
REVELATION STUDY 9 

 

We have finished the first three chapters, which are relatively easy to interpret 

and understand but now, if we are not careful, we might just begin to show 

signs of a serious disorder PTRRD (Post-Traumatic Revelation Reading 

Disorder). This malady often occurs once you have completed the first three 

chapters (the letters to the seven churches) then things can get difficult and 

confusing. There are visions from heaven, creatures with eyes covering their 

bodies, plagues, horses of different colours and angels. There are seven 

seals, seven trumpets, seven bowls not to mention a dragon, giant hail stones 

etc. etc.  I am anxious that we manage to find our way through unscathed, 

indeed more than that, that God will speak to us. 

 

Let us keep in mind that the book was written for the benefit of the seven 

churches to whom it is addressed, and therefore we must assume it was 

relevant for them and they would understand the rather strange apocalyptic 

language. The word “apocalypse” has become associated with a catastrophic 

event, but the term actually means “to unveil”. Revelation is a revealing 

(apocalypse) of the biblical view of how all things come to an end. 

 

More than two thirds of Revelations four hundred and four verses allude to the 

Old Testament with which the seven churches were familiar. They were aware 

of apocalyptic language and writings. They lived in what is sometime 

described as a polychronic culture, that is to say they tended to do many 

things simultaneously where time was not linear but fluid. The focus was on 

the task rather than a timeframe. If we read the book from a Western 

perspective and expect a series of chronological events we shall miss the 

message entirely. Pictures are flashing before us, and what I want us to look 

at is some of the pictures without trying to work it all out with a time line. 

People who visit India for the first time describe how the sights and smells and 

noise and bustle assault their senses (in a good way) and this is what 

happens in Revelation to some extent. There are all sorts of pictures Angels, 

dragon armies, rainbows, thunder and lightning, trumpets which assault our 



senses (in a great way). I am quite sure that when John crawled into his cave 

and was confronted with these great pictures he would never have dreamed 

that some two thousand years later people would be talking, and even 

arguing, about the third toe on the second beast. So then, don’t expect a 

traditional linear story beginning at a particular point and using some 

progressive scenes to move characters and events to a destination. 

Revelation does not fit such a western cultural approach to literature. 

 

In view of all the difficulties why read the book. Well we have the promise right 

at the beginning in chapter 1:3 “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”. Here are some more reasons 

 

1. It explains the Biblical view of God and His relationship to human 

beings. Let’s concentrate, not endeavouring to find definitive answers 

about the future, but rather see the nature of God and His love for 

those who trust Him 

 

2. We shall get a glimpse of heaven. There is very little in the Bible about 

what heaven is like but in the final chapters (and even earlier) we are 

given a glimpse into a new heaven and a new earth 

 
 

3. There is a clear message of hope in all the gloom described. There is, 

in the end, victory and good will triumph over evil and suffering 

 

Let’s take a little time to consider the allusions from the Old Testament to 

which I have referred. Apocalyptic language was normally employed during 

times of hardship and suffering. It warned the readers to be prepared and 

hope in God. For example Zechariah wrote his book to a defeated people of 

Israel who had just returned from exile. It used symbolism to represent real 

world counterparts, it used literature using bizarre imagery which added 

drama and deepened the meaning of the message. Apocalyptic writing for 

example represented people and countries as animals such as a lamb a 



dragon or strange beast. In Daniel 8:21 reference is made to a male goat as 

the king of Greece, and a large horn between its eyes, as the first king. 

Similarly real cities and nations receive symbolic names such as Babylon, 

Sodom, Egypt and Jerusalem. Social and political problems are often 

depicted as natural disasters involving the sun and the moon and the stars. 

Apocalyptic literature uses numbers to convey meanings such as seven, 

which is repeated many times in Revelation. The numbers carry significance 

beyond and instead of their arithmetic purpose 

 

Revelation not only contains prophecy but the whole book is prophecy. Go 

back to Revelation 1:3 (see above ) and see for example Chapter 22:18-19 

“For I testify to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this 

book: If anyone adds to these things, God will add to him the plagues 

that are written in this book; 19 and if anyone takes away from the words 

of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part from the Book 

of Life, from the holy city, and from the things which are written in this 

book. 

