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First Baptist Church Bible Reading and Prayer Plan 
New Testament Devotional  

Week 20: May 16-22; Revelation 1-5 
Donna Reiter 

 
 

Introduction to Revelation 
The Bible is like a newspaper. When people read the newspaper, they automatically adjust their 
interpretation for the type of article they are reading. No one reads the obituaries with the 
same skepticism as the want ads. More discernment is needed when reading an editorial piece 
than the police report. Most people would probably interpret the recipes pretty literally, but 
not the comics. This is something we all do automatically because we understand the genres of 
the newspaper. There are also many different genres in the Bible and, like the newspaper, 
understanding the genre is necessary to interpret the message. 
 
The book of Revelation contains three different genres. It is an epistle, a letter to seven literal 
churches. It is also prophecy describing future events. But it is primarily apocalyptic literature. 
In fact, the word translated “Revelation” is the Greek word, apocalupsis. A lot of people think of 
catastrophic, end-of-the world scenarios when they hear the term “apocalypse,” but that is not 
how John would have defined it. Apocalyptic literature was simply something that could only be 
known by supernatural revelation. 
 
Apocalyptic literature was familiar to both the Jews and Christians of the first century, but it is 
foreign to us. Western culture expects specific details, literal interpretations, and chronological, 
linear timelines. Although written in a genre unfamiliar to us, the book of Revelation is no less 
the Word of God; it is just more challenging. 
 
Following are just a few characteristics of apocalyptic literature that may be helpful when 
reading Revelation. 
 
1. Unlike prophecies which are generally short, memorized speeches, apocalyptic literature 

was meant to be read, not preached. The communication is usually one long message. It is 
also non-linear, like a song with repeating themes. 

2. The point of apocalyptic literature is to give an overall impression, not specific details.   
3. Prophecies were usually warnings intended to point out errors so people or a nation would 

change their behavior to avoid future consequences. Apocalyptic literature, on the other 
hand, was intended encourage suffering people: God will eventually act on your behalf (no 
action necessary from the intended audience). 

4. Apocalyptic literature was usually written in a time of oppression and intended for the 
persecuted people—an inside group. It was not a message for the population at large and 
certainly not for the governing rulers. As such, it often employed coded references which 
outsiders would not understand. 

5. Prophecy used pictures from everyday life like sheep, pottery, and vines. Apocalyptic 
literature used symbolic, unworldly pictures like a woman large enough to sit on seven 
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hills, beasts with seven heads and a dragon large enough to wipe stars from the sky with 
his tail. These symbols may have been part of the code or they may have been describing 
the indescribable. 

6. Numbers are generally used symbolically rather than literally. In the book of Revelation, 
the number five is used three times, six is only mentioned twice, eight, one time, and nine 
not at all. But seven appears 55 times. Four, three and twelve also show up as symbolic 
numbers throughout the book. 
 

As you read Revelation over the next four weeks, here are a few suggestions: 

• Keep the characteristics of the genre in mind. It is important to remember that the 
Revelation was written for us, but not to us. It would have been unlikely that God would 
have sent a message to encourage the beleaguered first century church that would have 
no meaning until 2000 years later. The message had to be relevant to all people of all 
cultures of all time. It would have been impossible for John to use literal language that 
would have been meaningful to that broad of an audience.   

• There are many interpretations for the book of Revelation. The major differences come 
from how literally or how symbolically one interprets. Since we do not have an inspired 
guideline for the required degree of literal vs. symbolic, we need to be humble and refrain 
from arguing about things God has not clearly revealed.  

• We have all been taught certain things about the end times, but frequently we don’t know 
why we believe them. As much as possible, read Revelation for the message contained 
here and not with a preconceived version of the end times.   

• Read thoughtfully and carefully. Pray for understanding. God may not give you the outline 
of the end of the world, but He will give you the message He has for you. God only gives us 
what we need to know, not everything we would like to know. 

