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Sometimes the sheer scale of a project becomes apparent only after you’re too invested to back out. It always begins with a rash thought.


“I can hike there and back before dark.” 

“This garage cleanout should take no more than 30 minutes, tops.” 

“There’s no way this will lead to a protracted land war in the Middle East.” 


Much too late, it dawns on you that you’ve made a gross miscalculation.

Originally, I just needed to figure out where to stuff some extra thoughts from a study of Revelation I had been working on for my church. As you can see, it all got very much out of hand. This began in the summer of 2021 and, well, it’s not 2021 anymore.

Many people supported me along the way, even if they weren’t entirely sure what they were supporting. My family put up with my long evenings camped at the kitchen table. They even read bits and pieces here and there. And, as you’ll see, they’re frequent, if reluctant, illustrations for points I’m trying to make. 

Corinne, my wife, proofread every word. This was not a task she signed up for when she married me. And, if you know me, spotting mistakes in my writing is like looking for hay in a haystack. She should be nominated for an Oscar because she never appeared annoyed by the task. If there are any errors in the manuscript, it’s only because I snuck back into the text later and messed something up. 

Although everything that follows has gone through exhaustive and exhausting rewrites and edits, it originally came into existence as a series of blog posts. In that process, I had two big supporters, both from my church. Drew and Matt. Matt suggested I write a book, or at least that’s how I took whatever he said, and it probably wasn’t this book he was encouraging me to write. Drew eagerly looked forward to every post, asked lots of questions, and had great thoughts. He even told me if I ever did write a book, he’d buy one. If I include my mom, I should be able to sell two copies. Thank you to anyone else who had the misfortune to read those original posts and the grace and determination to keep reading. 

Finally, I worked out many of these ideas with my church family at the Woodbury Church of Christ over the course of many years, usually in the context of preaching. Many of the stories and observations here were originally shared in other sermons, having nothing to do with Revelation. So, church family, if you read something that sounds familiar, that’s because it is. Thank you for being such a great test audience. 


— Patrick Doherty, April 2026
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It’s a picture-perfect July evening in one of the typically colder northern states. I am sitting outdoors at a wrought iron patio table across from a fellow minister whom I’m trying to impress. It is the ideal evening to be outside: warm, low humidity, and, by some miracle for our particular region, not a mosquito in sight. These are precise conditions under which Northerners are contractually obligated to remind one another that, “This is why we put up with the winter, don’t you know?” You're never far from a conversation about the cold here, even in the summer.

The other guy was from the South, where July temperatures, I assume, are so hot that to set one’s elbows on a wrought iron table is to risk burn scars. 

I had been talking up our church. I settle deeper into my patio chair, certain I am about to impress him with the info I am about to drop. “Yeah, I’m preaching a series through the Book of Revelation.” I lean back, confident I am making a good impression. I expect him to think, “Wow, what a competent and capable preacher to handle such a notoriously challenging, confusing, and controversial book of the Bible.”

Instead, he asked, “So, what’s your eschatology?”

My mind went blank. It’s that weird failure of memory triggered by being asked the question, like Invisible Boy from the movie Mystery Men, who has the power of invisibility as long as no one is looking at him. I stammer, stalling for time, hoping to summon from the dregs of Bible College the correct answer.

I was pausing too long. Think. This guy will go home, gather all his minister buddies in their Preachers Club, and share this anecdote of the dumb preacher he met. There’s a roar of laughter. One of the group chimes in, “Wow, I’ll bet he hasn’t even formulated an adequate response for infralapsarianism!”​[i] They’ll wipe tears from their eyes.

Here’s the thing. I knew what eschatology meant — it’s the theology of the end of the world. But that specific question, phrased that way, has maybe four acceptable answers. Each answer comes equipped with an arsenal of specific theological vocabulary. Premillennialism. Post-tribulation. Partial Preterist. Parousia. Each term could win you the grand prize in the final round of the National Ivory Tower Spelling Bee. 

Revelation contains eschatology, but I don’t believe it’s primarily about eschatology. The very word primes us to see the wrong things. It’s like watching The Wizard of Oz to learn about yellow-brick road construction. As we will see, assuming Revelation is mostly about our future violates Rule Five of the Six Rules for Reading Revelation, but I’m getting ahead of myself.

I fumbled through a response. 

