
The Book of Revelation
Week 1 – Introduction

What is “Revelation”?

The name of Revelation in the Greek Bible is the Apocalypse of John. The word “apocalypse” simply 
means “unveiling” or “revelation”. The reason that word has become synonymous with destruction and
the end of the world is because of what John saw in his vision. Unfortunately, that has caused two 
problems:

1. Thinking “apocalypse” means “end of the world” will skew our reading of Revelation towards 
only future events. When Jesus appeared to Saul on the road to Damascus, the Bible calls that 
an apocalypse. Everything we read about in Daniel chapters 7-12 was an apocalypse. While the 
word often deals with the end times or Day of Judgment, the word itself doesn’t actually have 
any connection to those two things. If we don’t recognize that, we’ll pigeonhole ourselves into 
thinking we need to interpret Revelation as solely talking about future events, when that might 
not necessarily be true.

2. Only considering the negative connotations of “apocalypse” causes us to miss the positives that 
are associated with it. If we think about “apocalypse” as “destruction” or “end”, we often don’t 
think about what happens next, because if it’s the end, why would we? But in the Biblical 
narrative, an apocalypse is never the end. In fact, it’s often the beginning of a chain of events. 
Alongside the Saul narrative, an obvious example of this was the Babylonian Exile. The 
Hebrew word for apocalypse also referred to exiles. But those exiles were never one way 
streets. When His people were taken away, he always offered a way back. When reading the 
book of Revelation, we need to ask ourselves, “Where is the Gospel promise following these 
serious images, and how does it apply to me?”

Now, before we start looking any further into reading the book of Revelation, let’s answer one question
about the word itself that will help us focus on the primary theme of the book. If the word 
“apocalypse” refers to God revealing Himself to His people (and knowing some of the stories the Bible
associates with that word), what should the primary focus of John’s revelation be and why?

Jesus. Jesus is the Word of God revealed in human flesh. Every apocalypse in the Bible points toward 
the apocalypse that is the Son of God. So just like the Old Testament prepared for the coming Messiah 
and Paul’s letters looked back to the Gospel of Jesus, the revelation of John should also have some 
connection to that narrative. It NEEDS to connect to the Biblical story, otherwise it doesn’t fit with the 
rest of the Bible.

Now, why is it necessary to mention that? Well, because there are many different ways scholars have 
tried to read and make sense of the book of revelation… Which leads us to our next main question:

How should we read it?

The book of Revelation can be understood many different ways if you just read it from front to back. Is
it about the past, present, or future? Is it using coded language or is it simply a lens into who God is and
what He’s doing? Does it refer to Biblical events, or are similarities simply coincidental? How you 



answer those questions alters how you read the book of Revelation. Which poses a problem: reading 
Revelation with presuppositions can only result in a biased, flawed interpretation.

So how do we read Revelation? First, let’s look at some of the ways scholars have read it.

Above is a chart outlining the primary ways scholars have read Revelation. As I asked before, most 
scholars first try to determine what time period the language and images are referring to? Is John 
writing about something that already happened, something that’s happening now, or something that will
one day happen, both from John’s perspective and ours. And also, is the language literal or figurative? 
Is it a code of some sort or a lens by which we understand truths about God?

Here are some of the primary interpretations:

Predictive Futurist: Perhaps the most popular. Revelation is a book that uses coded language to refer to 
future events that would happen at a later date. Some of them may have happened already, some not. 
Scholars often think Revelation should be read this way because it lines up with Daniel’s style of 
writing. Daniel’s vision was about early kingdoms, so John’s vision is probably about the same thing.

Pretorist: Another popular interpretation. Revelation is a book that uses coded language to refer to 
events that were happening at the time. Because Christianity was new and spreading, and because it 
still had plenty of opponents, John wrote to churches about the Gospel and what would happen/what 
they should be doing. He used coded language so that he could communicate with other Christians, but 
have plausible deniability if caught.

Pastoral/Prophetic: Revelation, whether is uses coded language (prophetic) or is being literal (pastoral),
is speaking about lessons Christians in John’s day should understand. They were not written for us who
are presently reading them, but like the stories of the Old and New Testaments, we can still learn from 
them. WHAT we learn depends on how we translate the language and images, but the book is 
applicable to the 1st century and 21st century.
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Theopolitical: The Revelation of John were literal images God gave His people to remind them that He
was still in charge and they should protest the Roman government that was oppressing them. 

Poetic: Revelation was God using both literal and figurative language to express truths about Himself 
and the history of His work in creation.

Now the question remains, which, if any, of these interpretations are correct? What should we be 
looking for when reading the book of Revelation to make sure we don’t miss or misinterpret crucial 
passages and images?

