
 
 	

 

 
Revelation Kick-Off, April 2022 
 

Revelation: Background & Interpretation 
 

The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that 
must soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who 
bore witness to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he 
saw. 3 Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are 
those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the time is near. 

Revelation 1:1-3 
 
I. Background 
 
A. Authorship & Date 
 

It is now widely agreed that Revelation was written around 95 AD near the end of the reign of 
the Roman emperor Domitian. Some believe it was written shortly before the destruction of the Temple 
in 70 AD, but there are several difficulties with this view. First, Revelation depicts occasional and 
localized persecution (2:3, 13; 3:8-9) that is about to increase, while persecution under the emperor 
Nero in 64-65 AD was much more intense and widespread. Second, it was under Domitian that 
emperor worship became much more common. For instance, a cult of emperor worship was 
established at Ephesus under Domitian, and Christian resistance to this increasingly became the 
reason for their persecution. Third, the late date is preferrable because of various known dated events 
within the churches: Laodicea is called “rich” but they experienced a devastating earthquake in 60-61 
AD, which likely required more than a few years to recover. Smyrna may not have even been founded 
until 60-64 AD. The early date also falls within the lifetime of Timothy and possibly Paul, which makes 
the Ephesian church’s loss of their “first love” seem less plausible. 
  To this we may add that the earliest patristic writers: Victorinus, Eusebius, possibly Clement of 
Alexandria, Origen, and Irenaeus (quoted below) place the writing during the reign of Domitian.  
 

We will not, however, incur the risk of pronouncing positively as to the name of Antichrist; 
for if it were necessary that his name should be distinctly revealed in this present time, it 
would have been announced by him who beheld the Apocalypse. For it was seen not 
very long ago, but almost in our day, toward the end of Domitian’s reign.1 

 
The book of Revelation was written from the island of Patmos by John. This John is either the 

Apostle John (who also wrote the Gospel of John, and 1-3 John), or possibly an otherwise unknown 
John the Seer/Elder. This John was in exile on Patmos as punishment for being a Christian. The 
authorship of Revelation is hotly debated, but some reasons to favor the Apostle are as follows: First, 
the author speaks of himself simply as “John” without additional clarification (that is “the” John) this 
seems more likely of the Apostle than another John. Second, stylistic differences compared to the 
Gospel of John or his letters may be accounted for by the different occasion and genre, and Revelation 
does contain many common themes with John’s other writings: manna, living water, light and life, the 
call to conquer, Jesus as the Word, the Lamb, the Shepherd, and so on. Third, all of the earliest 

 
1	G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Carlisle, Cumbria: W.B. Eerdmans; Paternoster Press, 1999), 19–20. 
	



 
 	

 

references to authorship ascribe Revelation to the Apostle: Justin Martyr (100-165), the Gnostic 
“Apocryphon of Johannis” (~150 AD), Clement of Alexandria (150-215), Tertullian (155-220), and 
Irenaeus (130-202): 
 

John also, the Lord’s disciple, when beholding the sacerdotal and glorious advent of His 
kingdom, says in the Apocalypse: “I turned to see the voice that spake with me…” 

 
B. Genre  
 
 The book of Revelation contains and blends three genres. It is primarily an Apocalyptic book 
(Rev 1:1), but also contains prophesy (1:3), and is addressed as a letter to the seven churches (1:4). 
This composition is unique in the New Testament.  

