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Background 

 Revela'on itself doesn’t give us much direct informa'on about its background. All 
we’re specifically told is that its author was a man named John (1:2), who describes 
himself as a servant of Jesus Christ (1:2), a brother and companion with those who are 
suffering for their faith in Jesus (1:9), and a prophet (22:9). 
 John’s par'cular suffering found him in exile on the small island of Patmos in the 
Aegean Sea, off the western coast of Turkey (1:9). Ancient church tradi'on claims that the 
‘John’ who wrote Revela'on was the Apostle and beloved disciple of Jesus, and that he 
wrote this in his old age at the end of the first century AD. These both seem like 
reasonable assump'ons to make – the theological content of the book fits with the 
Apostle John’s other wri'ngs,  and the extent of the persecu'on described in chapters 1

2-3 fits with a late-first-century date. However, we can’t know for sure. 
 What we can be confident about was that John was a man who clearly knew and was 
convinced of the gospel of salva'on by Christ’s death alone (5:1-10), and that he was a 
man uUerly steeped in God’s word as revealed in the ancient Jewish scriptures – our Old 
Testament. 

Keys to reading 

 In fact, if you want to understand Revela'on, this is the first key you need to grasp: of 
all the wri'ngs of the New Testament, Revela'on is by far and away the most closely 
dependent on the Old Testament in the way it is wriUen. Revela'on is, if you like, the Old 
Testament interpreted and applied through the framework of the gospel. 
 In other words, if you want to understand Revela'on, first of all you need to know and 
understand both the gospel and the Old Testament. And having done that, the other key 
you need to grasp is to gain some understanding of the style Revela'on was wriUen in, 
and John’s purpose for wri'ng it like this. 
 We call the style Revela'on was wriUen in ‘Apocalyp'c’. There is quite a lot of 
apocalyp'c literature in the Bible, both in the Old Testament (e.g., Daniel 7-12; most of 
Zechariah) and in the New Testament (e.g., Mark 13) – literature that is characterised by 
cosmic upheavals and other-worldly creatures. 
 The word ‘apocalyp'c’ is actually taken from the very first word of Revela'on: “[The] 
apocalypse of Jesus Christ,” where ‘apocalypse’ literally means ‘uncovering’ in the sense 
of ‘taking the wraps off.’ So John claims that in his book, Jesus Christ is taking the wraps 
off something; showing us reali'es in the universe that lie underneath or beyond what 
we see day to day; showing us what we wouldn’t otherwise be able to see for ourselves. 

 E.g., the importance of the idea of ‘tes'mony’ (Rev 1:2, 9; 6:9; 12:11; 19:10; John 1:7, 19; 5:32; 19:35; 1 John 5:9-11; 3 John 1

1:12), his focus on the blood of Christ which purifies us (Rev 1:5; 5:9; 7:14; 12:11; John 6:53-56; 1 John 1:7), and on ideas like 
‘life’ (Rev 2:7, 10; 3:5; 13:8; 22:2; John 1:4; 3:16; 6:35; 10:10; 1 John 1:1-2; 3:14; 5:11-13), ‘living water’ (Rev 7:17; 21:6; 22:1; 
17; John 4:10-14; 7:38), ‘light’ (Rev 21:23-24; 22:5; John 1:4-9; 3:19-21; 8:12, etc.; 1 John 1:5-7; 2:8-10) and ‘truth’ (Rev 3:7, 
14; 19:11; John 1:14; 8:32; 14:6; 1 John 5:20; 2 John 1:3).
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 In other words, Revela'on’s fundamental purpose is to reveal. It wasn’t wriUen to 
obscure the truth – to wrap it up in inscrutable mysteries – but to make the truth plain. In 
fact, as you read the book, you will come across plenty of occasions where John stops 
mid-sentence to clarify something that he felt might not have been clear enough (e.g., 
1:20; 4:5; 5:8, etc.). He expects us to understand his book. 

 Does that turn your impression of Revela'on on its head? 
It’s not a tricky knot that we have to un'e; it’s a tricky knot that 
Jesus has already un'ed, and in Revela'on, he lays out the 
results clearly and plainly for all to see. The problem we have 
with Revela'on, it seems, is not a problem with Revela'on, but 
it’s a problem with us. We’ve convinced ourselves it’s a difficult 
puzzle, and so we set out to solve problems that just aren’t 
there. 

 So, how do we overcome this blind spot we’ve developed? As well as familiarising 
ourselves with the gospel and the Old Testament, the other thing we need to do is to put 
ourselves in the shoes of those John was wri'ng to. 
 The thing that unites all apocalyp'c literature is that it was wriUen in a context of 
persecu'on. John wasn’t wri'ng to people who had the advantage of being able to work 
things out at leisure and in the comfort of a well-appointed study. These were people, in 
some cases, whose life was on the line for their faith in Christ (e.g., 2:13; 6:9). What did 
they need? A cryp'c map char'ng world events from the first coming of Jesus to his 
return? A scholarly disserta'on on end-'mes theology? Hardly! They needed 
strengthening and encouragement for the dangers of the moment. 
 And that’s exactly what John has given them – and us! Revela'on is not a puzzle; it’s a 
word of encouragement to the persecuted and a call to hang on to Christ. That’s all. 

Summary of Revela9on 

 In short, Revela'on is, in terms of its message, arguably the simplest and most straight-
forward book in the whole Bible. It can be summarised as follows: 

 The book itself conveys this message in a highly engaging and drama'c way. The drama 
goes something like this:  2

 There is a much fuller overview of the drama of Revela'on below, on page 5.2
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Keys to reading Revela9on: 

• Know the gospel 
• Become familiar with 

the Old Testament 
• Don’t read it as a puzzle 

to be solved, but as an 
encouragement to those 
suffering persecu'on 

To everyone suffering for their tes'mony to Jesus, stand firm! Every last 
opponent of God’s people has already been defeated, and this truth 

will soon be revealed to the world when Christ returns in glory to usher 
in God’s wonderful new crea'on.