• Almost 70% of the book contains allusions or references to the Old Testament. It is 
important to remember that God used John with his background and understanding to 
convey a message about things that were unknown and unseen. (That’s also why it is 
important to study the whole Bible—God’s Word is not disjointed random messages.) 

• Remember, John was attempting to describe something he had never seen before with the 
understanding and vocabulary he had. Imagine trying to describe navy blue to someone 
who was born blind. You at least have the advantage of knowing what navy blue is. John 
was describing things he had never seen before to people who had no point of reference. 

 
Even with all these challenges, it is important to study this book. The danger of ignoring the 
message of Revelation is that we will miss what God is working out in our world today.  
 
The book of Revelation really needs time for an involved investigation but space is very limited 
in this format so we can only skim the surface and touch on a few points from each week. The 
letters to the churches (chapters 2-3) have been previously discussed in the Bible Reading and 
Prayer Plan (Book Four, Week 13) so they will not be discussed again here. 
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A great way to begin the book of Revelation is to observe John’s response to seeing the majesty 
of the glorified Jesus. John had traveled with Jesus for three years and it is possible that he had 
known Jesus his whole life. John was the one who leaned back on Jesus at the Last Supper (John 
21:20) and the one who had the audacity to come with his mother and brother to ask if he 
could sit by Jesus on His throne (Matthew 20). Jesus nicknamed John, along with his brother 
James, the “sons of thunder” (Mark 3:17). John had a close friendship with Jesus on earth and 
described his relationship with Jesus in his epistle as “which we have heard, which we have 
seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched (1 John 1:1). But 
when he saw the glorified Jesus, he fell in fear at Jesus’s feet (Revelation 1:17-18). 
 
Here in America, we pride ourselves on our freedom and independence. We have never bowed 
to anyone, but we did respect authority. However, as a culture, that has been diminishing. 
Disrespect for teachers is common among students, Hollywood portrays fathers as comedic 
buffoons, preachers as hypocrites and policemen as corrupt. Politicians have frequently shown 
themselves unworthy of high regard so that as a nation we rarely esteem our governing 
leaders. We are concerned about equality, but many have forgotten what it means to respect 
anyone. And perhaps this has even affected Christianity. We have so emphasized the great gift 
God has given us in accepting and adopting us and Jesus referring to us as His friends, that we 
might become careless about who He is and how we speak to Him and about Him. 
 
Throughout the Bible there are many examples of people who encountered God. Each one 
responds with the understanding of their unworthiness and God’s majesty. When the Lord 
challenged Job, Job realized the folly of his cavalier attitude toward God, “I spoke of things I did 
not understand, things too wonderful for me to know. . .My ears had heard of You but now my 
eyes have seen You.  Therefore, I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:3, 5-6). 
 
Similarly, when Isaiah saw God on His throne, he responded, “Woe to me! I am ruined! For I am 
a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my eyes have seen the 
King, the Lord Almighty” (Isaiah 6:5). The nation of Israel reacted the same way when they 
encountered God at Mt. Sinai and “saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound 
of the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid and trembled, and they 
stood far off and said to Moses, ‘You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not let God speak to 
us, lest we die’” (Exodus 20:18-19). 
 
The Bible says God does not change. He is still the Great I AM who spoke like thunder from the 
mountain, parted the Red Sea and raised the dead. God asked the Israelites, “Is it not because I 
have long been silent that you do not fear Me?” (Isaiah 57:11b) and Jeremiah chastised the 
people for losing their awe of God (Jeremiah 2:19). Seeing John’s response, perhaps we need to 
examine our attitude toward the Almighty. The great lesson of Revelation is that Jesus came as 
a servant the first time, but He is returning as the victorious King in all His splendor and power. 
 
John saw the glorified Christ standing among seven lampstands with seven stars in His hand and 
a sharp, two-edged sword coming from His mouth. Literal stars would be too large and too 
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bright for John to count but the explanation of the symbolism is given in verse 20. The stars are 
the angels (messengers) caring for the churches—Jesus holds them in His hand. 
 
