REVELATION
(1) Introduction

The book of Revelation claims to be a prophecy of the things that must soon take place (1:2,3) whose central event is the consummation of all earthly activity with the second coming of Christ (1:7). Out of the history of interpretation have come several different approaches to interpreting the book

(2) The Contents of Revelation
The following outline is based on the literary structure of the book, indicated by the expression ‘in the Spirit’ (1:10; 4:1; 17:3; 21:10).

The first vision (1:9-3:22) consists of the exalted Christ and His letters to seven churches. Christ is seen standing in the midst of seven lampstands (1:12f) symbolising His lordship of the life of His church on earth. The letters to the seven churches (chapters 2 and 3) are seven actual letters to seven churches in Asia Minor. The seven are probably chosen as representative of the entire church. Here in these letters is Christ’s message to His church in all times.

The second vision (4:1-16:21) pictures the heavenly throne room with a seven-sealed scroll resting in the hand of God. This can only be opened by the Lion of the tribe of Judah who is the slain Lamb of God (4:1-11). There follows a three-fold series of seven: the breaking of the seven seals (5:1-8:1), the blowing of seven trumpets (8:2-9:21), and the emptying of seven bowls (15:1-16:21). Each seal, trumpet and bowl is followed by a symbolic representation of something that happens on earth. Before the sounding of the seven trumpets, two multitudes are seen: the first, 12,000 from each of the twelve tribes of Israel are sealed on their foreheads (7:3) that they may not be hurt by the plagues of the trumpets (9:4). The second multitude is an innumerable body of the redeemed gathered from all races of humanity (7:9-17) who have ‘come out of the great tribulation’ (7:14).
A central theme in this second vision is the conflict between God and Satan, who is pictured as a fierce red dragon (12:3,4). The dragon is frustrated in his efforts to destroy the Messiah (12:5), and after being defeated in a battle with Michael and the angels (12:7ff) devotes his efforts to destroying the church on earth (12:17). In pursuing this purpose, the Dragon calls up two beasts (12:17-13:1,11) who defy God (13:6), turn the hearts of men and women away from God (13:4,14), and persecute the church (13:7,15). The Beast and his false Prophet (19:20) are permitted to succeed in their purpose and force their rule on all people (13:7,8,16,17)
The third vision (17:1-21:8) is the great harlot, Babylon (17:1,5), the great city that has dominion over the kings of the earth (17:18). The judgement and destruction of Babylon are then announced and portrayed (18:1-24), followed by a hymn of praise for her destruction (19:1-5).

The remainder of the third vision pictures the final victory of God over the powers of evil. First comes a hymn of praise celebrating the marriage of the Lamb and His Bride (19:6-10). This is followed by scenes of the conquering Christ riding to judgement and victory and His destruction of the Beast and the False Prophet (19:17-21). This in turn is followed by the victory over the Dragon, who is not destroyed at once as were the beast and False Prophet. First he is bound and locked up in the ‘bottomless pit’ for a thousand years (20:1-3) while Christ and His martyrs who ‘came to life’ reign over the earth (20:4-6). This is called the first resurrection (20:5). At the end of this interim kingdom, Satan (the Dragon) is loosed from his incarceration and once again deceives the nations, rousing them to battle against the saints (20:9). Satan is now destroyed along with the Beast and the false Prophet in the lake of fire (20:10). Then follow the second resurrection, the final judgement (20:11-15) and the coming of the new heaven and earth to take the place of the old (21:1-8), in which the redeemed enjoy perfected fellowship with God (21:3,4).
A final vision pictures the heavenly Jerusalem, which is the Bride, the wife of the Lamb (21:9-22:5). The book closes with an Epilogue (22:6-21) inviting people to receive God’s gift of life (22:17).

(3) Methods of Interpretation
The Preterist Interpretation
The prevailing interpretation of Revelation in critical scholarship treats the book as a typical example of the apocalyptic literature genre and interprets it in the same way as the apocalypse of Enoch, the Assumption of Moses, 4 Ezra and Baruch are interpreted. Apocalypses are “tracts for bad times.” They come out of times of evil and persecution. God’s people cannot understand the problem of evil in history or why such extreme sufferings and persecution are happening. The apocalypses were written to answer this problem and encourage distressed people. They explain that God has turned this age over to the powers of evil but is soon to intervene to destroy evil and establish Hs Kingdom. The message of the apocalypses is addressed to their own contemporaries and so not necessarily to future generations. Pseudo prophecies of history are rewritten in prophetic form. Allusions to historical events and people are found in the historical environment of the book itself.
This interpretation assumes Revelation was produced for a church facing the threat of fearful persecution at the hands of Rome, and particularly in the province of Asia where emperor worship flourished. So the Beast speaks of the Roman emperors and the False Prophet is the cult of the worship of the emperors. The author assures Christians that even though a great martyrdom might follow, Christ will return to destroy Rome and establish the Kingdom on earth.