1. The le?ers 

 It begins as John, on Patmos, encounters a vision of the glorious, risen Christ, who 
commissions him to take what he will reveal to the seven main churches of Asia Minor.  3

The first part of his message consists of specific instruc'ons for each church in turn, with 
the general command to all to ‘overcome’ – in other words, to stand firm. 

2. The vision 

 Then follows the major part of the book – a long vision stretching for 19 chapters – in 
which John receives all the mo'va'on he and his readers need in order to be able to 
overcome. 
 Aner an introductory glimpse into the heavenly court, where John sees what is really 
going on in the engine room of the universe (namely, the rule of Jesus Christ over the 
whole crea'on, established through his death and resurrec'on), John then sees a series 
of three mini-dramas describing God’s ul'mate plans in judgment and salva'on. 
 Each of these mini-dramas is set out in seven acts: the first six acts depic'ng God’s 
judgment in a gradually increasing cycle of intensity, with the seventh and climac'c act 
represen'ng God’s final judgment of his enemies, opening the way for his servants to 
enter his glorious rest. The three mini-dramas all go through the same cycle, retracing the 
same ground. However, each 'me they do so with greater intensity and greater urgency, 
un'l, in the climax of the third mini-drama, they culminate in the magnificent picture of 
the comprehensive defeat of ‘Babylon’ and the arrival of the glorious New Jerusalem – 
the dwelling place of God and his people in absolute peace and joy forever. 
 Following this wonderful climax, the glorious Lord Jesus who had first appeared to John 
reappears to remind him and his readers of his call to overcome. 

Outline of Revela9on  4

PROLOGUE (1:1-8) 
1. INSTRUCTIONS TO THE CHURCHES (1:9-3:22) 

2. MOTIVATION TO OVERCOME (4:1-22:11) 
a. Introduc'on: the heavenly court (4:1-5:14) 
b. Seven seals (6:1-8:5) 
c. Seven trumpets (8:2-15:4) 
d. Seven bowls (15:1-22:11) 

EPILOGUE (22:6-21) 

 The number ‘seven,’ being the biblical number of completeness, indicates that this revela'on is intended for all people 3

everywhere, and not just for the churches of ancient Turkey.

 There is a more detailed presenta'on of Revela'on’s structure in Appendix 3.4
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The unfolding drama 

  PROLOGUE (1:1-8) 
 The opening of Revela'on is very clear and succinct. There are two headline 
paragraphs: the first (verses 1-3) telling us what the book is (Jesus Christ’s revela'on); and 
the second (verses 4-6) telling us about its author and recipients, offering grace and 
peace to the laUer and ascribing glory and power to the former. 
 The prologue closes with two brief comments: about the nearness of Christ’s return, 
and about the sovereign power of God – ideas which are founda'onal to the message of 
the book. 

  INSTRUCTIONS TO THE CHURCHES (1:9-3:22) 
 From verse 9 the ac'on begins. John sets the scene for his recep'on of this revela'on 
– suffering exile on a barren island for his faithful tes'mony to Jesus – before introducing 
us to the glorious and victorious Jesus Christ, the one whose revela'on it is. By pusng 
these things together, right at the beginning John introduces us to the two major themes 
that form the basis of the drama'c tension of the book: suffering for the gospel, and 
victory in Christ. 
 This revela'on is indeed a revela'on of Christ’s victory. He is the Ancient of Days, the 
eternal God, holding the keys to the grave; he is the king of God’s kingdom and the 
thundering voice from heaven. At the instant John is overcome by the paralysing 
brilliance of Christ’s glory, he has nothing else to fear. This is a revela'on of victory – 
received by a ‘brother in suffering.’ 
 And the first thing this victorious Jesus does is to send his word to seven churches of Asia 
Minor – and through them to all his followers everywhere. 
 The churches are a mixed bunch: some spiritually healthy, others on the verge of giving 
up the faith. Yet they have one thing in common: persecu'on. Being followers of Jesus is 
hard; it brings great opposi'on – some'mes overt and painful, at other 'mes subtle and 
en'cing. But what-ever the par'cular details, the call Jesus makes on all of them is the 
same: “Overcome!” S'ck it through to the end! Don’t give up, no maUer what. 
 But why not give up? How will remaining faithful be worth it? From chapter 4, John is 
shown the truth behind our world … 
  MOTIVATION TO OVERCOME (4:1-22:11) 

• Introduc9on: the heavenly court 
 A door is opened before him into heaven, and John is summoned there in his vision to 
see what is going on out of sight of suffering Chris'ans on earth – what is really going on 
behind the scenes of the world in the place of real authority and influence and power. 
And the scene he is ushered into is magnificent. 
 John sees, in chapter 4, what has been going on in heaven since the crea'on of the 
world; he sees the eternal worship of God in his heavenly throne room. There is God in 

4



the centre, on his throne; there are the twenty-four angelic representa'ves (elders) of 
God’s people seated on their own thrones encircling God; there are four terrifying 
creatures represen'ng the rest of crea'on, also gathered around God’s throne. And when 
these four creatures take up the lead in offering worship, the twenty-four elders fall from 
their thrones before God and join in the chorus of praise. This is the eternal cycle of 
heavenly worship. 
 But in chapter 5 the cycle is interrupted. John no'ces that God is holding a scroll in his 
right hand. The scroll represents all of God’s plans for his world – plans to judge his 
enemies and save his people. But the scroll is s'll sealed up. It lies unopened, and 
therefore unac'vated. 
 A mighty angel calls out to the listening universe, asking the big ques'on that will 
ul'mately determine its fate: “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?” In 
other words, who can put God’s plans for judgment and salva'on into effect? 
 He is met with silence. This is a dreadful turn of events, because it means that the 
wicked will go unpunished and the faithful will go un-saved. The news couldn’t be worse 
for John and for his brothers and sisters suffering for the gospel. 
 But just when all seems lost, there finally comes an answer. The promised Messiah in 
the line of David steps forward – God’s great, chosen lion-king. So John lins his head to 
look, and he sees … ‘a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain.’ He sees Jesus Christ, crucified 
and risen, answering the angel’s call – but not answering it from the far-reaches of the 
universe, rather answering from where he was already standing: in the centre of the 
court, at the divine throne. He is not simply the Messiah; he is God himself. 
 And he takes the scroll and prepares to open it. At this, the whole crea'on – angels 
beyond number; every creature in existence – bursts into song. It is the eternal worship 
song of the four creatures that they sing, but the song has been transformed. The praise 
of God that reverberates throughout the heavens is now the praise of ‘him who sits on 
the throne and the Lamb.’ A new cycle of praise has begun: a new cycle which will 
con'nue from here into eternity. 

