
THEOLOGY OF REVELATION
2: Symbolism

INTERPRETING THE SYMBOLISM
 Preterists – Future to the 7 churches and history to us. 

o “…must soon take place…for the time is near. (1:1,3) 
o Partial preterists do see chapters 19-22 as future. 

 Historicists – Chapters 6-19:11: A choronological history of the church 
from the first century to the Second Coming of Christ. 

 Idealists – The symbols depict principles of spiritual warfare repeated 
throughout the church age until the return of Christ and final judgment.

 Futurists – The symbols represent a series of final conflict just prior to 
the Second Coming. 

 Eclectics – Adopt the most compelling features from all the schools of 
interpretation. [“The major symbols of Revelation represent a repeated 
pattern. This pattern has a realization in the first-century situation of 
the seven churches. It also has an embodiment in the final crisis. And it
has an embodiment now. We pay special attention to the embodiment 
now, because we must apply the lessons of Revelation to where we 
are.” – Vern Poythress] 

 Case Study  : The Beast of Revelation 13:1-10
o Preterists: The Roman emperor (Nero)  
o Historicists: The Pope (Protestants) or Martin Luther (Roman 

Catholics) 
o Idealists: Nations and Empires throughout church history that 

have persecuted believers. 
o Futurists: The Antichrist at the end of the age. 

 Case Study  : Babylon 
o Preterists: Jerusalem 
o Historicists: The Holy Roman Empire 
o Idealists: The fallen world as it opposes God and his people. 
o Futurists: The government of the Antichrist. 

PURPOSES OF THE SYMBOLS 
 “Prophetic counter-images” (R. Bauckham) 

o A different vision of the world. 
o The world as God sees it. 
o The symbols purge our imaginations of their false 

understanding. 
 Symbolic reality 

o The images are often allusive of the OT. [Leithart: “John writes 
with Scripture rather than about it. John paints an apocalypse, 
and the Old Testament is his pallet.”]  

 OT themes  : original and new creations; plagues and a 
new exodus



 OT analogies   with places and people: Balaam, Jezebel, 
Babylon, Sodom, Egypt, Jerusalem 

 OT typology  : Key of David (3:7; Isa. 22:22); Church as 
“kingdom” and “priests” (1:6; Ex. 19:6); plagues intensify 
those in Egypt.  

 OT fulfillment  : Son of man coming with the clouds 
(1:7,12; Dan. 7:13) 

o The images are often allusive of 1st century Rome. 
 Case Study  : The Harlot of Revelation 17

o The description in verse four would remind first century 
believers of Roma, the goddess worshipped all throughout the 
empire. 

o First Century Christians see Rome in all its splendor and glory 
and seeming invincibility. 

o God sees it as a common prostitute that tries to seduce 
believers into spiritual compromise. 

o What will happen to her? What will happen to the church? 
 The unmasking of the spiritual conflict the church faces. [More on this 

later.] 

QUESTIONS TO ASK 
 Is the symbol rooted in the OT? 
 Does John employ it and explain it elsewhere in Revelation? 
 How does it picture reality? 
 What kind of response does it call for?  