 

Let’s take a look at a few of the two hundred and fifty references and allusions 

to the Old Testament. There are references to Isaiah, Daniel, Ezekiel, Psalms, 

Exodus, Jeremiah, Zechariah, Amos and Joel. There are no direct quotes 

from these books but the references are clear. Here are some, but there are 

many more 

 

1. Revelation mentions the tree of life (Genesis 3:22) four times 2:7, 22:2, 

22:14, and 22:19  

2. Judgment on Gods enemies in Revelation 19:20, and 20:10 (being 

thrown into a lake of fire burning with sulphur) resembles the burning of 

Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19:24 

3. The symbol of the woman clothed with the sun having the moon under 

her feet and wearing a crown of twelve stars (Revelation 12:1) is 

similar to the imagery in Josephs dream (Genesis 37:9) 



4. Several times John alludes to Exodus 3:14 (I AM WHO I AM) when he 

refers to God as “he who is and who was and who is to come 

(Revelation 1:4, 1:8, 11:17, 16:5) 

5. The plagues of hail (Revelation 8:7) locusts (Revelation 9:3) sores 

(Revelation 16:2) water changed to blood (Revelation 16:3-4) darkness 

(Revelation16:10) and unclean spirits that look like frogs (Revelation 

16:12-14) resemble six of the plagues that occurred in Egypt 

6. John says in Revelation 15:3 that those redeemed sing the “song of 

Moses” which is similar to what Israel does after crossing the red sea 

7. The winepress of the wrath of God in Revelation 14:9 echoes the 

winepress in Joel 3:13 and Isaiah 63:3 

There are many more but we will stick with seven a favourite number in 

the book. 

 

We are bound to take a look at the various interpretations of the book 

throughout church history, which we will have to refer to from time to time. 

Over the span of that history four major interpretations of the book of 

Revelation have emerged. These are  

 

1. FUTURISTS that is everything is going to happen in the future 

 

2. PRETERISTS Everything has already happened 

 
3. HISTORICIST Some things have happened, some are happening now, 

and some are yet to happen 

 
4. IDEALISTS Nothing literal happens everything is symbolic 

 

We shall need to look at these in a bit more detail (not too much lest we get 

bogged down and begin to suffer the dreaded PTRRD)  

 

The early church in the second and third centuries usually interpreted the 

book in a literal way, tying John’s words into actual events that would take 



place soon, maybe in their own lifetimes. Some of the other views mentioned 

above were adopted by others in the middle Ages and beyond 

 

Coming to the modern era during the reformation Spanish Jesuits (the Roman 

Catholic hit squad) developed the preterist and futurists ideas which served to 

counter the suggestion that the Pope was the antichrist. 

 

A man by the name of J.N. Derby (founder of the brethren) came up with what 

is called “Dispensationalism” or eras represented by the seven churches. We 

shall look more closely at this in a moment. This futurist approach to the book 

gained momentum into the 20Century, in particular in the evangelical church. 

 

Today in the 21st Century the historicist view had faded significantly while 

futurism, preterism and idealism have strong followings. However the most 

popular and well known in our day and generation is the futurist model which 

most of us will have heard of. This view is the basis of the “left behind” book 

series. 

 

I am anxious that we don’t get bogged down but it is important to consider in a 

little more detail the futurist view, that is to say that much of John prophecy 

starting with Revelation 4 (which we are now up to) chronicles events 

sometime in the future. In other words John uses Revelation as a platform on 

which to give specific details of the End Times, including 

 

(a) A seven year period of judgment called the Tribulation (Revelation 6-18) 

 

(b) The Second Coming of Jesus which immediately follows the Tribulation 

(Revelation19) 

 
(c) A final judgment on the world (Revelation 20) 

 

(d) The creation of a new heaven and a new earth 



This view has gained popularity over the past 150 years and is probably the 

mainstream position for many evangelical churches. Sadly many who hold to 

this view have received it slavishly without proper study, though some have, 

and are content with the position which they believe they can sustain from 

Scripture. 