• The seven seals 
 And with that, the ac'on John has been wai'ng to see begins. The Lamb opens the 
seals one by one, and at each opening, another element of God’s judgment on the world 
is released. As John sees the prophecies of Zechariah being fulfilled, as a quarter of the 
world is destroyed, so God’s Spirit is finally given rest (Zech 6:8). 
 At the opening of the finh seal, however, the painful reality of persecu'on is brought 
into focus: when will it end? God’s answer is clear, but difficult: it will end, but not quite 
yet. They must s'll wait, and suffer, pa'ently. However, to reinforce the note of hope in 
God’s answer, the sixth seal gives John a glimpse into the final judgment of God; he 
foresees the beginning of that terrifying day when God winds up this crea'on and 
destroys all who refuse to honour and worship his Son. 
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 But even as the created order is being torn apart in God’s wrath, John hears a loud 
voice call out to put a hold on the destruc'on. Before anything else happens, God 
interrupts his judgments. He wants to ensure that those who belong to him are kept 
secure and safe in his day of wrath; and so they are marked with a seal, and painstakingly 
counted – their number represen'ng a massive and perfect number of God’s chosen. 
 Having heard their number, John then sees the reality. And what he sees is exhilara'ng: 
a mul'tude beyond coun'ng of God’s chosen from among all the tribes and na'ons of 
the world, now gathered around the throne in heaven, joining in the eternal praise of the 
Lamb and enjoying the tender and rich blessing of their God. 
 With that, the seventh and last seal – the seal represen'ng the end of history and the 
comple'on of God’s plans – is opened. The crea'on is brought to stunned silence in the 
majes'c presence of the judge, before he pours out his final and devasta'ng judgment on 
the world, doing away with the persecu'on of his people and all opposi'on to him 
forever. 

• The seven trumpets 
 But even as the massive forces of nature are being unleashed to destroy the world, 
John’s aUen'on is diverted by another vision, which replaces the vision of the seals. He 
sees seven angels with seven trumpets, ready to sound the blast of baUle in God’s name. 
 As each of the first four trumpets is sounded, once again John sees another element of 
God’s judgment being released. This 'me, the vision he sees is of the dismantling of 
crea'on – the undoing of Genesis 1. And this 'me, the effects of God’s judgment are 
more severe: a third, not a quarter, of everything is destroyed. 
 But this is only a prelude to what is to come: there are three s'll more terrible woes to 
befall the inhabitants of the earth. 
 When the finh trumpet is sounded, the first woe appears: a devasta'ng army of 
scorpion-locusts, with the power to torture and then decimate God’s enemies. At the 
blast of the sixth trumpet, the second woe is unleashed: four mighty angels release a 
countless horde of troops, other-worldly and unstoppable. They, too, devastate a third of 
humanity, yet even in the face of such obvious divine judgment, the survivors refuse to 
repent and seek mercy, but con'nue in their rebellion against God. 
 Before the third and final woe can appear, however, there is another interrup'on to 
the ac'on; another interrup'on for the benefit of God’s faithful servants. Unlike the 
comfort they received when God protected them with his seal, however, this 'me his 
servants are given a solemn and difficult task. While they await the final destruc'on of 
God’s enemies, they must proclaim the message of Christ’s victory; they must be his 
witnesses to a hos'le world. They will suffer for it – even martyrdom. But their 
faithfulness will be rewarded; they will be raised from the dead and spared the coming 
destruc'on. 
 Then the third woe comes. The seventh trumpet is sounded and the same massive 
natural forces are arrayed to destroy the earth. 
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 This 'me, however, John is given a greater insight into the mechanism and the 
outcome of this final work of judgment. He sees the heavenly baUle that seals the fate of 
the world: the baUle between Satan and God’s Son. It is a baUle which is over in an 
instant, effected by Christ’s blood and his resurrec'on. It is a baUle and a victory that 
Christ’s followers share in as they con'nue to entrust their lives to him; but it is a baUle 
that results in great persecu'on for Christ’s followers in the present 'me, as Satan, 
defeated and humiliated by Christ, takes out his anger and frustra'on on Christ’s 
servants. 
 To do this, Satan enlists the services of two ‘beasts’: a beast from the sea, represen'ng 
godless human governments and poli'cal systems, which persecute Chris'ans with 
imprisonment and sword; and a beast from the land, represen'ng false religions, which 
persecute Chris'ans through social exclusion and economic depriva'on. 
 But this persecu'on will only be for the ‘short 'me’ that Satan has len. Because soon, 
aner the work of the seventh trumpet is completed, those sealed and protected friends 
of the Lamb will find themselves in his presence, purified and cared for, while God’s 
enemies will be gathered up to face the unending and restless torment of his just 
punishment. 
 The scene finally returns to the heavenly throne room, where John sees the vast 
mul'tude of the saints – those who share in the victory over Satan and his beasts – once 
again singing eternal praises to God for his great goodness and glory. 