Regardless of our personal interpretation, there must be at least an element of truth to this approach. Revelation was intended to speak to its own generation. Contemporary events are easily found in the book
The Historical Method

This interpretation which was favoured by the Reformers sees Revelation as a prophecy of the history of the church. People, events and nations are presented from church history that fit the seals, trumpets and bowls. The most important identification in this interpretation is the identification of the Beast and False Prophet with the Papacy in its political and religious aspects. The method can be millennial, non-millennial or post-millennial. 
The Symbolic or Idealist Method
This method only sees in Revelation symbols of spiritual powers at work in the world. The message of the book is the assurance to suffering saints of God’s final triumph without the prediction of concrete events either in the past or future. A weakness of this view is that apocalyptic literature always used apocalyptic symbolism to describe events in history, and as an apocalyptic writing, Revelation would ordinarily share this feature.
The Extreme Futurist Interpretation (Dispensationalism)
This view interprets Revelation in terms of the dispensationalist premise of two different divine programs: one for Israel and one for the church. All the seals, trumpets and bowls belong to the great tribulation. Since this is the time of ‘Jacob’s trouble’ (Jeremiah 30:7), by definition this has to do with Israel and not with the church. In chapters 2 and 3 the church is seen on earth but “church” does not occur again until 22:16. The twenty four elders seen around the throne of God are thought to be the church, raptured and rewarded (4:4). So the rapture must precede this (4:1). The people of God seen on earth are the Jews, 12,000 from each of the twelve tribes (7:1-8) who proclaim the ‘gospel of the Kingdom’ during the tribulation and win a great number of Gentiles (7:9-17). The Beast is the head of the Roman empire, which is to be restored in the last days. The prophecy of Daniel 9:27 is also understood to refer to the head of this restored empire. The last seven years will begin with a covenant between the Beast (antichrist) and Israel that the Beast will break after three and a half years, and then turn in anger to persecute the Jews. The great conflict in Revelation is between antichrist and Israel, and not antichrist and the church. Since chapters 4-19 have to do with the tribulation period, chapters 2 and 3 alone are for the church and the church age. The usual view has been that the seven churches represent seven successive periods of church history, the final period being one of apostasy and spiritual apathy
The Moderate Futurist View
Revelation depicts the consummation of God’s redemptive purpose, involving both judgement and salvation. John sees a book in the form of a scroll, sealed with seven seals along its outer edge, resting in the hand of God. No creature was found able to break the seals and open the book, except the Lion of the tribe of Judah, who was the slain Lamb. The conquering Lion who alone can disclose the hidden purposes of God is Jesus who died on the cross.
The little book is in the form of an ancient will which was usually sealed with the seal of seven witnesses. The book contains God’s inheritance for His people, which is founded on the death of His Son. The saints’ inheritance is the Kingdom of God, but the blessings of God’s Kingdom cannot be bestowed apart from the destruction of evil. In fact the very destruction of all evil powers is one of the blessings of God’s kingly rule. Here is the two-fold theme of Revelation – the judgement of evil and the coming of the Kingdom

The successive breaking of the seals does not gradually open the book. Its contents cannot be disclosed until the last seal is broken. However as each seal is broken, something happens. After the first seal, conquest rides over the earth; after the second, war; then famine, and death, and martyrdom. The sixth seal brings the end of the age and the coming of the great Day of the Lord and of the wrath of the Lamb (6:16,17). This suggests that the events attending the breaking of the seals do not constitute the end itself but events leading up to the end (cf. Matthew 24:8). The agencies God uses before the end to lead up to the fulfillment of salvation and judgement are revealed in the breaking of the five seals – the preaching of the gospel, war, death, famine and martyrdom. These are in anticipation of the consummated salvation and judgement that are contained in the sealed book.
The sixth seal brings us to the end, but with the breaking of the seventh seal, when the book itself can at last be opened and its contents disclosed, nothing happens (8:1). There is no woe. The fact that the seventh seal is given no specific content suggests that all that follows, beginning with the seven trumpets, constitutes the content of the book. Here begins the unfolding of the judicial and redemptive events that constitute the consummation

