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WAYS TO INTERPRET REVELATION 
Several ways of interpreting the Book of Revelation have been proposed –    

• It has been treated as a straightforward account of the end of the world.  In such an 
interpretation it is usually linked with other prophetic and eschatological texts like Daniel 
and Ezekiel to produce a coherent and comprehensive chronology.   

• It has been interpreted as visions that relate to a first-century context.  If we followed this 
logic then we would need to decode the complex symbolism and its relationship to 
historical realities.   

• The images are regarded as an account of the struggles facing the journey of the soul to 
God. 

• Different from the second point the book has been used as an interpretative lens through 
which to view all of history.  With this approach we read Revelation as a path to a greater 
understanding of reality (both divine and human).   

 
THE REVELATION TO JOHN 
Evidence concerning the apostle John and his relationship to the Book of Revelation comes 
relatively early in the Christian tradition.  Tradition sets the date of the writing of the book 
toward the end of the reign of the Roman Emperor Domitian (the mid-90s). 
 
Side Note: Under the reign of Domitian foreign religions were tolerated as long as they did not 
interfere with public order or could be assimilated with the traditional Roman religion.  The 
worship of Egyptian deities in particular flourished under the Flavian dynasty.  Fourth century 
writings by Eusebius maintain that Jews and Christians were heavily persecuted toward the end 
of Domitian’s reign.  The Book of Revelation and the First Epistle of Clement are thought by 
some to have been written during this time period.  The First Epistle of Clement makes mention 
of sudden and repeated misfortunes which are assumed to refer to persecutions under 
Domitian.   
 
Side Note: The First Epistle of Clement is a letter addressed to the Christians in the city of 
Corinth.  It is considered to be one of the earliest (if not the earliest) surviving Christian 
document outside of the traditional New Testament canon.  The letter is a response to events 
in Corinth where the congregation had removed certain elders.  Since none of the presbyters 
were charged with moral offences Clement believed their removal was unjustifiable.  He called 
on the congregation to repent, to restore the elders to their position, and to obey their 
superiors.   
 



The epistle was read publicly from time to time in Corinth and by the 4th century the document 
spread to the other churches.  It was listed as canonical in the Canons of the Apostles and 
shows that it had canonical rank in at least some regions of early Christianity.   
 
Gospel of John and Book of Revelation  
We know very little other than what the book tells us about how John received this revelation.  
There is within it a semblance of order that gives a coherent pattern.  Some scholars view the 
Gospel of John as the antithesis of the apocalyptic spirit of the Book of Revelation.  The Gospel 
of John is the least apocalyptic document in the New Testament.   
 
In John there is no imminent expectation of the end but rather the necessity of preparing for an 
unexpected and uncertain future for the church absent any apocalypse.  The heavenly 
mysteries are not to be sought in heaven but in Jesus.  Jesus proclaims himself as the revelation 
of the hidden God.  The vision of God reserved in the Book of Revelation for the inhabitants of 
the New Jerusalem (who will see God face-to-face) is found in John in the person of Jesus of 
Nazareth.  In the Gospel of John the quest for the highest wisdom of all (the knowledge of God) 
comes not through the information disclosed in visions and revelations but through the Word 
made flesh.   
 
However, the advent of Christ effects a cosmic judgment in which the dominance of the rule of 
the present is both called into question and brought to an end.  We hear it in John 12 where 
there is an appearance of a heavenly voice and then Jesus asserts: Now is the time for judgment 
on this world.  Now the prince of this world will be driven out.  In the Book of Revelation this is 
the moment when the Lamb opens the heavenly book of judgment and takes a place of glory.   
 
Martin Luther 
Heinrich Bullinger, the successor to Zwingli, was the only Reformer to write a commentary on 
the Book of Revelation.  Luther outlined his own reasons for giving the book less importance 
within the canon of the New Testament.  Here are some excerpts based on his assessment: 

The Apostles do not deal with visions but with prophecy in clear and plain words. 
Apostles speak of Christ and his deeds without figures and visions. 
The author goes too far when he commends his own book so highly.   
Christ is not taught or known in it.   
He will stick to the books which give him Christ clearly and purely. 