• The seven plague-bowls 
 Just as they are gesng into full voice, though, John’s vision is once again cut short and 
replaced by a new vision. He sees seven more angels, who are given seven bowls filled 
with the seven last plagues of God. This is the series of seven that will bring the whole of 
Jesus’ revela'on to John to a close; by the end of this series, John will finally see God’s 
completed work in all its dazzling glory. 
 When the angels pour out their bowls, the ac'on is comprehensive and efficient. The 
vision of God’s judgment that John sees this 'me is a vision of the ul'mate Exodus 
plagues. When God rescued his people from slavery in Egypt at the 'me of Moses, he did 
so by unleashing ten devasta'ng plagues on the Egyp'ans. Now, however, John watches 
as he releases his great and final plagues on the whole earth; there’s no more ‘quarter’ or 
‘third,’ but his judgment falls on everyone. And once again the people refuse to repent. 
Instead, in the blindness of their sin, they curse the only one who could save them. 
 With the pouring out of the sixth bowl, then, the last baUle is joined. There is another 
interrup'on, but it is only brief: the saints are reminded to be prepared at all 'mes for 
the end. Then the ac'on con'nues as the dragon and his beasts gather the na'ons in war 
against God – but it’s fu'le. In an instant the baUle is over, and God’s final wrath is poured 
out. 
 As the destruc've forces of nature are just beginning to reverberate through the 
cosmos, John is once again given a deeper insight into this last of the seven last plagues. 
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The seventh angel shows him what will come when this seventh plague is completed: the 
kings of the world – those servants of Satan’s blasphemous beast, who had oppressed 
and killed God’s servants – will aUempt to overthrow the Lamb, only to be overthrown by 
him, and to turn on each other and tear each other apart. 
 John sees, furthermore, how the inhabitants of the earth will respond when the 
na'ons and powers of the world (represented by Babylon) will be overthrown. He sees 
their absolute horror and disbelief that this could happen, and their despondence in 
realising that their lives of rampant godlessness have been brought to a sudden end. 
 But John also sees how the news of Babylon’s destruc'on will be received in God’s 
throne room. He hears a deafening noise as the heavenly mul'tudes exult in the fact that 
God’s sovereignty and jus'ce have been reasserted; that evil has been done away with 
forever so that righteousness can once again rule. He sees the future celebra'on at the 
wedding supper of the Lamb – the final union of Christ with his people. Overcome with 
joy, John wants to worship this seventh angel who shows him these things, only to be 
sternly reminded that only God the Father and Jesus his Son are worthy of such an 
honour. 
 Then he is shown in detail the final victory of the seventh plague-bowl itself, and the 
indescribable glory to follow. He sees Jesus Christ, this 'me as a powerful warrior, riding 
out with the armies of heaven against the sea beast and the false prophet (the beast from 
the land). He watches as they are captured without a struggle and thrown, together with 
their followers, into the fiery lake of God’s wrath. 
 The focus then shins to the master of the beast and the false prophet – to Satan 
himself. John is given another perspec've on what he saw once before: he sees the 
dragon comprehensively defeated, 'ed up and locked away. He sees the victorious Christ 
and his followers sharing in his victory. In other words, he sees the heavenly side of 
persecu'on: while it appears from earth that the dragon is in control and that he has 
God’s servants on the run, the heavenly reality is that he is bound in chains while they 
rule in glory. 
 At last John sees Satan’s chains released in prepara'on for the final showdown. But 
again, it’s over before it’s begun. Despite amassing all the forces of the world behind him, 
Satan is overthrown without a fight, and thrown down to join his beasts in the lake of 
God’s wrath. 
 This opens the way for the final judgment of everyone. God, in his jus'ce, deals with 
each person individually, weighing up the merits of their deeds as he has recorded them 
in his judgment books. But John also sees a profound truth: in weighing up their deeds, 
God finds no one who makes the grade; everyone without excep'on is thrown into the 
fire of his wrath. 
 Without excep'on? Of course not! The only excep'ons are those whose names are 
wriUen in the Lamb’s book of life; those who belong to him – who know him and are 
known by him – are safe. In fact, their book of deeds is not even opened – it doesn’t need 
to be! – because the Lamb has already washed their sins away with his blood. 
8



 The judgment of the world being completed, John then sees the new crea'on of God – 
the final goal of history – in which God’s servants enjoy his abundant blessings in his 
presence and to his glory forever. 
 One of the seven last angels shows him the magnificent eternal city of God. It is a city 
the like of which no one has ever seen – unimaginable in size and wealth and glory. And it 
is a city tailor made for God’s people, to be their dwelling place forever. It is an 
interna'onal city, welcoming the Lamb’s chosen from all the na'ons of the earth; and it is 
a radiant city, burning with the brightness of the presence of God and the Lamb at its 
centre. There is nothing to spoil it; nothing to disappoint; nothing to mar its beauty. 
 And it isn’t just a city. It’s a garden as well; a lush Garden of Eden, which brings healing 
and sustenance and rest to all who live there. And it’s a vibrant garden-city: it isn’t a 
stul'fying full stop on history, but represents just the beginning of a whole new phase – 
an eternity, in fact – of ac'vity and produc'vity, of service and rule by God and by his 
people for ever and ever. 
 Once again John wants to worship the angel of the bowls who was showing him these 
things, and once again he is sternly prevented from doing so. Let the world con'nue as it 
is for the 'me being; John must just worship God and wait for the appearance of his glory. 

  EPILOGUE (22:7-21) 
 As the revela'on draws to a close, then, John is brought back full circle. He meets 
Jesus, plain and unadorned, who makes a final plea to his churches: “Behold, I am coming 
soon! Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy in this book.” 
 The reality behind the world has been uncovered: the victory of Christ, the defeat of 
Satan, the judgment of the na'ons, the glory of God’s servants. It has all been laid out 
and made clear. Now is not the 'me to waver or compromise. Now is the 'me to hear 
Jesus’ call, to grasp hold of the life he has won, to ‘overcome’ by trus'ng him, and to 
eagerly wait for his return. 
 “Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.” 

Recommended books 

➢ The Gospel in Revela/on, Graeme Goldsworthy 
A good introduc'on to the thought-world and literary style of Revela'on. 

