Making Sense of the Book of

REVELATION

Making Sense of
Revelation
1. Revelation and Its (Mis)Interpreters

2. John, His First Readers, and His
Message
3. Unmasking Fake Truth and Power
4. So: What Does Revelation Mean for Us?

Augustus
Caesar
and the
Pax
Romana

Some Characteristics
of “Apocalyptic Literature”
➢
➢
➢
➢
➢

Symbolic images/language/numbers
Cycles of visions and events (to increase
tension for readers)
Radical Transformation of the world…soon!
Battles in Heaven and on Earth
Catastrophic events in Heaven and on Earth

Seals

Trumpets

Bowls (Plagues)

1 War

1 Hail and fire

1 Sores on evil people

2 Internal strife

2 Mountain into sea

2 Sea to blood

3 Economic threats

3 Burning star on rivers

3 rivers/springs to blood

4 Pestilence & death

4 Sun, moon, stars

4 Scorching heat

5 Persecutions

5 Bottomless pit opened
Woe: locusts

5 Darkness

6 Sun, moon, stars, sky

6 Woe: cavalry of horses

6 Foul frog-like spirits
Euphrates dried up,
making way for…
Armageddon

Interlude: sealing of the
144,000 (chap. 7)

7 Silence → Trumpets

Interlude: Scroll and
2 witnesses (chap. 10-11)

7 Announcement of God’s
victory

7 Announcement of End
Cities destroyed
Islands, mountains
disappear
Heavy hailstones

The Repeated Cycles:
Some Observations
1. The calamities in each Cycle would destroy
much, or all, of the earth.
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The Repeated Cycles:
Some Observations
1. The calamities in each Cycle would destroy
much, or all, of the earth.
2. The Cycles don’t foretell natural events,
but cataclysmic, supernatural events.
3. The Cycles keep suspense up, as they
affirm ever more powerfully that,
in the end, God will win!

THE WOMAN AND
THE DRAGON
A great portent appeared in heaven: a woman
clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet,
and on her head a crown of twelve stars. 2 She
was pregnant and was crying out in birth pangs…
Then another portent appeared in heaven: a great
red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns, and
seven diadems on his heads. 4 His tail swept down
a third of the stars of heaven and threw them to
the earth.
(Chap. 12:1-4)

THE DRAGON PURSUES
THE WOMAN
Then from his mouth the serpent poured water like a
river after the woman, to sweep her away with the
flood. 16 But the earth came to the help of the
woman; it opened its mouth and swallowed the river
that the dragon had poured from his mouth. 17 Then
the dragon was angry with the woman, and went off
to make war on the rest of her children, those who
keep the commandments of God and hold the
testimony of Jesus.
(Chap. 12:15-17)

THE GREAT BEASTS
I saw a beast rising out of the sea,
having ten horns and seven heads…
[with] blasphemous names….One of its heads
seemed to have a mortal wound had been healed. In
amazement the whole earth followed the beast.
Then I saw another beast that rose out of the earth; it
had two horns like a lamb and it spoke like a dragon.
It performs great signs,…it deceives the inhabitants of
earth…and it gave breath to an image of the beast so
that the image of the beast could even speak.
(Chap. 13:1-3, 11-15)

THE “OTHER WOMAN”
I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet
beast that was full of blasphemous names, and it had
seven heads and ten horns. The woman was clothed
in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and
jewels and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup
full of abominations and the impurities of her
fornication; and on her forehead was written a name,
a mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of whores and
of earth’s abominations.” And I saw that the woman
was drunk with the blood of the saints and the blood
of the witnesses to Jesus.
(Chap. 17:3-6)

BABYLON’S FALL
After this I saw another angel coming
down from heaven, having great authority… 2 He
called out with a mighty voice, “Fallen, fallen is
Babylon the great! It has become a dwelling place
of demons, a haunt of every foul spirit, a haunt of
every foul bird, a haunt of every foul and hateful
beast. 3 For all the nations have drunk of the wine of
the wrath of her fornication, and the kings of the earth
have committed fornication with her, and the
merchants of the earth have grown rich from the
wealth of her luxury.”
(Chap. 18:1-3)

THE MERCHANTS OF
THE EARTH WEEP
The merchants of the earth weep and mourn for
her, since no one buys their cargo anymore,
12 cargo of gold, silver, jewels and pearls, fine linen,
purple, silk and scarlet, all kinds of scented wood,
all articles of ivory, all articles of costly wood,
bronze, iron, and marble, 13 cinnamon, spice,
incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, olive oil, choice
flour and wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and
chariots, slaves—that is, human lives.
(Chap. 18:11-13)
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WHERE CAN REAL
TRUTH BE FOUND??
➢ To Philadelphia: These are the words of the holy one,
the true one, who has the key of David. (3:7)
➢ “Great and amazing are your deeds, Lord God
the Almighty! Just and true are your ways,
King of the nations! (15:3)
➢ Invitation to marriage supper of Lamb:
“These are true words of God.” (19:9)
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“Crown Him”
1 Crown him with many crowns,

the Lamb upon his throne. Hark! how the
heavenly anthem drowns all music but its own.
2 Crown him the Lord of love; no angels in the sky

can fully bear that sight, but downward bends their
burning eye at mysteries so bright.
4 Crown him the Lord of years, the potentate of time,

creator of the rolling spheres, ineffably sublime….
thy praise shall never, never fail throughout eternity.