 
Luther had a small change of heart when in his Preface to Revelation of 1545 he wrote – we see 
that, through and above all plagues and beasts and bad angels, Christ is with his saints, and 
wins the victory at last.   
 



 
 
Revelation 1:1-8 
The authoritative nature of the book is announced in a similar way to how Paul announces the 
authoritative character of his apostolic office at the beginning of Galatians.  The closest 
parallels to this opening (in vocabulary and style) are found in the prophecies of Ezekiel and 
when the Word of God was written on tablets of stone at Mt. Sinai.   
 
The Greek word apocalypse is used for the first and only time here to describe a written 
collection of revelations.  Other parts of the New Testament speak of divine revelations.  In 
other sections of the Bible they are seen as prophecies.  
  
What we have in the Book of Revelation is a series of images relating to things that have been 
seen and communicated by means of words.  In the imagery there is an attempt to evoke a 
visionary experience.  It is full of comparisons to capture what defies description.   
 
In verse 4 John writes to the seven churches in Asia which are then addressed individually in 
Chapters 2 and 3.  Already we have something to ponder.  Were there only seven churches in 
the area in John’s day?  The letters of Paul indicate that there were likely more.  Does the 
number 7 then merely represent the wholeness of the church?  We will see throughout the 
book that the author uses numbers to make his point.     
 
Jesus Christ is also described in terms that are important for the rest of the book.  He is the 
firstborn from the dead (Colossians 1:18) and ruler of the kings of the earth (a political 
kingdom) (a fact that will be stressed again at the Parousia in 19:16).  John’s greeting is from 
himself as well as from Jesus Christ.  The authority of John is enhanced by the ease with which 
his words and the words of God blend together.    
 
Christ becomes the model for subsequent acts of witness.  John is busy recording the 
apocalypse itself.  Witnessing to the ways of God is centered on living faithful lives.  There is a 
similar pattern in the Gospel of John in which Jesus is said to have come in order to bear witness 
to the truth (John 18:37) and the Paraclete and the disciples continue that witness (John 15:26-
27).   
 
John writes from Patmos which is not one of the centers of influence or power.  He is an 
outsider (an insignificant person) and maybe not even an apostle.  Yet he is the one who 
glimpses the mystery of God’s purpose.   



Like in Job and Isaiah we see that God’s ways are not our ways.  Human wisdom is stretched to 
its limit as our language seeks to bear witness to the mystery of God.   
 
A doxology starts in the second half of verse 5 and continues to the end of verse 8.  There is an 
emphasis on the love of God which is not a particularly common theme in the Book of 
Revelation.  The praise is due the one who washed us from our sins.  The imagery is that of 
release and is similar to the way in which the blood of the Passover lamb released the people of 
Israel from the curse in Egypt.   
 
 

     Revelation 1:9-20 
     As noted earlier we know nothing about John other  
     than the few remarks in these verses: his prophetic  
     vocation and the evidence of his deep immersion in 
     the Scriptures and the Jewish visionary tradition.  His 
     qualifications do not include companionship with  
     Jesus, membership in the circle of the apostles, or an  
     ecclesiastical status.   
 
     He does not place himself in a position of superiority.   
     He identifies with all those who have been released  
     (verse 5) and who now know themselves as part of  
     the messianic kingdom. 

 
The word translated persecution is used often in the Book of Revelation and refers to specific 
trials and tribulations that have to precede the coming of God’s reign.  Paul speaks of his 
suffering in such terms and even suggests that his own life of suffering can vicariously relieve 
the sufferings of the church.  Any tribulation is balanced by the participation in the reign of 
Christ.  The present is characterized by another important virtue (patience).  Keeping the 
commandments of God in circumstances not conducive to that activity characterizes the 
endurance of the saints.   
 
The phrase I am in the spirit indicates some kind of visionary state.  It is a marker that some-
thing different is occurring and so what follows should be read accordingly.  It signifies a change 
of gears and alerts us to what will follow.  Like the Old Testament prophets (whose visions are 
also recorded), John gives a general indication of time (the Lord’s Day).  It is a day when the 
Lord comes to John (who anticipates the great day of God’s wrath).  This suggests that the 
setting is in a worship space as it had been for Isaiah in his Temple vision.   
 