“Um, I believe that the next thing to happen is that, uh, Jesus will come back?” I meant it as a statement, but I said it with the confidence of a middle school boy asking a girl out. That was close enough to an acceptable answer, and the conversation moved on to safer, weather-related topics. Crisis averted. Maybe the Preacher’s Club down South won’t get to hear about me after all.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Part of the problem with even trying to talk about Revelation is that the conversation is dominated by obscure theological categories or crazy supernatural conspiracy theories.

We’ll address the conspiracy theories throughout this book, but even the academic terms push everyone into one of a handful of contrasting views and can quickly devolve into trying to figure out who's on your team.

For example, after one of the above-mentioned sermons about Revelation, a couple visiting our church for the very first time cornered me. The conversation transitioned from “Hi, my name is...” to Dispensational Premillennialism faster than the first drop on a roller coaster.

I barely finished saying, “Nice to meet you both,” before they hit me with, “You know we’re just about to enter the ‘thousand-year reign’ of Christ, right?!” 

They stood, arms crossed, waiting for me to agree. I tried to sidestep and keep the conversation light, “Oh, well, yeah, that’s a pretty controversial passage,” and then gamely added, “But I’m still learning!” 

They exchanged a knowing look, then looked down at the carpet. After a long, disappointed pause, the wife glanced back at me and said, “Where did you say you went to seminary?” 

Two sentences into my first-ever conversation with this couple, and I and my degree have been written off. We never saw them back at our church.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Revelation-specific jargon, like ‘thousand-year reign,’ can be helpful, even necessary, in certain situations. It’s not easy to capture the complex, abstract ideas John’s book generates. But people lock themselves in and defend these positions long past the point of reason.

My lofty goal is to provide a way into the beautiful and challenging message of Revelation, rescuing it from both conspiracy and the Revelation-ese that leaves most of us scratching our heads. 

This means exploring Revelation while walking a tightrope. We must avoid plunging into bizarre, sensational speculation on one side or tipping into inaccessible theological jargon on the other. If I fail at either, you can gather your friends in your secret club and have a good laugh at my expense.

Let’s begin.
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One:
Mr. Microchip
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“Hey, you saw that article about how they are developing a chip that they’re going to implant in everyone’s forehead, right?”

I’m standing in a cramped, wood-paneled foyer of a small-town church. I’m a brand new minister, less than six months into my first job. I am young, naive, and eager to please (i.e., dumb). We’re engaged in a traditional, post-service religious ritual. You shake hands, wish each other a good week, and you shuffle out the door. It’s so routine, you can do it in your sleep. Conspiracy theories about microchips are a departure from the script.

I attempt to mask my surprise, “Oh, I must’ve missed that.”

“Yeah, they’re almost done with it. I saw it on the news. Everything is falling into place. Just like it says in Revelations.”​[ii]

Oh boy. 

In the years since, I’ve had dozens of bizarre conversations like this, but at this tender point in my career, I was confused about most things and desperate to pretend I wasn’t.

The good folks waiting to leave are now visibly intrigued by the exchange. They stop making their way toward the exit. Eyes dart from Mr. Microchip to me. They want to see what I have to say on the matter, which is exactly nothing. I try to dredge up a response that will keep him moving toward the door, but it takes too long, which he correctly interprets as skepticism.

“Come on, you, of all people, should know about this!” I work at a church; therefore, it’s assumed I should be up to date on the latest microchip conspiracies. 

He continues, “You’re going to need the chip to shop at Walmart. It’s all right here!” He holds his Bible up and gives it a shake, like a detective confronting the suspect with damning evidence. The tiny crowd gathered in the foyer looks back and forth at us like the audience at a tennis match.

I’m not really trying to encourage this conversation, but I don’t see an easy way out. I land on a non-committal, “Oh, yeah?” 

“Yes.” He says it so matter-of-factly, with enough exasperation, that it’s tempting to believe him. He gathers himself to exit the building, but before he does, he turns and offers a concession to the fact that I am, after all, young and inexperienced: “I’ll bring the VHS tape where this guy explains it all; he’s got verses and everything. It’s really professional.”

“I’m glad he has verses.” I think, but don’t say. Instead, I clear my throat and force out a faint, “Have a good week.”

We don’t have to abandon Revelation to the conspiracy theorists.

You can scramble the particulars, but millions of people have had some version of that conversation. An aunt. A stranger. A parent. That one guy at church that you try to avoid. Bad takes on Revelation are more common than losing lottery tickets.