(4) The Problem of Evil
Revelation portrays a period of terrible evil in history. It tells of an evil person who will be satanically inspired and empowered, who openly defies God and demands that people worship him rather than God. He will be permitted to wage effective war against the church and will exercise a broad geographical rule (13:1-10). His purpose will be reinforced by a False Prophet who successfully prostitutes religion to direct the worship of humanity to the Beast. The False Prophet is able to combine the powers of religion and economic exchange so as to control the entire social order in the interests of Beast-worship (13:11-18). Here is a satanically inspired state, which dictates even the worship of its subjects. The apostate civilisation is portrayed as Babylon, the great whore, who has beguiled the kings of the earth by her evil allures of a luxurious but godless materialism (chapters 17,18) so that they too have turned against Christ (17:14) to worship the Beast.
The time portrayed will witness terrible martyrdom. The choice will be: deny Christ or die. A great multitude from many nations will be martyred because they have been loyal to the Lamb (7:9-17). Their martyrdom will be their victory. John sees ‘those who had been victorious over the beast and his image’ (15:2) standing besides the sea of glass before God’s throne singing a song of victory (15:1-4).
The struggle between the Beast and the Lamb for the souls of humanity is not new, nor is the last manifestation of satanic hatred for the church limited to the end time. The vision of Revelation 12, which explains the persecution, is one of the most important visions in the book. John sees the powers that operate in the spiritual world behind the scenes of human history. God’s people are pictured as a gloriously adorned woman (12:1). As the heavenly ideal people of God, she gives birth both to the Messiah (12:2,5) and to the empirical church in history (12:17). The idea of a heavenly, ideal people is not unique to John. Paul speaks of the Jerusalem above who is the mother of all believers on earth (Galatians 4:26; cf. Hebrews 12:22). Furthermore, the last vision of Revelation is a vision of the heavenly Jerusalem descending to earth; but she is the bride of Christ, the wife of the Lamb, the people of God (21:9,10). So the efforts of the dragon (Satan) to destroy the woman represent in vivid terms an age-long battle between Satan and the people of God.
Satan’s effort to destroy the Messiah is frustrated (12:4,5). Instead he is himself cast down from his place of power as a result of a spiritual conflict that is pictured as a battle between the Dragon and Michael. The language used to describe this victory (12:10-12) suggests the victory is not a separate eschatological event but the victory won by Christ over satanic evil. When Jesus Himself said ‘I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven’ (Luke 10:18) He was using symbolic terms to describe Satan’s defeat effected by His own presence among humanity and the powers of the Kingdom of God brought to them (Luke 10:17; cf. Matthew 12:28,29). Because of this defeat of the Dragon, he is more infuriated and tries even harder to destroy the woman.
This vision pictures the unrelenting enmity of Satan against the people of God, an enmity played out constantly historically. This is John’s meaning when he says ‘Then the dragon was enraged at the woman and went off to make war against the rest of her offspring’ (12:17), the church on earth. It is this conflict in heaven between the Dagon and the woman that explains the evil the church experiences throughout its entire history (12:11), first at the hands of the Roman empire, and in its final, most intense eschatological manifestation in antichrist. It is the Dragon who stands on the seashore (13:1) to call for the Beast (13:1,2) in a final effort to destroy God’s people. The Beast is the composite of the four beasts of Daniel 7 (13:2). This suggests that the persecution described has been manifested throughout the course of history. The contemporary evangelical fear of suffering, particularly in some form of great tribulation, has forgotten the biblical teaching that the church in her fundamental character is always a martyr church (Acts 14:22). True victory is in conquering the Beast by loyalty to Christ to death (15:2; 12:11)
(5) The Visitation of Wrath
Revelation pictures something not taught elsewhere in Scripture – that the time the church faces its greatest persecution is the time God pours out anticipatory judgements on humanity. The seven trumpets and seven bowls are symbolic representations of some sort of judgements that God pours out in the midst of the struggle between the Lamb and the Dragon. These judgements are in anticipation of the wrath of God (16:1) which will be consummated with the return of Christ. 

Three facts stand out:

First, the woes are directed against the people who bore the mark of the Beast and worshipped its image (16:2). Humanity has to stand on one side or the other. Martyrdom might await the followers of the Lamb but the wrath of a holy God awaits those who submit to the Beast
Second, the plagues have a merciful purpose. They are designed to drive people to repentance before it is irrevocably too late (9:20; 16:9,11).
Third, there is a sealed company who are sheltered from these plagues and who do not suffer God’s wrath. Just before the sounding of the trumpets John hears the sealing of a host of people from each of the tribes of Israel (7:1-8). These are sealed so they will be protected from the plagues God is about to pour out on the Beast and his followers (7:3; 9:4). The seal of God or the mark of the Beast puts humanity into one of two camps.