In verses 11-16 John hears a voice which he compares to a trumpet blast which will herald the 
eschatological woes later in the book.  The voice seems to intrude so much of John’s 
consciousness that it demands to be seen as well as heard.  Eventually the voice will be seen 
because what it says will be translated into writing and the words of the prophecy will be read 
as Scripture.  It is the written vision that assumes importance.   



What John sees is written about in different ways.  Yet it is marked with the visionary qualifier 
as if which is used numerous times in the book.  John seems to be searching for the right 
language to convey adequately the awesome and stirring images that have confronted him.  
Much of the book is not just an immediate report of what John has seen but includes what he 
has heard from the various voices in heaven that contribute to a kaleidoscope of perspectives 
about what has happened.   
 
The first thing John sees are seven lampstands which he will be told are the seven churches.  In 
seeing something that looks like the mysterious divine figures in Ezekiel and Daniel, he is seeing 
again (in his own way and for his own time) the vision as Ezekiel or Daniel would have seen it.   
In verses 17-20 the dramatic appearance of the figure results in John bowing down as he hears 
the familiar words to not be afraid.  The mystery of the seven stars and the seven lampstands 
has an immediate connection with what follows where John writes to the angels of seven 
churches.  
 
In the last verse of this chapter the different (and yet intimate) relationship between Christ, the 
angels, and the churches is stressed.  Christ stands in the midst of the lampstands (the 
churches) and holds the stars (the angels).  The angels seem to stand closer to Christ whereas 
the lampstands stand somewhat apart.   
 
John is commanded to write down what he has seen.  The revelation is not solely about the end 
of the age.  John is about to have opened up to him the present reality.  In light of that the 
reader has to make decisions about their present conduct.   
 
Commentary by Walter Taylor, Jr.  
Professor of New Testament Studies 
Trinity Lutheran Seminary, Columbus, Ohio 
Revelation 1:4-8 is read on the Second Sunday of Easter, Year C.  The greeting is from “him who 
is and who was and who is to come” a statement that echoes Exodus 3:13-14.  Thus, the same 
God who was (is also now) and God will continue to come.   
 
The greeting is from “Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler 
of the kings of the earth.”  Jesus Christ is further identified in three ways: 

• In the Greek the word for witness is martys or martyrs.  Jesus is the one who has given his 
witness all the way to death.  In that way he has indeed been the faithful one. 

• But Jesus has also been resurrected and so he is the firstborn from the dead.  For Christians 
who lived with the threat of arrest and possible death the fact that Jesus was the ultimate 
martyr who was faithful and was the first one resurrected (thus there will be more) must 
have been extremely important and encouraging.  Christians were not just following anyone 
but were following this Jesus. 

• And Jesus is now the ruler of the kings of the earth which means that he is ultimately the 
one who rules over those who claim to be this earth’s rulers (especially the emperors of 
Rome).   

 



The rest of verse 5 and all of verse 6 are a doxology and ascribes glory to Christ.  Jesus is 
glorified because he loves us (in the Book of Revelation the love of God in Christ can easily be 
lost).  Jesus freed and released us from our sins by his blood (in the Book of Revelation Jesus is 
the slaughtered Lamb who died for us).  Jesus made us to be a kingdom and priests.  Jesus 
made all believers a kingdom and each member is a priest to God.   
 
Verse 7 provides the first overarching theme of the book: Jesus will return.  The theme is one 
we automatically associate with the Book of Revelation.  John concludes it with a double 
emphasis: So it is to be (the Greek word for yes) and Amen (the Hebrew word for let it be so). 
 
Verse 8 gives us the second overarching theme: God is God.  The constant battle in the Book of 
Revelation is between the true God (the God of Israel) (the God of Jesus) and the false gods of 
the world epitomized in the Roman emperor.  In contrast to the false gods, the Lord is the 
Alpha and the Omega.  In a sense God is before the beginning and after the end.  Moreover this 
God is the Almighty, the All-Powerful One.  Besides him there is no other.   
 
In all these verses we have the outline of a full Christology that includes the life, death, 
resurrection, and present lordship of Christ.  The Christological emphasis continues with the 
love of Christ and his freeing action by means of his death as we look forward to the coming of 
Jesus as the final judge. 
 
Next Session on January 25 
Chapters 2 and 3   

 