Most of the New Testament is made up of letters, but there are apocalyptic sections of the Old 
Testament, such as parts of Daniel, Ezekiel, and Zechariah, and also many Jewish writings that are not 
part of the Scriptures such as the book of 2 Baruch, 4 Ezra, Jubilees, and the War Scroll found at 
Qumran. These writings share with their OT predecessors and Revelation a common symbolic 
vocabulary and themes such as a time of tribulation culminating in a final great battle, judgment, and 
beginning of a New Age. These other writings can help scholars understand Revelation, but ultimately 
Revelation should be understood as the God-inspired pinnacle of this form of writing.  
 Instead of trying to describe with words something that is indescribable (like the throne room of 
God), apocalyptic writing uses images to tell the story or convey information. These images were like a 
shared language for Jewish people around Jesus’s lifetime.  The images made sense to the first 
readers of Revelation, and we should avoid fanciful interpretations that go far beyond what first century 
Jewish readers would have known. 
   A helpful analogy might be the road signs we use in America, not all of them of them have 
words, but we generally know what the images mean.  Another example, we know when we read a 
political cartoon that a donkey represents the Democratic party, and an Elephant represents the 
Republican party.  Revelation likewise uses shared imagery to convey messages, but in the case of 
Revelation the images describe visions that might otherwise be indescribable. 
 The key to interpreting the meaning of the symbolic visions is 1) the book of Revelation 
itself and 2) the use of the Old Testament in Revelation (278 of 404 contain OT allusions). 
 
 
II. Four Schools of Interpretation: 
 There are four general approaches to the interpretation of Revelation: preterist, historicist, 
idealist, and futurist. The charts on the following pages are taken from the ESV Study Bible.  
 A Preterist (or partial-Preterist) approach reads chapters 4-19 of the book of Revelation as 
portraying past events.  For the full Preterist, Revelation was fulfilled in 70 A.D. when Rome destroyed 
the Jerusalem Temple. For the partial-Preterist, the fulfillment of Revelation 6-19 lasts through the 
patristic age, but the New Creation is still future as in the chart below. Well known contemporary 
proponents of preterism are R.C. Sproul, N.T. Wright, and Douglas Wilson. 
 
 

 



 
 	

 

 A Historicist approach reads specific scenes in Revelation 4-19 as predicting specific events 
throughout the whole course of church history from the first century to today.  So, for every one vision in 
Revelation, there is one corresponding event in church history.  While popular among Christians in the 
past (for example Luther, Calvin, & Wesley), this view is no longer widely held. 
 
 

 
 
 A Futurist approach reads the book of Revelation as if it pertains only to the future. Often this 
positions fixates on the immediate future. This is the most common understanding in American 
evangelicalism, largely because of the Left Behind series. Other futurists would be John McArthur, 
Wayne Grudem. 
 
 

 
 
 An Idealist recognizes that the scenes in Revelation symbolically portray the meaning of events 
in all history rather than predicting specific events that will happen.  Because of the presence of 
recapitulation, the Idealist does not see the body of Revelation as necessarily reflecting a sequence or 
chronology of events. In that way, an Idealist affirms that Revelation portrays the past, and the present, 
and the future--because it uses symbols to describe the meaning of history and events, until Christ 
comes again. Greg Beale, Sam Storms 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 	

 

 We, and many prominent scholars, hold an eclectic or mixed view. The Preterist is surely right 
that the original audience and context of the book must be taken seriously, and that the our modernity 
prevents us from feeling the weight of Roman imperial dominance and the destruction of Jerusalem. 
The Historicist is surely right to see epochal moments in church history as reflecting the ongoing battle 
between the Lamb and the Beast, the Bride and Babylon. The Futurist is right to emphasize that 
Revelation is a “prophetic” book that very well may contain multiple fulfillments, and may still await its 
final fulfillment. The Idealist is right to emphasize the meaning and significance of the visions instruct 
Christians in every age, regardless of the historical circumstance. 
 What is important for us to note is that each of these interpretive approaches is possible, and 
none of them falls outside the bounds of orthodoxy. All believe that Jesus “will come again to judge the 
living and the dead and his kingdom will have no end.” Intelligent sincere Christians come to a variety of 
different perspectives on how to interpret Revelation.  
 