The lampstands are the churches. The Jewish Christians who read John’s Revelation would have 
thought of the lampstand in Zechariah’s vision. That lampstand in Zechariah 4 represented the 
promise that the temple, which had been destroyed by the Babylonians, would be rebuilt. In the 
Old Testament, the temple was the place where God dwelt among His people. 
 
In John’s lifetime the temple had once again been destroyed, this time by the Romans. But this 
time the temple did not need to be rebuilt. When the Samaritan woman asked Jesus the proper 
place to worship, He answered, “a time is coming and has now come when the true worshipers 
will worship the Father in the Spirit and in truth” (John 4:23-24). Paul asked the question, “Don’t 
you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in your midst?”       
(1 Corinthians 3:16) and Peter wrote, “you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual 
house” (1 Peter 2:5).  We—members of the Church—are the lampstands, shining for the world 
to see. Jesus described Himself in chapter two as the One who walks among the seven golden 
lampstands. The beauty of this description is that Jesus is still “walking” among us. 
 
The description of a sword coming from Christ’s mouth is hard to envision. The concept of a sword 
is found elsewhere in the New Testament: Hebrews 4:12, “The Word of God is. . .sharper than any 
two-edged sword,” and Ephesians 6:17, “the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God.” The 
Word of God is the sword. Jesus is the Word of God (John 1:1) and the Word emanates from Him. 
 
Throughout Revelation, however, John used a different word for sword, one that was more 
closely related to judgment and retribution in the Roman world (2:16; 19:15, 21). God spoke 
the world into existence by the Word of His mouth (Genesis 1; Hebrews 11:3; John 1:1-3, 10; 
Colossians 1:16, etc.) Paul wrote that Jesus would overthrow the lawless man in the same way, 
by just the breath of His mouth (2 Thessalonians 2:8). Perhaps the concept for us to grasp is the 
Mighty Conqueror is coming to carry out justice and He can do so with just His spoken Word. 
 
What John saw when he entered the throne room went beyond his ability to describe. 
Throughout the book he wrote, “like” or “as” trying to describe the indescribable. Of the throne 
room he wrote, “The One who sat there had the appearance of jasper and ruby. A rainbow that 
shone like an emerald encircled the throne.” In our western minds, a rainbow is many colored; 
an emerald is green. Perhaps ‘shining like an emerald’ was just the most beautiful and brightest 
thing John could imagine to describe the wonder. 
 
Ezekiel had a similar vision of God’s throne room. When he tried to describe it, he used 
sapphire instead of emerald, jasper, or ruby, but he also described a rainbow. What they saw 
was beyond human ability to describe, but Ezekiel, like John, fell facedown before the glory of 
the Lord (Ezekiel 1:28; 3:23). 
 
A challenging statement is the “seven spirits of God” (Revelation 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6). However, 
since Revelation is the only place in the Bible that mentions seven spirits of God and since seven 
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is often used symbolically for completion, this would be a place to assume symbolism. There is 
no reason to throw out orthodox theology and take the number literally. This perhaps 
represents the wholeness of God’s Being which is beyond expression. 
 
John was overwhelmed by the glory of the throne room which was beyond his comprehension. 
As Paul wrote, “...no eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived the things God has 
prepared for those who love Him” (1 Corinthians 2:9). 
 
I believe when we, too, see God on His throne, we will also respond in absolute perfect 
worship, but we do not need to wait until we are in the throne room to begin. My challenge to 
you this week is to spend some time just glorying in the awesomeness of God we can see here 
and now. Listen to some beautiful music and pay attention to the way the notes work together, 
go outside at night and gaze at the stars. Examine the new growth of spring. Spend some time 
in wonder at the amazing way numbers work together mathematically. Look at a baby’s little 
fingers, toes and eyes or watch a bird flying. Reread Revelation 4-5 and take time to ponder and 
praise our awesome God. 

 
 

 