It might be questioned why this sealed group is not automatically seen as those of national Israel. This appears the most natural reading of the text and could easily be seen as a fulfillment of Romans 11:26. But there are problems on different fronts for this understanding. Three irregularities appear that make it difficult to see the sealed group this way. Judah is named first which ignores the Old Testament order. Dan is omitted without any explanation. And then Joseph is mentioned instead of Ephraim. Together these irregularities suggest John is describing a spiritual Israel and not a national Israel.
This is backed up by other references in Revelation. John speaks earlier of ‘those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan’ (2:9; 3:9). By this John describes practicing Jews and so Jews by race, but who are not spiritual Jews. They are not part of spiritual Israel but are in fact dupes of Satan persecuting God’s people. From this language John sees a real Jew as one who acknowledges the claims of Christ and therefore recognises the church as the true people of God.
With this guideline, the twelve tribes of Revelation 7 symbolise the true Israel, the elect of God, whether Jew or Gentile. God‘s people are sealed on their foreheads so they might not suffer the wrath poured out on the Beast and his followers. Undoubtedly John recalled the mark of the blood over the doors of every Israelite home in Egypt, which was then spared from the plague of death that came on every household with an unmarked door.

The two groups in Revelation 7 picture the same people of God from two perspectives. From the divine perspective, this is an ideal number; twelve thousand of each of twelve tribes. God’s people will be complete and will be safely preserved. However from the human perspective, the church is a great unnumbered throng from all nations who will suffer martyrdom but who will emerge through tribulation triumphant and stand before the throne of God in victory, because they have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb (7:14)
(7) The Coming of the Kingdom
The coming of God’s Kingdom is pictured in two-tone colours – the destruction of evil and the blessing of eternal life. The destruction of evil occurs in different stages. The second coming of Christ, probably pictured in 19:11-16, has as its primary purpose the destruction of evil. His coming is pictured in terms of ancient warfare. He rides a battle horse and wears a garment blood-stained from battle. He is accompanied by the armies of heaven but they do not join in the conflict. The only weapon He uses is a sharp sword proceeding from His mouth – His word. His victory over evil is the power of His word.
He first conquers the Beast, the False Prophet and their followers (19:17-21). This victory is pictured symbolically as a carnage. Their doom is not to be slain in battle but to be cast into the lake of fire.

