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 "Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written in it; for the time is near." (Rev. 1:3)

Despite this clear statement, many people tend to avoid Revelation as an incomprehensible mystery. Others spend much time in Revelation, coming up with all manner of dogmatic assertions about the various symbols, that have no basis in the Scripture. Too often, people interpret the prophecies in light of the current events, as opposed to drawing out from the Scriptures itself. In spite of all the abuse - from date setting to sensationalism to speculation - we know that, like the other 65 books of the Bible, the Revelation of Jesus Christ "is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, and for instruction in righteousness." (2 Tim. 3:16)

The Revelation of Jesus Christ is one of five books written by John. Like his gospel and three epistles, Revelation ( which is the translation of the Greek word "apokalupsis" which means "unveiling"; i.e. the unveiling of Jesus Christ) is centered on the Person and work of Jesus Christ. While John's gospel focuses on the identity of the Lord Jesus Christ as the divine Son of God, Revelation focuses on His post-resurrection glory and His ultimate and certain return. Both the source and the subject of this important book is the ascended Christ!

Revelation is unusual and unique among the New Testament books. It is a book of dramatic imagery describing a world of angels, demons, lambs, lions, horses, dragons etc. Two monsters emerge from its pages - one with seven heads and ten horns that rises from the sea, and the other with the horns of a ram and the voice of a dragon that rises from the earth. It portrays for us scenes of thunder, lightning, hail, fire, smoke, and blood.

What is the message of Revelation? Is it a detailed description of specific historical events? Do we lay out historical events and happenings over these symbolic descriptions and when we see similarities, we know that this is what John had in mind? If this is done, it becomes extremely difficult, if not impossible, to speak with any absolute certainty. I know that in popular Christianity today, a whole elaborate system of end times events - political, social, economic, and religious - has been insinuated and built from the interpretation of the symbolic images as presented in this book. Are these things correct? How can we know? I think there is great uncertainty and that is why I am very unwilling to embrace this whole end time scenario.

Most people want a Bible teacher to tell them what all the images and symbols mean in concrete historical terms. However, that is coming to the book with an already preconceived idea that each symbol and dramatic event represents some future and specific historical reality and that we must find the corresponding event.

However, it may be possible that Revelation is written in symbolic language, not because it is a secret code to unlocked, but because it is concerned to teach more general truths applicable to the subjects of the King of kings (as Jesus is revealed in Revelation).

Like the parables of Christ, a truth is taught. Never was it intended to make a one on one application of everything in the parable. For example, when Jesus taught the parable of the good Samaritan, we can see that He was illustrating the truth of loving our neighbor as ourselves. We learn that our neighbor is whomever the Lord places in our path. It was never Jesus' intent that we look at the details of the parable and try to come up with detailed one to one interpretations of every point and picture. I read of one commentator who stated that the man on his way to Jericho represented Adam, the head of the human race. The commentator continued by stating that the man left the heavenly city (represented by Jerusalem) and is traveling down to the profane city. In his wrong pursuit, he is overpowered by Satan and his demons (represented by the robbers). The priest and the Levite were said to represent the law and sacrifices, which do nothing for the sinner to save him. Only the good Samaritan (said to be Jesus Christ), who dresses his wounds with the oil of the Holy Spirit and places him on his own mule (said to be the merits of Christ's own righteousness). On and on the interpretation goes (limited only by one's imagination and knowledge of scriptural facts that he can read into the passage when he sees a similarity). There is no doubt there are some similarities to the truths that the commentator says are illustrated. However, there is no way to verify this interpretation. I do not believe that any of the above was meant to be illustrated by the parable. That was not the intent of the story. It was to illustrate a key general truth. I believe that this is the same in the book of Revelation. Once you go beyond what is clearly established in the Word of God itself, you are on very shaky ground. All you have then is conjecture and guesses.

As we turn to the book of Revelation, we see that the truths of this book had a specific application to the seven churches in Asia Minor (Rev. 1:4). In addition, they also have a wider application to the servants of Christ in every age, who find themselves in spiritual conflict (Rev. 1:1). This is true for every epistle in the New Testament Scriptures. This universal warfare between the kingdom of God and the kingdoms of this world will be consumated when the risen Lord returns "riding a white horse," coming on the clouds with power and great glory to vanquish His foes and bring everlasting peace and safety to His people.

According to John himself, the book of Revelation was not written to satisfy man's curiousity of the future, but to give strength and hope to God's persecuted people. Persecution was just beginning to pick up steam in Asia Minor and was going to escalate. Christ's goal, through His apostle, John, is to encourage the weary Christians in Asia Minor to persevere in the faith in the face of tremendous external opposition.

