Matt. 25:1-13) they were sleeping and 

not ready when the Bridegroom came (compare James 5:7-8). Peter warned against 

unbelief that could blunt the expectancy and cause people to say, “Where is the 

                                                 
24

   Holman Bible Dictionary; “The Second Coming”, John W. Drakeford 
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promise of his coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they 

were from the beginning of the creation…” (2 Pet. 3:3-4).  

 The believers are to use the hope of Christ's second return as a motivation to 

work. In His parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14-30), Jesus reserved His 

condemnation for the man who did nothing, simply taking his ‘talent’ and hiding it.  

 

Convinced that their Lord will return at any moment the believers will give all their 

energies to serving Him.  

 

Because Jesus may return at anytime a believer strives to live a pure and blameless 

life: “Every man that hath this hope purifieth himself”  

(1 John 3:3; compare 1 Thess. 3:13; Col. 3:1-17; 1 John 2:28).  

The Time of His Return  

One of the most difficult aspects of the second coming is the time when Jesus will come. 

There has been much speculation across the years. One sect even claims that Jesus returned 

in 1914. The emphasis on the exact time and date is mistaken. As one man says it, “I am not 

on the time and place, but on the welcoming committee.” Jesus Himself said, “But of that day 

and hour knoweth no man, no, not the angels of heaven, but my Father only” (Matt. 24:36; 

compare 2 Thess. 2; 2 Pet. 3:4-11). This blessed hope is to mark the climax of experience for 

believers when they shall see Christ (1 John 3:2-3), shall be transformed (Phil. 3:20-21), 

receive the crown of righteousness (2 Tim. 4:8; 1 Pet. 5:4), and be made like Him  

(1 John 3:3).  

The Meaning of the Second Coming  

The second coming brings believers joy in Christ's presence, particularly as they see people 

to whom they have ministered (1 Thess. 2:19). The coming is for both those already dead in 

Christ and for those still alive (1 Thess. 4:15-17; compare 1 Cor. 15:23; Col. 3:4).  

“Even so, come Lord Jesus” (Rev 22:20).  
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