➢ Let’s Study Revela/on, Derek Thomas 
An easy-to-read commentary. 

➢ Apocalypse Now and Then, Paul BarneU 
An easy-to-read commentary with many historical insights into John’s world. 

➢ The Book of Revela/on, G.K. Beale [NIGTC] 
A more comprehensive and technical commentary.  
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Appendix 1. The New Testament’s perspec9ve on the ‘last days’ 

 Much popular Chris'an teaching about the ‘last days’ has unfortunately been rather 
misleading and has obscured rather than enlightened the teaching of the New Testament. 
The study of the End, or the ‘last days’ is formally known as ‘eschatology’, which comes 
from two Greek words, eschatos (last, final, end) and logos (word, teaching). That is, 
‘eschatology’ is the teaching about the End. 
 The challenge when working out what the Bible’s eschatology is – what the Bible 
teaches about the ‘end’ – is to work out what ‘beginning’ this ‘end’ is referring to. If we 
get the star'ng point wrong, we will get the end point wrong as well. Where people onen 
go wrong is to assume that the star'ng point is the present day and that the finish line 
must therefore be in the future. But for first century Jews (the authors and original 
recipients of the New Testament), the star'ng point was God’s promises given to his 
ancient people – to the prophets, to David, Moses, Abraham, Noah, even as far back as 
Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. And what did God promise them? He promised 
them an eternal kingdom under the rule of a descendent of David (2 Sam 7:1-17); he 
promised them a peaceful and secure inheritance in which all enmity would cease (Is 
65:17-25) and people would live in complete obedience to God (Jer 31:31-34); he 
promised to bless all the na'ons of the world (Gen 12:1-3) and to crush the devil – the 
deceiver of humanity – forever (Gen 3:15). 
 So if that’s the beginning, where is the end? It’s interes'ng to observe an apparent 
change in the New Testament in what the phrase ‘the last day’ or ‘the last days’ seems to 
refer to. When Jesus speaks about ‘the last day’ (e.g., Jn 6:39ff; Jn 12:48), he refers to the 
resurrec'on of the dead and the great judgment at the end of 'me – events that we 
normally take to lie ahead of us, in the future. But aner Jesus’ resurrec'on, the Apostles’ 
language underwent a drama'c shin. In the first Chris'an sermon at Pentecost (Acts 2), 
Peter quotes from the Old Testament, saying, ‘In the last days, God says, I will pour out 
my Spirit on all people’ (see Joel 2:28ff). What drove him to quote this? Because the 
bystanders in Jerusalem who had come up for the feast heard the disciples, who had 
been newly endowed with the Holy Spirit, proclaiming the gospel in many foreign 
languages. And what did they conclude? That the disciples had had a bit too much to 
drink! But what did Peter say? ‘These men are not drunk, as you suppose. It's only nine in 
the morning! No, this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel’ (Acts 2:15-16). 
 ‘This is what was spoken …’ – in other words, the ‘last days’ that Joel looked forward to 
were already a reality. The eschaton – the fulfilment of the ages (see 1 Cor 10:11) – had 
already come. And the rest of the New Testament shares this perspec've. Paul, in 2 
Timothy 3:1, seems at first glance to be speaking about a future 'me when he says, ‘But 
mark this: There will be terrible 'mes in the last days.’ However as we read on, we see 
that the ‘terrible 'mes’ he is referring to concerned things that were already happening 
right there and then in Timothy’s church. And the writer of Hebrews makes it patently 
obvious when the ‘last days’ were: ‘In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the 
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prophets at many 'mes and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by 
his Son’ (Heb 1:1-2). The appearance of Jesus, and par'cularly his enthronement at God’s 
right hand by his death, resurrec'on and ascension, marked the appearance of the last 
days – the end of history. 
 Of course we know very well that history hasn’t ended. The New Testament is clear 
that there is a day of reckoning s'll to come; that the eternal kingdom Jesus established 
on the cross is yet to be revealed to all; that Jesus is yet to return to take us into glory. 
However this does not in any way diminish the fact that the ‘end’ – the eschaton – is 
already with us. The last days have already arrived and the decisive baUle with God’s 
enemies has already played out (see, for example Eph 1:18-23 & Col 3:15). We are, as 
John says, living not just in the last days, but in ‘the last hour’ (1 Jn 2:18). 
 This perspec've on the ‘end’ (known technically as ‘realised eschatology’, meaning that 
the ‘end’ has already become a reality) is common to all the New Testament writers. 
 Revela'on is no excep'on. 
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Appendix 2. Old Testament background 

 It is not easy to decide what exactly is in the background of every verse in Revela'on. 
There is a lot of dispute even over how we decide what qualifies as a background 
reference. The problem is that John never once quotes directly from the Old Testament – 
he only indirectly alludes to it.  
 There are a few occasions where his allusion is so strong that there can be no doubt 
what verse he has in mind (e.g., 1:7, 13; 2:27; 4:8; 7:17; 12:5; 19:15; 21:4). This is the 
closest he gets to making a direct quote. 
 There are many more occasions where the Old Testament background is 
unques'onable, however the allusion is less direct (e.g., 1:4, 8, 13-15; 3:7; 4:2-3, 6-8; 5:5; 
6:2, 4, 5, 8, 16, etc.). Some'mes John alludes to a par'cular Old Testament background 
by using similar ideas, even though the words he uses may be quite different. For 
example, John’s descrip'on of Babylon in chapter 18 draws heavily on the descrip'on of 
Tyre in Ezekiel 26-28. However, his list of Babylon’s wares in Revela'on 18:12-13, is not an 
exact copy of the list of Tyre’s wares in Ezekiel 27:12-24. Despite the lack of verbal 
similarity, though, the context and the similar concepts used tell us this is a certain 
allusion in the form of a loose paraphrase. 
 There are also a number of verses which, while they don’t allude to any one Old 
Testament verse in par'cular, clearly refer either to an event in the Old Testament (e.g., 
2:14,20; 8:7-12; 15:3; 16:2-4,8-10, etc.), or to an Old Testament theme (e.g., 2:23; 5:9; 
6:6,8,12-14, etc.). In the case of an Old Testament theme, it is impossible to decide which 
verse, if any, John had in mind. It could just be that he was drawing on his general 
Chris'an vocabulary without thinking about where it came from, just as we onen use 
stock Chris'an phrases (e.g., ‘jus'fied by faith’) without thinking about the par'cular 
passage or passages they come from. 
 There are also many places where it is not obvious whether John had a par'cular verse 
in mind or not – this is a maUer of opinion. There are clues we can use to help reduce the 
uncertainty, though. If, for example, there is a ques'onable allusion, but the same Old 
Testament context is used elsewhere in Revela'on, especially in a nearby verse, then it is 
more likely that John had that par'cular verse in mind. 
 To reflect the differing levels of certainty as to what really lies in the background of 
each verse, I have adopted a coded way of presen'ng the references. The code is as 
follows: 

