
Introduction to Revelation 

Tell people that you're about to teach the book of Revelation and you're likely to get two different 
reactions. One group of people will say to you, "really? Isn't it a bit weird? I don't know what it's on 
about." The other groups will say, "brilliant! I love that book; it's so weird - I've always wanted to 
know what it was on about!" Now, there are no doubts that there are some unusual and tricky things 
in this book; but neither of those reactions are helpful. Listen to the first words of the book: 
 
 
"The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place. 
He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testifies to everything he saw—that 
is, the word of God and the testimony of Jesus Christ. Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words 
of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because 
the time is near." Revelation 1:1-3 
 
 
The opening words of the book of Revelation tell us three things that we need to know to help us 
understand it. Firstly, it tells us that it's a revelation. The Greek word for revelation is the word 
"apocalypse", and it just means the removing of a veil. As we look at the book of Revelation, we're 
seeing the curtain of history drawn back; we're seeing what's really going on in our world. And that 
means that reading this book ought to make things clearer. It's not meant to be obscure; it's 
designed to be understood.  
 
 
The second thing it says it's that it's the revelation of Jesus Christ. That is, this book is all about Jesus. 
It's not something different or separate from the rest of the Bible. In fact, there's really nothing new in 
the book of Revelation. Everything that we see in these chapters is a new angle on the old gospel - in 
fact, even the imagery and the language it uses is taken from the Old Testament and the rest of the 
New Testament. One author has called Revelation a "canonical capstone" - it simply shows how the 
whole Bible and the whole of history is brought to glorious fulfilment and conclusion in Jesus. It's like 
every book of the Bible has added a new colour to a paintbox; and now John gets every single colour 
out and paints a beautiful picture of the entirety of God's plan.  
 
 
The third thing is says is that reading it is the path to blessing. God promises to bless all those who 
read it and all those who hear it. And that helps us understand how we ought to read it. You see, 
people have taken very different approaches to this book; and a lot of the difference between those 
approaches have to do with timing. In the book we see lots of events happen; notably we see three 
sequences of seven - seven seals being opened, seven trumpets sounding, and seven bowls being 
poured out. We hear about a period of time of 1,000 years, which people have called the millennium. 
We see various conflicts happen - some in heaven, some on earth. And one of the questions we might 
have is - what are these things referring to? When do they take place, and in what order? 
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Well, we won't go through all of it now! Some of the 
events in the book appear to refer to the very end of 
history; some to the very beginning of history. But 
let's think about those three sequences of seven in 
particular, which make up the central section of the 
book. What do these refer to? In general people have taken a few different approaches. 
 
Let's think about history between the first and second coming of Jesus. Here's the apostle John, 
writing down the revelation he sees; and here we are, a group of people in 2020 listening to the 
book. We don't know how close we are to Jesus' second coming and the establishment of the new 
creation, but we know it lies in our future.  
 
 
 
So what are the events of Revelation referring to? 
Some people have seen them as prophecies of things 
that are going to happen in John's immediate future 
(this is called the preterist view). First there'll be 
events which correspond to the seals being opened; 
then to the trumpets being sounded; then to the 
bowls being poured out; and so on through the events of Revelation. And so people have seen 
fulfilments of this book in the Roman Empire, particularly concerning the Emperor Nero. But we have 
to ask ourselves - what blessing is there to read the book if that's true? All those events lie in our 
distant past. If this is true, the book is largely irrelevant to us. 

 
 

So others see the book as referring to the very end 
of history (this is called the futurist view). These are 
events that are going to happen just before Jesus 
returns. So, again, let's ask - what's the blessing of 
this book in that conception? What relevance does it 
have to us? We'd have to conclude - very little. Yes, 
we could be on the lookout for these events, and 
perhaps when they come we'll have the satisfaction of knowing that they're coming. And this 
approach tends to result in people getting very excited about the return of Jesus being imminent 
because of some event in history - the rise of Hitler, or Saddam Hussein, or the EU, or Donald Trump, 
or whoever. But Jesus did say that he would come at a time when people weren't expecting him, and 
that we to be prepared at all times. And if that were the point of the book, for most of history all this 
would do for us would be to lead us to disappointment, when the return of Jesus didn't materialise. 
 

 
So again, others see this book as a roadmap for 
history (this is called the historicist view). This is 
showing us God's plan for the whole of the time 
inbetween Jesus' first and second comings. So how 
does this bless us? Well, this one has the advantage 
of showing us that God has a plan for his world; it 
reveals what's truly going on; and it gives us a sense 
of where we're up to in that plan. But seeing it as a 
linear roadmap again leads to us spending a lot of our time wondering where we are and what's 
going to happen next. 
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So it's best, I think, to see these events not as a linear progression, one after the other; but as a 
series of symbolic interpretations of the whole of the history of God's people. This is looking at the 
same time period - the whole period between Jesus' first and second comings - from a variety of 
different perspectives, using a host of different images. It's like seeing a sporting moment from a 
variety of different camera angles - a series of action replays of the same event. Now, the story is a 
little more complicated than that - there is some progression and some intensification in the pictures 
we see - but it's essentially going over the same thing over and over again to see every facet, every 
aspect of the story. In the same way we're going to see that the millennium is referring to this same 
period - the whole time between Jesus' first and second coming. 
 

 
 

But we might think - how can all the events of history be summed up in just a few chapters? The 
truth is that really, we’re looking at just one event which is the centre and fulfilment of all history. In 
Revelation 5 we see that the one being in the universe who can break the seals and open the scroll 
of God’s purposes is Jesus Christ - the lion of Judah who is the Lamb who was slain. In the cross of 
Christ is the defeat of Satan, the redemption of his people, and the beginning of the end of the world. 
His return - which is pictured in more detail at the end of the book - is really just the completion and 
consummation of everything he’s already achieved. And everything that happens inbetween is just the 
consequences of the cross worked out in human history. If Revelation does anything for us, it 
convinces us that Jesus has done it all, and the time we’re living in is all about him - his victory, his 
rule, his glory. The relevance for us, then, is to see what our lives are all about; and now, as we suffer, 
to have the assurance to wait for what we know will happen next. 