III. The Millennium or Millennial Kingdom  

 

The Millennium 
 As we turn from Revelation 19 to chapter 20, we are introduced to a phrase “a/the thousand 
years.” This is the “Millennium.” It is the reign of Christ before the last judgment, and the restoration of 
all things.  There are four understandings of the millennium reflected in the chart below.  
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 Postmillenialism (#3), meaning “after” (post-) the millennium (kingdom reign), is the view that 
over time there will be a gradual advance of the gospel and the church in such a way that Christ is 
reigning on earth (though not yet bodily returned).  Christ’s bodily return will follow this millennium.  This 
view arises from an optimistic reading of passages such as the Great Commission, and overemphasis 
on realized eschatology --that the Kingdom has already begun in Christ’s first Advent.  From our 
perspective, the New Testament does live in the tension that the kingdom is both “now and not yet,” but 
expects that only the return of Christ will resolve this tension.  Furthermore, the postmillenial view 
seems to make nonsense of the idea found all over the New Testament that Christians will suffer until 
the Lord is revealed (Psalm 110:1, John 16:33, 1 Cor 15:25, 2 Tim 3:12, 1 Peter 2:21, James 1:2-4, 
Rev. 21:4, etc.). 
 Pre-tribulational Premillennialism (#2) is the view that before the time of the Great 
Tribulation, there is a Rapture in which Christians are taken up to heaven. Following the rapture and 
tribulation, there is a literal or symbolic, earthly reign of Jesus on the throne of Israel. This is a relatively 
new view in the Church, first professed by John Nelson Darby in the 1830’s. This view essentially rests 
on the literal interpretation of Revelation 20, but also a disputed interpretation of passages like 1 
Thessalonians 4:15-17, which, in this view, suggests that before Christ returns Christians will be taken 
up to meet him.  More comment on this verse will be given below. 
 Amillennialism (#4), meaning “no” millennium is a bit of a misnomer.  Amils do believe in a 
millennial reign, but it is heavenly rather than earthly.  This view notes that Christ reigns now at the right 
hand of God the Father, the church awaits the full restoration when he comes again.  Satan is seen as 
currently bound, with respect to the advance of the Gospel, but not in other ways.  Generally it is 
associated with those who read Revelation from the Idealist (symbolic/typological) perspective, but also 
those in the past who read from the Historicist perspective (that events in Rev. correspond to events in 
church history).  This is the most widely held view across church history.  Amillenialism relies on a 
symbolic interpretation of the reign of Christ, but they also point the following passages:  Ephesians 
1:18-23, Hebrews 1, 2 Thessalonians 1. 
 Finally, Post-tribulation Premillennialism (#1), or “historic premillenialism” is the view that the 
Tribulation is followed by the return of Christ, which is followed in turn by the resurrection of the saints, 
and the establishment of Christ’s 1000 year reign (literal or symbolic) which includes both believers and 
nonbelievers.  At that point, Satan is bound, and the millennium culminates in the last judgment at the 
end this period. Premillennialists generally read Revelation from the Futurist (that the prophecies of 
Revelation concern future events).  The name “Historic Premillennial” is used because many of the 
church fathers held to this view, for instance Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, and early Augustine.  
This view seems to be the most straightforward reading of the relationship between Rev. 19 & 20, and 
best accounts for the ongoing activity of Satan in the world at present. Other passages that depict the 
reign God and a Messianic King further support this view (Ps. 72:8-14, Isa. 2:2-4, Isa. 11:1-10, Dan 
2:28-45, Mic. 4:1-3, Zech. 14:5-17).  
 Again we note that intelligent sincere Christians differ on how best to understand Revelation 19-
20 as it relates to the “millennial kingdom” of Jesus. All Christians believe that because Jesus has 
ascended to heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father, he rules and reigns over all things 
even now. We all await the coming of the fullness of his kingdom when His perfect justice and peace 
will reign, God will make all things new, and dwell with His people. 
 

3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is 
with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with 
them as their God. 4 He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no 
more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things 
have passed away.” 

Revelation 21:3-4 



                                Revelation Kick-Off, Part II 
 
 

“Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy…” (1:3). 
 
