
Background and summary

The book of Revelation was penned by the apostle 
John, who had been exiled to the Isle of Patmos, 
a small rocky island in the Aegean Sea lying 
about thirty-seven miles west of Miletus. This 

exile was caused by his stand for the Word of God and his 
testimony regarding the Lord Jesus Christ (1:9).

A date of ad 95 is favoured for the writing of the book. 
This date places it during the severe persecution of Christians 
under the reign of the Roman emperor Domitian.

Before we plunge into the book itself, we need to identify 
both principles of interpretation and some of the book’s 
major themes.

Principles of interpretation

The book of Revelation was originally addressed to seven churches 
(1:11, 20; 2:1–3:22)

In writing the following chapters, I have tried to keep in 
mind that the Revelation was originally addressed to real 
people in real churches. These churches, as we shall soon 
see, were facing very great problems. The Lord Jesus, 
always possessed with a heart of love for his people, gave 
John the truths of the Revelation to help these people. The 
Lord Jesus was concerned to help them put the proper 
construction on what they were going through and to tell 
them that they must not allow their difficulties to drive 
them to despair. The message of Revelation could be stated 
in five words: it’s going to be OK!
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In light of this, it is illogical to suggest that the Lord Jesus 
addressed the problems of these churches by pointing them to 
things that would not come to pass until over two thousand 
years later. I suggest, therefore, that the seven churches are 
not to be in our minds only as we read chapters 2–3, but also 
as we read chapters 4–22.

The book of Revelation has meaning and application for churches in 
every age

While we must always remember the seven churches to 
whom this book was originally addressed, we must not fall 
into the trap of thinking that this book had relevance only for 
them. In other words, we must not think that the relevance 
of Revelation died when all the members of those specific 
churches died.

Because the conditions of the 
seven churches of Revelation have 
persisted throughout history, we 
can conclude that the Revelation 
addressed to those churches 
pertains with equal force to all 
churches of all times. While 
churches today may have nice 
buildings, elaborate programmes 
and well-trained staff members, 
they still face the same issues as 
the original readers of Revelation. 
These seven churches should 
be taken, then, to represent 
conditions that affect churches 

while churches 

today may have 

nice buildings, 

elaborate 

programmes and 

well-trained staff 

members, they 

still face the same 

issues as the 

original readers of 

Revelation. 
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in every era. We should not regard these seven churches as 
representing seven successive periods of time, beginning with 
the early church (supposedly represented by Ephesus) and 
ending with the modern church (supposedly represented by 
Laodicea). The lack of love in Ephesus was not a condition 
that pertained only to the early Christians; it has been found 
in churches in every era and continues to be found today. 
In like manner, the lukewarm condition of Laodicea can 
be found in churches throughout history and, of course, 
continues today.

The book of Revelation reveals its truths in a symbolic way

The first verse of this book speaks of truths the Lord 
‘signified’. That word translates a Greek word referring 
to a sign or symbol. As we move into the book, we find 
lampstands, seals, trumpets, bowls and beasts. All these 
should be regarded as pictorial symbols of certain truths.

The book also makes great use of symbolic numbers. The 
number seven is used fifty-four times. In Scripture, seven is 
the number of completeness. The fact that the Lord Jesus 
specifically addressed seven churches of John’s era tells us, 
as we have already noted, that these churches represent the 
entire or complete church throughout the running centuries. 
William Hendriksen writes,

As this number seven occurs again and again and is 

everywhere symbolical of completeness, we may safely take 

for granted … that it indicates the entire church throughout 

the full span of its existence to the very end of the world. 

Thus interpreted, each individual church is, as it were, a type, 

not indicating one definite period in history, but describing 
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conditions which are constantly repeated in the actual life of 

the various congregations.1

In addition to the number seven, we will find emphasis 
placed on the numbers 1,000, 144,000, 666 and others as well. 
Each of these has symbolic significance.

The book of Revelation draws heavily on the Old Testament

I have drawn attention to some of the Old Testament 
allusions in the ‘For further study’ section at the end of each 
chapter.