The futurist position is the most literal rather than symbolic. For example they 

tend to see numbers in the book as literal i.e. 144,000 in Revelation 7 or the 

1000 year reign of Christ in Revelation 20. The cosmic disturbances and 

disasters foretold in the seals trumpets and bowls (which we shall come to) 

hint at real events’ 

There are subdivisions of the futurist camp but I want to look particularly at 

one of them which I have already referred to which we call “dispensationalists” 

Those who call themselves “dispensationalists” argue that each church in the 

first three chapters of the book represent a period of church history. They 

believe in what is called the “rapture” which is the point in time when all 

Christians still alive on earth will be taken up to heaven to be with Christ. Now 

again we have a division of thinking. Some believe that the church will be 

snatched away before the tribulation (pretribulationists) which means the 

church has disappeared at the start of Revelation 4. Some believe it will 

happen at the end of the judgment period, just before the second coming, and 

yet another group believe it will be mid- way between these two times. Oh 

dear are you beginning to suffer PTRRD, I am!!  

Those who subscribe to the futurist position, tend to promote sensationalism 

and want to interpret Revelation based on current events. They see, for 

example, things like eye-scanning technology and become convinced that this 

is a precursor to the mark of the beast. The Antichrist tends to be the most 

notorious villain of the moment. These are no more than guessing games, for 

God alone knows the future and how it will all pan out.  

In Revelation 1 and 22 John clearly says the events he is writing about will 

“soon” take place which presents a problem for the futurist position. Further, 

much of the book of Revelation becomes less relevant, or even irrelevant, to 

those seven churches if everything after chapter 4 happens in the future. 



Some may have heard of an American Author called Tim LaHaye one of the 

modern pioneers of the revival of “dispensationalism” or “Rapture theology” 

He together with a man called Hal Lindsey who wrote “late great planet earth” 

helped popularise this way of thinking in the late 1960s and 70s. The ideas 

these men propounded first appeared in the 1830s so in the context of church 

history, it hasn’t been around for long. Its man characteristic is the church 

being snatched away as I have mentioned. This they say could happen at any 

moment followed by a seven year Tribulation after which Jesus comes again 

and his one thousand year reign will begin. Much of this thinking is also tied in 

with the return of the Jews to the land of Israel and the rebuilding of the 

Temple in Jerusalem.  

There are many red faces involved in the rapture theory for example Tim 

LeHaye predicted in his book “the beginning of the End” that people who had 

been alive since 1914 would experience the Rapture. Books have been 

rewritten and corrected as predictions and silly theories have been discounted 

or have failed to materialise. 

I’m conscious there may be some who are thinking, for example, of the verses 

in Matthew 24:36-41 often quoted by the left behind crowd as a proof text for 

the Rapture. Let’s quote it here so we get the context 

“But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of f] 

heaven, but My Father only. 37 But as the days of Noah were, so also will 

the coming of the Son of Man be. 38 For as in the days before the flood, 

they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the 

day that Noah entered the ark, 39 and did not know until the flood came 

and took them all away, so also will the coming of the Son of Man 

be. 40 Then two men will be in the field: one will be taken and the other 

left. 41 Two women will be grinding at the mill: one will be taken and the 

other left. 42 Watch therefore, for you do not know what [g]hour your Lord 

is coming. 43 But know this, that if the master of the house had known 

what [h]hour the thief would come, he would have watched and not 

allowed his house to be broken into. 44 Therefore you also be ready, for 

the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect. 



Jesus links this passage with the story of Noah where those taken away were 

taken for judgment not to heaven to be rescued. 

Another passage may come to mind in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18  

3 But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who 

have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who have no hope. 14 For if 

we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with 

Him those who sleep in Jesus.15 For this we say to you by the word of 

the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord 

will by no means precede those who are [d]asleep. 16 For the Lord 

Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an 

archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise 

first. 17 Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together 

with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall 

always be with the Lord. 18 Therefore comfort one another with these 

words. 

Now, far from being a silent and stealthy snatching away (which is suggested) 

as Jesus comes for His saints and takes them back to heaven, the passage is 

very noisy indeed with trumpets, shouting and archangels and no mention of 

us returning with Jesus to heaven. 

We must finish and what we must not do is fall out with any brother or sister 

who takes a different view on these matters. My hope is that we can get 

through as peacefully as possible looking at the big picture of the book which 

is that Christ wins in the end and we are on the victory side. 