Look at John's greeting in Rev. 1:9. 

"I, John, both your brother and companion in the tribulation and kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ, was on the island that is called Patmos for the word of God and for the testimony of Jesus Christ." 
Where is John? He is on Patmos, a small rocky island about 100 k.m. off the coast of Asia Minor in the Agaean Sea. Patmos was a Roman penal settlement where prisoners who were considered dangerous to civil order were exiled. 

Why was he there? The Scripture tells us that he was there "for the word of God and for the testimony of Jesus Christ." He was suffering persecution for Jesus' sake.

How does he refer to himself? He calls himself "your companion in the tribulation and kingdom and patience (or endurance) of Jesus Christ."
The word "companion" is the Greek word "koinonia," which means "fellowship" or "to share in common." John shared something in common with the believers of Asia Minor. What did they share? First of all, they shared tribulation (which is one of the key themes of this book). The saints in Asia Minor were beginning to suffer persecution because of their stand for the truth of the Word and the glory of Jesus Christ alone. Exiled to Patmos for the word of God, John shared tribulation in common with these early believers.

John shared something else with them as well. They were all partakers of the kingdom of light. They had fellowship in the kingdom with Jesus Christ crowned as their glorious King (another theme that rings throughout the book).

The word "patience" (Greek - hupomone) means perseverance, steadfast commitment, faithfulness, and endurance. This theme also surfaces throughout the book.

Here in John's introduction, we see his purpose in writing to these persecuted Christians, for whom things were about to get worse, is to encourage them to persevere in the faith as good soldiers of the King of kings and Lord of lords. So he says, "I am your companion in tribulation (i.e. I share your trouble) , your companion in the kingdom (i.e. I share in the so great salvation that is ours in Christ), and your companion in patience (i.e. I share your commitment to our great King)."

What kind of tribulation were they facing? Rev. 2:9 tells us that the church in Smyrna, which was a microcosm of the greater region, tells us that they were suffering persecution. They were suffering poverty (perhaps financial loss as a result of their connection with Christ) and they were blasphemed against (slandered). It was going to get worse, Rev. 2:10 states. In fact, in Pergamos, one saint had already been martyred (Rev. 2:13). More persecution was on the way. The pressure to conform to the world and to hide their light was great and increasing.

How does the Great Shepherd encourage His little flock to persevere with joy in the midst of this pressure? That is what this book is all about.

This book is full of help and comfort and encouragement for persecuted and struggling Christians in their battle against the kingdoms of this world.

To the saints is given the assurance that:

- God sees their tears, and He will wipe them away (Rev. 7:17; 21:4). 
- their prayers are heard and are making a difference (Rev. 8:3-4)
- their death is precious in His sight (Rev. 14:13)
- their final victory is assured (Rev. 15:2)
- their blood will be avenged (Rev. 19:2)
- their Christ lives and reigns forever and ever. He governs the world in the interest of His church.
- Christ is coming againt to take His people to Himself in the marriage supper of the Lamb, to live with them forever in a rejuvenated universe! (Rev. 21:22)

Not only is He coming, where one day the Son of Man will burst into view on the clouds with power and great glory, but this book discloses the truth that He is already with us - with us in the Spirit - walking in the midst of the seven golden lampstands.

"And He laid His right hand on me, saying to me, 'Do not be afraid; I am the First and the Last. I am He who lives, and was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore. Amen. And I have the keys of Hades and Death.'" 
We are indeed more than conquerors through Him that loved us!

John encourages the weary saints of Asia Minor by giving them a heavenly perspective on their suffering. This is the apocalypse - the unveiling - of the big picture that God had shown him - the unveiling of the Christ as He is in truth. Revelation is a window into the invisible, yet real world.

The unveiling shows us that things are not what they seem. The beast that comes out of the abyss seems to be victorious. He makes war with the saints, overcomes them, and kills them. Those that dwell on the earth rejoice over the dead prophets of God and they make merry and send gifts to one another. But the rejoicing is premature. In reality, it is the believer who triumphs! (Read Rev. 11:11-15)

Throughout the prophecies of this book, Christ is pictured as the Victor - the Conqueror. He conquers death, Hades, the dragon, the beast, the false prophet, and the men who worship the beast. He is victorious, and as a result, so are we - even when we seem to be hopelessly defeated. Yet, we will stand victorious on Mount Zion.

Those who seem to be conquerors - the dragon (12:3), the beast (13:1), the false prophet (13:11), and Babylon (14:8) - are defeated; and in reverse order. Babylon falls in 18:2. The beast and the false prophet are horribly punished in 19:20, along with those who follow them. The dragon is confined to unending torment in 20:10.