Trick question: NONE OF THEM. If we decide what we want Revelation to be about before we 
actually read it, we will undeniably miss the point of the book. It is imperative that we read Revelation 
as simply another chapter of the Biblical narrative before deciding what any of it means.

So why did I fill your mind with all these different ways of reading it before we do?

1. Because you already have your own version. If you’ve ever gone through Revelation or talked 
about it (or even overheard someone else talking about it), you probably have your own 
understanding about what the book of Revelation is about. At least by laying out some 
examples, you can see some historical critical methods that people who have studied the Bible 
their whole lives use instead of just something random you read on the internet. If you’re going 
to go into this Bible study with your own biases, the least we can do is try to push them a little 
more toward logical biases before we start.

2. Despite not wanting to read Revelation with any interpretations in mind, knowing the metrics 
for how we understand apocalyptic language will help us understand the limitations of the 
passages we read. As we read through Revelation, we will interpret as we go, and you can use 
the chart to see where passages and images fall. Does this passage sound literal or not? Is this 
an image we’ve seen before or something new? Is John seeing something that relates to 
something happening in Jerusalem right at that moment or something that hasn’t happened yet?

By filling out the chart (in our minds) as we go, we’ll actually be forced away from many of those 
popular interpretations that try and force everything into one section of the graph. By doing that, we’ll 
be able to (hopefully) see and learn things that might have been missed if trying to interpret everything 
through the same mold.

Why does the Bible end with Revelation?

So why is Revelation the last book? Can’t there be more apocalypses? Well, there are two reasons the 
Bible ends here, one literal, one logical:

1. Literal. John was the last Apostle to die. John is noted as being exiled to Patmos, an island in 
the Aegean Sea in the mid 90s. This puts his death far after most of the other Apostles.

Why would John’s death mean no more book of the Bible could be written?

There was no more oversight of someone who learned from Jesus. From that time onward, no 
one could go and simply ask someone who was there. They would be forced to use the writings 



that the Apostles left to see if something was true or not. This is why Paul was accepted as an 
Apostle. It’s not simply because Jesus appeared to Him miraculously and we believe it. It’s 
because his words and beliefs were tested against the very Apostles who walked and talked with
Jesus and were found to be true. There would be no more Saul/Paul revelations, because there 
was now no more way to test them. That’s why Christians didn’t accept Muhammed or Joseph 
Smith’s revelations. There was no way to test them vs. the actual words of Jesus besides the 
Bible, and too many things were unbiblical to be accepted. Paul talked about things that were 
unbiblical at the time, but he could test them against the Apostles, and make them valid of being
Biblical.

2. Logical. The information contained in the book of Revelation sets up Christians with everything
they need going forward. With Paul and the other Apostles talking about everything a person 
needs to believe in Jesus and live as a Christian, John’s revelation answers the final question 
that Jesus briefly talked about, but not in detail: what about the future? This future includes 
soon to happen events, things that happen in the present, but also apply to the future present, 
and also things that still haven’t happened.

Christians had many questions about what the future held, but that was pretty much the extend of things
that hadn’t been explained. Past and present were fully explained by the Old Testament and current 
writings of the New Testament. Once the future was explained (which extended from the present to 
post Judgment Day), there was nothing else on the timeline that remained a mystery (besides the actual 
dates of those things).

Thus, logically, there would be no need for any more revelations after John. He leads the reader into the
time of waiting, and that’s the last time before Jesus returns. There isn’t another chapter between now 
and Jesus coming back, so there doesn’t need to be any revelation about that mysterious chapter. If 
there was, it would have been given before the Apostles passed. But it wasn’t, and clearly didn’t need 
to.

So where do we start?

1. Realize that Revelation isn’t a book about the end of the world. It’s about God revealing more 
of His plan to His people, and knowing who He is and what He’s done, we should expect that 
the picture of restoration to be equal to or greater than any destruction. If you go into this book 
just looking for end time language, that’s all you’re going to see.

2. Know the possible ways to interpret the language and images in John’s vision, but don’t force 
them. Let each part of the story fall naturally into it’s place in the narrative of Revelation and 
the Bible as a whole. Then after reading the entire story, review them and see how they reveal 
the purpose of the book. Don’t fall into the trap of thinking Revelation doesn’t have any present
applications.

3. Read the book knowing it’s the final lesson God gave to His disciples. That means we have 
everything we need to live faithful Christian lives. That does NOT mean that since we believe 
in Jesus, we just live passively waiting for His return. “Waiting” as a Christian is not passive. 
Our job is to add to the number of those who are waiting and be the hands and feet of Jesus to 
even those who don’t believe.