i. Certain allusions are in bold print (e.g., Ex 19:6). 
ii. Probable allusions are in normal print (e.g., Eze 43:2). 
iii. Possible allusions are preceded by a question mark (e.g., ?Num 24:17). 
iv. Themes or events are in italic print (e.g., Ps 89:49). In these cases, I have given one 

or more of the best examples of the theme John has in mind; you could find more 
examples for yourself if you wanted! 
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 Some references are followed by (LXX). This means that the allusion is to the Greek 
version of the Old Testament, known as the Septuagint, not the Hebrew text, which is the 
basis of our modern transla'ons. Some'mes your Bible may give the Greek version in a 
footnote. Otherwise, if you are really interested, you could search out a transla'on of the 
Septuagint and verify it for yourself. 
 If you do look up a suggested background reference and can’t immediately see why I 
have chosen it, then try reading the verse in its broader context, both in the Old 
Testament and in Revela'on. If it is s'll unclear, then maybe I’ve been seeing allusions 
where there are none. Also, there is a good chance I’ve missed some allusions, so please 
feel free to add your own findings to this list. 
 Apart from at 12:2, 5, where I think it is helpful, I have not aUempted to include 
allusions to the other books of the New Testament. This is because knowing exactly what 
New Testament books John had, and in what form, is a maUer of pure conjecture: we 
can’t be sure, first, exactly when Revela'on was wriUen, second, exactly when all the 
other New Testament books reached their final form, and third, how quickly they spread 
through the ancient world. In any case, we are usually far more familiar with the New 
Testament, so can understand quite easily what John is referring to (e.g., 3:3; 5:6, etc.). 
 It is also helpful to remember that John has a penchant for using mul'ple references to 
create a ‘collage’ of meaning. For example, in his descrip'on of the woman in chapter 12 
he alludes to Joseph’s dream, prophe'c descrip'ons of Israel as a woman in labour, and, 
of course, the narra've of Jesus’ birth. The woman does not simply represent Mary, or 
Israel, or Rachel, but is a composite of all of them. 
 Finally, whenever John alludes to an Old Testament verse, he also intends to bring to 
our aUen'on the context in which that verse is found. So, for example, when we read 
about the thrones and books being opened (Rev 20:11-12), which is a clear allusion to 
Daniel 7:9-10, we are meant to think also of the Son of Man receiving all authority and 
power (Dan 7:13-14) – that is, this scene depic'ng God’s final judgment must be 
understood against the background of the enthronement of God’s King. And John has 
already shown us that Jesus is this King and that by his death and resurrec'on he has 
already received authority over all things (1:13-18). The final judgment of God was played 
out first and foremost at the cross. 
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21:5 Is 6:1; 65:17 
 Eze 1:26 
21:6 ?Ps 36:8 
 Is 44:6; 48:12 
 Is 55:1 
21:7 ?Hos 11:1 
21:8 Gn 19:24 
 Ps 11:6 
 Is 30:33 
 Eze 38:22 
21:9  
21:10 Eze 40:2 
21:11 Is 60:1-2,19 
21:12 ?Ex 28:21 
 Eze 48:30-35 
21:13 Eze 48:30-35 
21:14 ?Ex 28:21 
 ?1 Ki 7:10 
21:15 Eze 40:3,5 
21:16 Eze 48:16 
21:17  
21:18 ?Job 28:17 
21:19 Ex 28:17-20 
 Is 54:11-12 
21:20 Ex 28:17-20 

 Is 54:12 
21:21 ?Job 28:17-18 
 Is 54:12 
21:22  
21:23 Is 60:19-20 
21:24 Is 60:3,5 
21:25 Is 60:11 
21:26 Is 60:5 
 Is 66:12 
21:27 Ex 32:32-33 
 Ps 69:28 
 Is 52:1 
 Jl 3:17 
 Dan 12:1 

22:1 Gn 2:10 
 Ps 46:4 
 Eze 47:1 
 Jl 3:18 
 Zec 14:8 
22:2 Gn 2:9; 3:22,24 
 Eze 47:7,12 
22:3 Gn 3:16-19 
 Zec 14:11 
22:4 ?Ex 33:20 
 ?Job 19:26-27 
22:5 Is 60:19-20 
 Dan 7:18,27 
22:6 Dan 2:28-29 
22:7 ?Mal 3:1 
22:8  
22:9  
22:10 Dan 12:4 
22:11  
22:12 Ps 62:12 
 Prov 24:12 
 Is 40:10; 62:11 
 Jer 17:10 
22:13 Is 44:6; 48:12 
22:14 Gn 2:9; 3:22,24 
 Eze 47:12 
22:15  
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22:16 Num 24:17 
 Is 11:1,10 
22:17 Is 55:1 
22:18 Dt 4:2 
 Dt 28:58-59 
22:19 Gn 2:9; 3:22,24 
 Dt 4:2 
 Eze 47:12 
22:20 ?Mal 3:1 
22:21 ?Num 6:24-26 
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Appendix 3. The structure of Revela9on 