Attention now turns to the Dragon who inspired the Beast. The Conqueror now disappears from the scene and in His place appears an angel who descends from heaven to overcome the Dragon. First the Dragon is bound and shut up in a bottomless pit for a thousand years. Only at the end of the time period, after being released and again enticing people to rebel against Christ and the saints, is he finally destroyed. Then the Dragon (the devil) is cast into the lake of fire along with the Beast and the False Prophet.
The positive aspect of the coming of God’s Kingdom also occurs in stages. First is the temporal kingdom of a thousand years when the resurrected saints reign with Christ (20:4).
 This is followed by the eternal Kingdom with its new heaven and new earth. Each of these two aspects of God’s Kingdom is preceded by a resurrection. The resurrection before the millennial kingdom is called the first resurrection (20:5). Three groups are then mentioned but from the description for each, there is some overlap. The first group is ‘those who had been given authority to judge’ (20:4). This group is all the saints of God who are now raised up to share in Christ’s reign. The promise that the saints will share Christ’s rule and judgement is frequent in Scripture.
 A second group is the martyrs. ‘And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God’ (20:4). They are singled out for special attention. A possible third group is defined as those who ‘had not worshipped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands’ (20:4). Each of the three groups ‘came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years’ (20:4).
The first resurrection is a partial resurrection because ‘the rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended’ (20:5). The “second resurrection” (though never called this in Revelation) occurs at the end of the thousand year period (20:11-15) when all the rest of the dead are raised for the final judgement. No judgement has been mentioned relating to the first resurrection, but now the dead stand before the Great White Throne of God to be judged. This company apparently includes all the unsaved of all ages. The basis of the judgement is two-fold: works and the book of life. The destiny of the individuals will be decided in accordance with their works and in accordance with their relationship to Jesus.
The interpretation of the thousand years in Revelation 20 remains hotly debated and until more recently, has tended not to be taken literally. Does Revelation simply reflect contemporary apocalyptic ideas and adapt the two-fold Jewish concept of the temporary “days of the Messiah” and the final “age to Come” to Christian theology? The New Testament nowhere explains the need for a temporal kingdom, except to indicate that in some unexplained way it is essential to the accomplishment of the reign of Christ (1 Corinthians 15:24ff).
There should be no objection to the idea of a temporal kingdom in principle because the New Testament states we are already experiencing a temporal reign of Christ in the church age. Christ is already exalted as Lord (Philippians 2:9) and reigning at the right hand of God (Acts 2:33-36; Hebrews 1:3,13; 8:1; 10:12,13; 12:2). He is already enthroned as King (Revelation 3:21; 1 Corinthians 15:24-26) and has brought the blessings of the Kingdom to humanity (Romans 14:17) and humanity into His Kingdom (Colossians 1:13). One of the unifying centres in the diversity of New Testament theology is the tension between experienced and futuristic theology. If in the present age there is a real overlapping of the two ages so that while we live in the old age we experience the powers of the Age to Come, there should be no objection in principle to the idea that God in His redemptive purpose may yet have an age in which there is an even further interaction between the powers of the new age and the present evil age.
The Bible has much to say about the justness and righteousness of God’s judgements.
 It is God’s concern to deal with humanity in righteousness and judgement that ‘every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God’ (Romans 3:19). Those who hold to a literal thousand year reign of Christ see this as a time when the social environment on earth is as nearly perfect as possible, evil is restrained and righteousness prevails as it never has before in this age, a time of social and political and economic justice when people dwell together under the government of Christ in peace and prosperity. If after such a period of righteousness, the hearts of unregenerate people prove still to be rebellious against God, in the final judgement of the Great White Throne, every mouth will indeed be stopped and every excuse voided, to the vindication of the glory and righteousness of God.
The final state of the Kingdom of God is a new heaven and a new earth (21:1ff). The Old Testament prophets picture the kingdom of God in terms of a redeemed earth (Isaiah 11:6-9; Joel 3:18; Amos 9:13-15). This is described in terms of a new heaven and new earth even in the Old Testament (Isaiah 65:17; 66:22). This picture is less than perfect in the Old Testament because Isaiah still speaks of sin and death in the new earth (Isaiah 65:20). A fundamental theology underlies these expectations, even though they must be clarified by progressive revelation – that humanity’s ultimate destiny is an earthly one. Human beings are creatures and God created the earth to be the scene of their creaturely existence. Even as the redemption of people in their body demands the resurrection of the body, so the redemption of the physical creation requires a renewed earth as the scene of their perfected existence. The New Testament reveals more than the Old Testament does by showing that the newness of the eternal order is much more radical than God had disclosed to the prophets. Jesus spoke of the regeneration of the world (Matthew 19:28) and Paul spoke of the redemption of the created order (Romans 8:20,21). The new earth of Revelation 21 is the final term in the revelation of how this redemption is to take place. Just as we can speak of the resurrection of the body even though the resurrection body will be very different from the physical body in this order, so we can speak of the redemption of the creation even though the new order is a new earth.
The new earth is the scene of the final goal of redemption: ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people and God himself will be with them and be their God’ (21:3). God being God to His people is the central element of God’s covenant with His people throughout the entire course of redemptive history – with Abraham (Genesis 17:7), with Moses (Exodus 6:7; Deuteronomy 29:13) and with David (2 Samuel 7:24f) – and it is the abiding feature of the new covenant that God promised to make in the future Kingdom  (Jeremiah 31:1,33; Ezekiel 37:23; 36:280. This covenant promise finds its perfect fulfillment in the new earth of the Age to Come.

The centre of the new earth is the holy city, the new Jerusalem, pictured as the Bride of the Lamb, magnificently arrayed (21:9-11). The description of the city is highly symbolic. Its inhabitants include the redeemed from both Old Testament (21:12) and New Testament (21:14) times. There will be no temple in the city because there will be immediate fellowship with God and His people (21:22). Death and disease are banished (22:1,2). The redeemed see their God (22:4). This is the goal of redemption. No person has seen God; the Son is the sole mediator bringing the knowledge of God to humanity (John 1:18). When Christ’s redeeming mission is completed, the redeemed will enjoy the glory of God’s face. All else is secondary and yet contained in this greatest of all blessings.
The Bible ends with a redeemed society dwelling on a new earth that has been purged of all evil, with God dwelling in the midst of His people. This is the goal of the long course of redemptive history.
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� Amillenialists don’t interpret Revelation chronologically and see this as a separate picture of the church age with saints seated with Christ and so reigning with Him whether in life on earth or after death in heaven
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