
 

 

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF REVELATION 

Date of Writing:  mid-90’s A.D. 

Author: The apostle John, “the disciple whom Jesus loved”. 

Historical Context:  Under Emperor Domitian’s reign the Roman Empire was increasingly enforcing 
emperor worship. Therefore, Christians, who held that Christ was Lord, not Caesar, were facing 
increasing persecution.  The apostle John himself was exiled to a prison colony on the island of Patmos 
for his faith (1:9). Some Christians were compromising with pagan practices and others were being 
drawn away by false teachers (2:14-15).  

Jerusalem and the temple had been destroyed by the Romans in 70 A.D. The people living in Israel had 
either been killed or enslaved. Israel as a nation no longer existed.  Many first century Christians also 
thought that Christ would return within the lifetime of the first generation of believers. John is the only 
surviving apostle. The others had been killed for their faith. Some may have been losing hope. 

Major Themes of the Book: 

1. Christ’s Nature: He is the sovereign Lord and judge. 
2. Judgment: God’s judgment on sinful humanity is coming will be severe. 
3. Spiritual Warfare: Persecution will increase but Satan will be defeated.  
4. Believer’s Fate: God will protect the faithful and greatly reward them. 
5. Application: Persevere in the faith and you will be greatly rewarded. 

Literary Form: Revelation falls under the apocalyptic form of Bible prophecy similar to the latter part of 
the book of Daniel. As such it is highly symbolic, and there can be a great diversity of understanding 
based on how literal or figurative an interpretation a reader takes. Therefore, it is not always possible to 
have a definitive interpretation of all the imagery and details in Revelation.   

Method of Interpretation: Historically, there have been four approaches to interpreting Revelation. 

1. Preterist Approach: This takes the approach that all of Revelation was fulfilled in John’s 
audience’s lifetime.  

2. Historicist Approach: This takes the approach that Revelation is a forecast of the entire span of 
history. It believes that events in the book can be correlated with known historical events or 
historical stages of the Church. 

3. Futurist Approach: This takes the approach that other than the letters to the churches and the 
seven seals, Revelation is describing future events immediately leading up to Christ’s return. 

4. Idealist Approach: This takes the approach that the symbols and events of Revelation cannot be 
associated with any past, present, or future event or state. They are only meant to communicate 
the fundamental principles by which God acts in history. 

Each approach has some truth: 
1. Revelation addressed the concerns and fears of first-century Christians. 
2. It gives insight to the underlying causes of historical events. 
3. It talks about future events preceding and following the return of Christ. 
4. It has timeless truths for all generations of readers. 