The Theater at Ephesus

View along the Main Street
towards the Harbor

A Major Street
into Ephesus
With Celsus’
Library in the
Distance

An Arcade
and Walkway
along the Street

Celsus’ Library

AN “UNHOLY TRINITY
The Dragon
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SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE
1. Highly symbolic descriptions – using metaphors, images, language, and numbers
2. Cycles of Visions and Events – with increasing intensity as visions and interludes continue
3. Radical Transformation of the World – normally portrayed as in the immediate future
4. Battles in heaven and on earth - between Satan and God’s servants
5. Catastrophic events: - in the heavens – re sun, moon, stars, etc.
- and on the earth – earthquakes, seas, rivers, plagues, etc.

AN INTERLUDE BETWEEN THE TRUMPETS AND THE BOWLS
THE WOMAN, THE DRAGON, AND MICHAEL (Chapter 12)
The Woman appears:
A Heavenly Portent, clothed with great power and glory
In labor, with a child who will be the Messiah (alluding to Ps. 2:9, a Messianic passage)
The Dragon appears:
Another Portent, an evil, 7-headed, 10-horned representation of Satan
Also with great power, as gigantic tail sweeps 1/3 of stars down onto earth
The Dragon threatens to devour the child at birth, but God intervenes:
 God takes up the child to his throne in heaven (allusion to the Ascension?)
 The Woman escapes into the wilderness to a safe place
The Archangel Michael appears:
He leads a war in heaven against the Dragon and its angels, casting them down to the earth
The Dragon’s sphere of operation is now limited only the earth
Its power and range of operations becomes more and more limited throughout Revelation
The Dragon pursues the Woman again:
The Woman receives eagle’s wings to escape (“On Eagle’s Wings” – Exod. 19:4; Is. 40:31)
The Dragon pours a river of water from its mouth to flood her
The earth opens its mouth to swallow the river
In anger, the Dragon goes off to make war on the Woman’s children, i.e., the church

2
THE DRAGON AND HIS TWO BEASTS (Chapter 13)
The Beast from the sea:
A monstrous figure, with 10 horns and 7 heads (just like the Dragon)
The Dragon gives the Beast power, authority, and his throne
The Beast has one head that seems to have been healed from a mortal wound
 A sickening distortion of the resurrection of the Lamb that was slain
 A reference to rumors that Nero had returned??
The Beast carries blasphemous names on its heads
Probably names the Roman Emperor claimed: “lord,” “son of god,” “savior”
The Beast wars against the saints and conquers them
Most of the world worships the Beast
The Beast from the sea probably represents the Roman Empire in all of its power, glory, and
military and economic success. The heads refer to a number of the prominent Emperors. John’s
indictment is that the glory is based on violent, hateful, controlling impulses that result in
destruction of human lives.
The Beast from the land:
Appears like a lamb, but speaks like a dragon
It pressures people to worship the first Beast, by:
 Doing signs and wonders to deceive people
 Making an image of the Beast, which appears to be able to speak
 Requiring all to worship the image on penalty of death
It demands that all be marked to show that they belong to the Beast
 The name or number (666) of the Beast on their forehead or right hand
 Required to “buy or sell” (participate in the economy and commerce)
The Beast is later referred to as “the false prophet” (16:13; 19:20; 20:10)
The Beast from the land probably represents the imperial cult, which expected worship of the
Caesars and participation in community religious festivals as a sign of loyalty to Rome. John’s
indictment is that this false prophet speaks lies, not the truth. The entire Roman Empire,
claiming such glory and majesty, is in fact debauched, corrupt, and destructive.

A FINAL NOTE ON ROME:
After the seven bowls are poured out (chapter 16), Revelation adds to the description of the Roman
Empire. In chapter 17, Revelation names the city of Rome “Babylon the Great.” John draws a portrait of
a debauched Rome in detail: the city, set on 7 hills (17:9), is pictured as a harlot riding on a scarlet
beast (the first beast) and “drunk with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.” Then, in chapter 18, an angel
announces Rome’s fall, followed by a lament from kings, merchants, and seafaring traders as they
mourn their loss of profit from the great city.
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“Some Reflection Questions for Next Week” (October 27)
Revelation 19-22


Chapters 21:1 – 22:5 describe for us some of the features in the final “new
heaven and earth.” What stands out for you as you imagine this world?



When John describes the physical structure of “New Jerusalem,” what do you
think his symbolic language is trying to tell us?



In light of the horrible shootings at the Tree of Life synagogue a year ago, notice
how Revelation 22 describes the tree of life in the New Jerusalem. Do you see
anything ironic (tragically) in this description?



Does reading and learning about the Book of Revelation have an impact on your
image of God and Jesus Christ? If so, in what way(s) has it influenced your
understanding?