"These will make war with the Lamb, and the Lamb will overcome them, for He is Lord of lords and King of kings; and those who are with Him are called, chosen, and faithful."
(Rev. 17:14) 

This book is not focused on unveiling specific and detailed predictions about things like the European conditions 2000 years in the future from when John was writing. The book was intended for those early saints and for all believers throughout the age between the first and second coming of Jesus Christ. Revelation is the drama of the Risen Christ ruling His world. He is the focus of this book. The church functions as His body - His light-bearer, shining in the midst of the darkness of this world. The church shines because Christ dwells in it. Consequently, the world persecutes the church, with the results that divine judgments fall upon the world. The church continues. Even the gates of Hades cannot prevail against it. Also unveiled in this book is the deeper struggle behind the conflict between the church and the world - the conflict between Christ and Satan. Satan works through the governmental and religious systems of the world, but they always go down in defeat - especially in the day of judgment. However, we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. Thus, we worship and adore our great King who vanquishes His enemies and brings us into everlasting rest in His immediate presence!

Such a vision instills courage and strength into the hearts of foot soldiers in Christ's kingdom. Does it not?


Some of the big themes in Revelation:

1. The glory of the risen Christ!
The book of Revelation is a Christ-centered gem. Read Rev. 1:13-18.

Who is this Man among the lampstands?

"Look ye saints, the sight is glorious; see the Man of Sorrows now; from the fight returned victorious; every knee to Him shall bow."

To encourage the saints, lest they become weary in the battle and begin to lose perspective, John reminds them first of all that the Lord Jesus is alive. He is not the victim of the cross, but the Victor! Calvary was not the ultimate tragedy, but the ultimate victory! Christ is now in risen glory. He moves among the candlesticks, superintending the affairs of each local church.

It is one thing to know this truth theologically. In the trenches of life and persecution, one can lose a sense of the reality and relevance of that truth. John wanted to give them a sense of reality - an awareness of the Lord Jesus Christ in His risen glory!

2. The Sovereignty of our Lord! 

Revelation not only reveals that Jesus is alive, but that He is sovereign. He is on the throne (a word that appears 46 times in Revelation). "Throne" is the symbol of His sovereign authority. The One who sits on the throne is in absolute control. What a comforting reminder to these persecuted saints!
So long as Christ was in ultimate control, they could persevere. He alone opens the seals. He sets the limits (whether it be 10 days or 42 months), and one little word shall fell them! 
3. The Splender of heaven.
In Revelation we see a focus on the eternal heavenly country and city which has foundations. There are at least five separate worship scenes. All of heaven is jubilant before the Lamb that was slain! Oh the worship and joy and splender of heaven! By lifting their gaze heavenward, John gives road-weary Christians incentive to stand unflinching in the face of worldly pressure.

Worship Him even now, through offering up your entire life in His service. Such a worthy Savior deserves all the honor and praise you can render. 
4. The conflict between the Seed of the woman and the serpent.
This book reveals not only the final clash, but also the ongoing spiritual warfare against principalities, against powers, against rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places. John reminds the persecuted saints that this is no mere culture war or moral clash. The saints need to see their suffering and persecution as part of the larger conflict between the Seed of the woman and the serpent. The battle of the kingdom of God and the kingdom of darkness is being played out on the stage of human existance.

We live in hostile enemy territory, but, praise God, Satan is a defeated foe! He has but a short time. Even if he kills the body, he cannot touch the soul. 

5. The return of the true and rightful King!
One day, the rightful Heir and true King will return, riding a white horse, with the armies of heaven following, to vanquish His foes (and ours) forever. Would this not help the saints to have perspective on their sufferings? Would it not give them incentive to persevere faithful to the end, regardless of the cost? 

This return is really the climax and grand finale of human history, when the risen and glorified Christ makes His triumphal entry! Every eye shall see Him and God will show "who is the only Potentate, King of kings and Lord of lords."

Then shall be brought to pass the saying, "Death is swallowed up in victory!"

There at the last trump, "the kingdoms of this world will become the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ and He shall reign forever and ever."

What a day that shall be! O, come Lord Jesus, come!

His coming means everlasting peace and joy and rest in the immediate presence of King Immanuel. It means no more pain, nor death, nor sorrow, nor crying. No more sickness nor fighting. No more Satan. No more sin. O blessed be the name of the Lord! 

Through the unveiling of the big picture, the Spirit of God encourages us to endure hardness as good soldiers of Jesus Christ.

Revelation helps our unbelief, for we see Jesus unveiled as He is in truth. The Lamb occupies the throne! He is the victorious King! 