The book of Revelation uses a discernible and distinct pattern

One of the main features of Revelation is quite easily seen: it 
is the recurring emphasis on the final judgement of God (1:7; 
6:12–17; 11:15, 18; 14:14–20; 16:20; 19:11–21; 20:7–15).

It is extremely important to observe that passages on the 
final judgement are often followed by verses that draw our 
attention back to events on the earth. We might even be 
inclined to wonder if the final judgement is really final! Note 
the following:

After the graphic account of devastating judgement •	

in 6:12–17, chapter 7 begins by calling our attention 
to four angels standing at the four corners of the 
earth (7:1).
After clear statements of judgement in 11:15 and •	

18, chapter 12 starts with a woman giving birth and 
fleeing into the wilderness (12:2–5). We are quite 
plainly back to life on this earth.
After the earth is reaped for final judgement in •	
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14:14–20, our attention is soon drawn to bowls of 
wrath being poured out on the earth (16:1).

The recurring pattern in Revelation, then, is final 
judgement, life on earth, final judgement, life on earth, final 
judgement, life on earth.

It is also important to observe that Revelation keeps 
reminding us of the first coming of the Lord Jesus or of some 
aspect of the life of the early church:

In the first chapter, we find a reference to Jesus’s •	
atoning death (1:5).
In the fifth chapter, we discover another mention of •	
Jesus’s death (5:6).
In 8:3–4, we have a reference to an ongoing feature in •	
the life of the church, that is, her praying.
In 12:5, we see a picture of the birth of the Lord Jesus.•	
In 14:12–13, we find a reference to the saints’ living •	
and dying for the Lord.
In 15:3, there is another mention of Jesus as the Lamb, •	
which calls our attention to his death on the cross.
In 17:6, we find a reference to the blood of the •	
martyrs.
In 20:4, there is yet another allusion to the martyrs of •	
the church.

So Revelation seems to be intent on fastening our attention 
on what we may call ‘the gospel age’. This is the age that 
began with the first coming of Christ and will continue until 
his second coming. It is the age in which the church is busy 
with proclamation, prayer and persecution. She proclaims 
his truth, comes to his throne in prayer and faces persecution 
for his name’s sake.
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Therefore, the proper way to approach Revelation is not 
to push the entire central core of the book (chs. 4–20) into 
the future, but rather to see it in terms of the gospel age. To 
put it another way, we are not to place these chapters in the 
future and treat them as a chronological account of what will 
happen at the end of time. We are rather to understand them 
in a repetitive way. One part of Revelation spans the entire 
gospel age, asking us to look at it through one lens. The 
next section spans it again, asking us to look at it through 
another lens. The next spans it yet again, asking us to look 
at it through yet another lens. And so it goes to the end of 
the book. It’s as if Revelation cannot move us to the future 
without keeping us tied to the past. It anchors one foot in the 
past and the other in the future so that we can stand above 
and see the span between the two.

Viewed in this way, Revelation takes upon itself very 
practical value for Christians in every age. It shows them the 
challenges they can expect to face and where they can find 
peace and rest. This book was not designed by the Lord to 
sensationalize the end of time, but to sanctify believers in 
every time.

The major themes of Revelation

As we have noted, this revelation was given by Christ to 
help people in the seven churches to which it was originally 
addressed, as well as those in churches throughout the 
running centuries. It is a comforting and encouraging book. 
How comforting it is to focus on these themes:

The absolute sovereignty of God over all the events •	
of history. There is a throne ‘set in heaven’, and One 
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sitting on the throne (4:2). The world is not drifting 
aimlessly to nowhere. Nothing goes on here that is 
not within the purpose of the One on the throne.
The centrality and finality of the Lord Jesus Christ •	
in executing God’s purposes and plans. The Lamb of 
God, Jesus Christ, takes the scroll from the Father’s 
hand and breaks its seals.
The purposefulness of Christian suffering—our •	
suffering is not pointless or meaningless.
The certain defeat of all evil and evil-doers to the •	
glory and praise of God. Revelation 17:14 says, ‘These 
will make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb will 
overcome them, for He is Lord of lords and King of 
kings; and those who are with Him are called, chosen, 
and faithful.’
The glorious future awaiting all the children of God. •	
There is a new heaven and a new earth for them.
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