Prologue – John receives a revela/on from Christ 1:1-8 

A. Instruc9ons (1:9-3:22) 

 The setting – John, suffering on Patmos, meets the victorious Lord Jesus (1:9-16) 

 Transi'on – Jesus commands John to write (1:17-20) 

 LeUers to the seven churches (2:1-3:22) 
  LeUer to Ephesus (2:1-7) 
  LeUer to Smyrna (2:8-11) 
  LeUer to Pergamum (2:12-17) 
  LeUer to Thya'ra (2:18-29) 
  LeUer to Sardis (3:1-6) 
  LeUer to Philadelphia (3:7-13) 
  LeUer to Laodicea (3:14-22) 

B. Mo9va9on (4:1-22:10) 

 Introduc'on – God’s throne room (4:1-5:14) 

  The eternal worship of God (4:1-11) 
  The Lamb worshipped together with God (5:1-14) 

1. Seven Seals (5:1-8:5) 

 Introduc'on – the Lamb takes the scroll sealed with seven seals (5:1-14) 

 First seal – white horse (6:1-2) 
 Second seal – red horse (6:3-4) 
 Third seal – black horse (6:5-6) 
 Fourth seal – pale horse (6:7-8) 

 Finh seal – martyrs (6:9-11) 
 Sixth seal – final judgment an'cipated (6:12-17) 

  Interrup/on – final salva/on (7:1-17) 
   144,000 are sealed for final salva/on (7:1-8) 
   A great mul/tude in heaven praising God and the Lamb (7:9-17) 

 Seventh seal – final judgment enacted (8:1-5) 
  The seventh seal opened (8:1-4) 
  Thunder, rumblings, lightning, earthquake (8:5) 

2. Seven Trumpets (8:2-15:4) 

 Introduc'on – seven angels are given seven trumpets (8:2, 6) 
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 First trumpet – earth (8:7) 
 Second trumpet – sea (8:8-9) 
 Third trumpet – waters (8:10-11) 
 Fourth trumpet – lights (8:12) 

 Finh trumpet + first woe – torment (8:13-9:11) 
 Sixth trumpet + second woe – death (9:12-21) 

  Interrup/on (10:1-11:13) 
   Command to prophesy (10:1-11) 
   Persecuted for prophesying (11:1-13) 

 Seventh trumpet + third woe – final judgment and salva'on (11:14-15:4) 
  Final judgment enacted (11:14-19) 
   The seventh trumpet sounded (11:14) 
   Voices in heaven praising God and Christ (11:14-18) 
   Lightning, rumblings, thunder, earthquake, hailstorm (11:19) 

  Victory and persecu'on (12:1-13:18) 
   Victory – the defeat and wrath of Satan (12:1-18) 
   Persecu'on – Satan’s allies: the beast and the false prophet (13:1-18) 

  Final judgment and salva'on (14:1-15:4) 
   Final salva'on – 144,000 in heaven with the Lamb (14:1-5) 
   Final judgment and salva'on proclaimed (14:6-13) 
   Final judgment – the harvest and the winepress (14:14-20) 

  A last glimpse – those victorious over the beast singing in heaven (15:2-4) 

3. Seven Bowls (15:1-22:11) 

 Introduc'on – seven angels are given seven bowls (15:1, 5-16:1) 

 First bowl – earth (16:2) 
 Second bowl – sea (16:3) 
 Third bowl – waters (16:4) 

  Commentary on God’s wrath (16:5-7) 

 Fourth bowl – lights (16:8-9) 

 Finh bowl – torment (16:10-11) 
 Sixth bowl – death (16:12-14,16) 

  Interrup/on (16:15) 

 Seventh bowl – final judgment and salva'on (16:17-22:6, 8-11) 
  Final judgment enacted (16:17-21) 
   The seventh bowl poured out (16:17a) 
   A loud voice – ‘It is done!’ (16:17b) 
   Lightning, rumblings, thunder, huge earthquake & hailstones (16:18-21) 
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  Victory and persecu'on (17:1-19:10) 
   The Lamb’s victory over the persecutors of the saints (17:1-18) 
   The fall of Babylon the great (18:1-24) 
   A great mul'tude in heaven praising God; the wedding supper of the Lamb 

(19:1-10) 

  Final judgment and salva'on (19:11-21:8) 
   God’s just judge appears (19:11-16) 
   The final judgment of the beast and false prophet (19:17-21) 
   The binding of Satan; the rule of the saints (20:1-6) 
   The final judgment of Satan (20:7-10) 
   The final judgment of all who are not in the Lamb’s book of life; the final salva'on 

of the saints (20:11-21:8) 

  A last glimpse – God’s people ruling with God and the Lamb (21:9-22:6, 8-11) 
   The new Jerusalem – the home of God and his people (21:9-27) 
   The garden city – the curse reversed; God’s purposes fulfilled (22:1-5) 
   The end of John’s revela'on (22:6, 8-11) 

Epilogue – the last exhorta/on of the risen Christ 22:7, 12-21 

A few comments on this structure: 

1. The ques'on of Revela'on’s structure is by no means a simple one. There are nearly 
as many different opinions about how Revela'on is structured as there are 
commentators on Revela'on! The structure above represents my own understanding 
of how the book holds together based on my study of it, so you won’t find it in any of 
the commentaries . But I hope it helps you to get a picture for how the leUer fits 5

together as a whole. But if it doesn’t, then leave it and use whatever will help you. 
2. If you look carefully, you will no'ce that some verses in the structure above have been 

assigned to more than one sec'on. This is because John doesn’t organise his material 
into separate liUle logical packets. His aim is not to write a logical trea'se, but to 
create a sense of momentum – of increasing tension and drama. In order to do this, he 
onen uses a technique of ‘interlocking’ the end of one sec'on with the beginning of 
the next (e.g., the angels receive their trumpets in 8:2, a few verses before the seventh 
seal finishes doing its work). By doing this, each new scene bursts onto the stage 
before the previous one has finished, giving a sense of urgency and exhilara'on to the 
unfolding drama. 