1) Revelation, outside view looking in 

a) Misleading title: “The apocalysis of John”  
b) It’s really “The Revelation of Jesus Christ” (cf . Rev. 1:1) 

2) Three things to which we must keep returning: 
a) The book is about the victory & rule of JESUS, not a crystal ball, roadmap, etc. 
b) It is about things from HEAVEN’S perspective (pulled back curtain) 

i) Unseen realities of the future: Jesus has won and will return. 
ii) Unseen realities of the present: He reigns now (most relevant) 

c) It’s a book for DISCIPLESHIP, written by a pastor to Christians in a struggle. 
3) John writes what he “sees.”  It is not chronological (cf .11:19 – 12:1).   

a) Albrecht Durer’s wood carving (image below) 
b) Read Rev. 12, noting the “sandwich” about Michael and the dragon in v.7. 
c) Cosmic in scope, with multiple fulfillments (woman as Mary, Eve, Church). 
d) Often multiple, literal fulfilments and figurative ones. Eg: “out of Egypt, I have 

called my son” – Israel as slaves to Pharaoh, Slavery to sin, & Jesus as baby) 
4) What about the word “soon” in verse 1? 

a) “The time has been fulfilled, the kingdom of God has drawn near.” 
b) Time is relative, when looking from heaven. 
c) Read 2 Pet. 3:4-9. 
d) Regarding the “thousand years,” 

 
“The important number is not one thousand.  The important number is one.  When we 
woke up this morning we were one day closer to the day when Jesus will finally have his 
way.” (Johnson 345).   
 
5) Structure of Revelation 

a) The beginning and end are pretty clear. 
i) Ch. 1 Introduction of John and the book (last week’s sermon) 
ii) Chs. 2-3 Letters from risen Christ to seven of his churches (us and them. If the 

shoe fits, wear it!) 
iii) Chs. 4-5 A vision of heaven’s throne 
iv) Chs. 20:11 – 22.21 A vision of heaven again, & new heaven, new earth 

b) The difficult middle Chs. 6:1 – 20:10 
c) For our sermon series, we’re looking at “Easter Season” lections. 

i) Rev. 1:1-19 Intro (last week) 
ii) Rev. 5:1-14 May 1st 
iii) Rev. 7:9-17 May 8th 
iv) Rev. 19:1-9 May 15th 
v) Rev. 21:1-4; 21:22-22:5 May 22nd 
vi) Rev. 22:10-21 May 29th  

 
6) The difficult middle sections (6:1-20:10) 

a) Key issue: is this sequential or cyclical? 
i) Dispensationalism sees it as sequential (Curtis’ talk covered this). 
ii) Covenant theology sees it non-sequential 



(1) Grace of God, “Biblical Theology,” scarlet thread themes = fulfillment in 
Christ. 

(2) Promises to Israel 
(a) Jesus, God’s Son, fulfills the Old Covenant 
(b) The temple is now Jesus & his church – living stones 

(Atonement, Presence, Open to all) 
(c) Land promises are fulfilled in Jesus & his church 
(d) Jerusalem fulfilled in Jesus & his church 
(e) The Law fulfilled in Jesus (good, but not the basis of our relationship) 

(3) Church is now Jew and Gentile mixed 
(4) Expect a future conversion of much of Jews (Cf. Rom. 11) 

b) The key to the middle section is a series of three “sevens” 
i) Seven seals (6:1 - 8:1) 
ii) Seven trumpets (8:2 – 11:19) 
iii) Seven bowls (15:1 – 16:21) 
iv) There are some interludes within these series 
v) Chs. 12-14 (above) speaks more of eschatological (define) conflict between 

Church and state. 
vi) What follows the series of sevens is a final conflict and victory over evil (chs. 

17-20:10) 
7) Main themes of Revelation 

a) A Heaven’s-eye view of world history. 
b) Comfort of God’s sovereignty. 
c) The end-time victory that God has ALREADY won at the Cross. 
d) The nature of God’s project in history. 
e) Enemies of God are identified and vanquished. 
f) The friends/heirs of God who are identified and their inheritance described. 
g) A call to covenant renewal and especially ENDURANCE. 

 
8) The message is for three audiences: 

a) 1st century readers 
b) People alive today 
c) Readers living when Christ returns (unknown date to all but God). 
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