 While I do believe that there are compelling reasons for structuring Revela'on this way, there is not space in these studies 5

to go into it in any depth.
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3. This ‘interlocking’ also appears within sec'ons, most notably in the seven seals, where 
we see elements of God’s final judgment and salva'on appearing before they are 
supposed to, that is, before the seventh seal is opened (e.g., final judgment in 6:12-17 
and final salva'on in chapter 7). If it helps, I picture the seven seals as being like a 
telescoped version of the other two sets of seven: in his effort to shorten his 
perspec've on God’s work in judgment and salva'on, he has pushed later elements 
back into earlier scenes, so that they appear to be a liUle out of place. In the trumpets, 
and especially in the bowls, however, where John’s descrip'ons are far more detailed 
and expansive, his perspec've is stretched out again so that everything now comes in 
its proper place . 6

 Well, not quite everything! No'ce that in 16:5-7 there is a short hymn which gives a foretaste of the final victory that will 6

not come un'l 16:17. Once again, this draws our aUen'on forwards to what we know must be coming and so makes it feel 
like the drama is being played out almost in fast-mo'on.
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Appendix 4. The meaning of 666 
Revela9on 13:18 

 Ul'mately, this mark, whatever it actually was, is the name or number of the beast. 
Doubtless for reasons of security, John does not give the name of the Roman emperor. He 
does, however, give his number, 666. As it was not possible to write numerals in Hebrew 
and Greek, writers in those languages were forced to use leUers of their alphabets to 
denote numbers. Thus a=1, b=2 and so on. But it is almost impossible to be sure what 
leUers are intended by John’s six hundred and sixty six, though there have been many 
guesses. It is not even certain whether we are to seek an answer in Hebrew or Greek! The 
most favoured specula'on is that 666 = Nero Caesar [in Hebrew, more or less!]. This 
emperor, it will be remembered, was the first persecutor, a larger than life figure among 
emperors in the recent half century and one, furthermore, whom many expected to come 
back from the dead and resume his former posi'on. 
 More certain, however, is the significance of the numbers. The dragon and the sea 
beast each have seven heads (12:3; 13:1); they present themselves as divinely wise. But 
seven is God’s number, eternal and divine; six is merely human, man’s number. In this 
context six is an evil and preten'ous approxima'on; triple six perhaps represents the evil 
trinity of the dragon, the sea beast and the land beast, posturing as God. 
 Fascina'ng though John’s 13th chapter is as a historical commentary on the poli'cal 
and religious pressure being applied to Chris'an believers in proconsular Asia in the 
nine'es, its significance extends far beyond its original context. His words show that a 
secular ruler’s demand to be worshipped/obeyed without ques'on, as supported by 
religion or ideology, will mean great conflict for Chris'ans. It does not maUer whether it is 
Stalin, Hitler or the emperor of Japan, the principle will hold true. 
 Chris'ans are to render to Caesar civil obedience, the payment of taxes and reasonable 
coopera'on. But they may not worship Caesar, only God. Whenever Caesar, in whatever 
historical dress he appears, demands worship of his subjects, then he has become an'-
Christ, subs'tute Christ. Those Chris'ans fortunate enough to live under democra'c rule 
should be very thankful indeed for this providence and, at the same 'me, deeply 
prayerful for those of our family who live under regimes where they are brought into 
dangerous conflict with the authori'es. 
 John issues two calls to his readers in chapter 13, trapped as they were by the evil 
alliance of the sea beast and the land beast. One call is for pa/ent endurance and 
faithfulness (13:10) in the face of what is, in reality, Satanic assault. The devil’s war 
against Christ is expressed as war against his people. They, like their Lamb-leader, do not 
shrink from death (12:11). 
 John’s second call to his readers is for wisdom (13:18) to understand that the forces 
piUed against them are neither divine nor eternal. Despite his preten'ons to deity, as 
signified by his seven heads, the beast’s number is a human number. In other words, 
while the evil one who inspires this assault is a supernatural being, his human instrument 
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is not. Wisdom, as mediated by John’s teaching, will enable the reader to have a true 
perspec've on these maUers. The beast is only human. 

 Paul BarneU, Apocalypse Now and Then: Reading Revela/on Today, pp. 112-113. 
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Appendix 5. Who are those who reign with Christ for 1,000 years? 
Revela9on 20:4-6 

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I 

saw the souls of those who had been Abeheaded because of Btheir tes'mony for Jesus  7

and because of the word of God. They had Cnot worshipped the beast or his image and 
had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and 
Fareigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life un'l 
the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrec'on. Blessed and holy are those 

who Dhave part in the first resurrec'on. EThe second death has no power over them, but 

they will be Fbpriests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years. 

Where we see similar descrip9ons elsewhere in Revela9on 

A. Killed because of faithfulness to Jesus (2:13; 6:11; 13:10, 15) 

B. The tes'mony of Jesus and the word of God (1:2, 9; 6:9; 12:11) 
Killed because of the testimony of Jesus and the word of God (6:9; 12:11) 

C. Those who do not worship the beast and have not received his mark on their 
foreheads or their hands (3:12; 13:8, 15(-17); 14:1; 15:2; 22:4) 

D. Resurrec'on (1:5, 18; 2:8; 12:5 ; (5:6, 9, 12; 13:8) ) 8 9

E. Those over whom the second death has no power (2:11; 20:14-15; 21:8) 

F. a. Those who will reign (1:9; 2:26-27; 3:21; 5:10; 12:11; 22:5) 
b. A kingdom and priests (1:6; 5:10)

 Their tes/mony for Jesus is literally the tes/mony of Jesus (see 1:2,9).7

 While ‘resurrec'on’ or ‘being dead but now alive’ are not men'oned, Jesus being ‘snatched up to heaven’ obviously alludes 8

to his resurrec'on and ascension.

 The fact that the Lamb who was slain is now being worshipped presupposes that he has also risen from the dead.9
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