In fact, as I typed that last sentence, I received an unsolicited email from someone who is certain that Jesus is coming back on December 24th of this year.​[iii] The Second Coming on Christmas Eve? Jesus will score style points for sure. 

We’ll take a closer look at how we got here in Chapter Nine, but first, let’s orient ourselves. 


•  Revelation inspires some wild ideas. You’ve heard some of them. You may believe some of them.

•  Those bad ideas have become the most popular and, thus, the most common lens through which people relate to this book.

•  The wild theories tend to push Christians to one of two camps: fervent conspiracy or skeptical apathy.


This means that some Christians act like Revelation is the only book in the Bible, while others try to pretend it doesn’t exist or stick to the “safe” verses toward the beginning or the end. You know, the ones about lukewarm Christians or the description of heaven. But maybe you, like me, are in a third category: cautiously curious. You believe Revelation matters, but are also pretty sure it’s not about the Illuminati or microchips.

Here are two truths about Revelation that seem to get lost in the chaos.

Revelation is a beautiful, intricate, and 
divinely inspired work of ancient literature.

Revelation is not a step-by-step guide 
to the end of the world.

I should say it’s mostly not about the end of the world. Revelation pulls back the curtain on life as we know it and shows us that our present life is more vivid, meaningful, and hopeful than we imagined.
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Two:
The Air We Breathe
Revelation, Teddy Roosevelt, 
and Iron Maiden


[image: ]


The most challenging part of reading Revelation is approaching it with an open mind. Many of us drag assumptions about prophecy and end times around like a piece of tissue stuck to our shoe.

Shaking off bad ideas is particularly tricky for North Americans. The cultural air we breathe is thick with imagery and vocabulary from the last book of the Bible. As we’ll see, this is true whether you have a religious background or not. 

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

The first time I experienced an earthquake, I assumed Jesus was coming back. I was a church kid, so I was probably steeped in Revelation more than the average 12-year-old; still, it’s telling that my first thought was the Second Coming.

I was sitting on my bed, pillows propped up against the headboard. On my bedside table was a prized possession of mine, a fully assembled Voltron robot​[iv]. It started to wobble. I stared in bewilderment before realizing it wasn’t my toy shaking, but the room, and that my room was shaking because the earth was shaking.

I hadn't taken any geophysics classes yet, but I vaguely recalled something about earthquakes preceding Jesus’s Second Coming. So, in my young, always-at-church-but-not-quite-paying-attention-to-the-sermon brain, the only viable cause for an earthquake was Jesus’ return.

If that’s the case, I need to repent of some stuff. I'd heard that Christ would return in the "blink of an eye.” This means I have about 100 milliseconds to confess whatever sins I’d compiled in my first decade of life.​[v]

What I didn't know was that the part of the world where my missionary parents had recently moved me experiences over 2,000 earthquakes a year.​[vi] So, not only was this not apocalyptic, it was pretty common. Buildings on that corner of the globe are designed to handle frequent tectonic plate shifts. In fact, my Voltron didn't even topple over.

A Stew of Revelationese

We carry around foggy notions about what Revelation says, but aren't quite sure what they mean or how they fit in the real world. It's like 5th-grade science; you learned about cloud formations, but can't quite remember their definitions — is that a stratocaster or a mundungus?​[vii]

If you grew up around church, you heard Revelation-inspired rumors ranging from weather phenomena to secretive global orders. As a child, I faintly recall being told that we couldn't buy certain brands of toothpaste and detergent because, allegedly, the parent company had embedded a bunch of 666s in their logo.​[viii]

Here is a brief and incomplete list of ways Revelation has leaked from the last book of the Bible and into popular culture.


•  Battle Hymn of the Republic, now mostly considered a patriotic hymn, has a line lifted right from Revelation 14, "He is trampling out the vineyards where the grapes of wrath are stored."

•  In June of 1912, Teddy Roosevelt spoke at the Republican National Convention to a crowd gathered in Chicago, saying, "We stand at Armageddon, and we battle for the Lord!" 

•  The 1982 Iron Maiden album and titular song, Number of the Beast. Followed in 1983 by Metallica with The Four Horsemen off the Kill ‘Em All album.

•  Movies like the 1979 critical and cinematic hit Apocalypse Now or the late-90s blockbuster Armageddon.

•  The former Vice President, Al Gore, who made climate change a personal crusade since his time in office, told Judy Woodruff of PBS's Newshour that watching the weather news was like taking "a nature hike through the Book of Revelation.”​[ix]

•  October 6th, 2022, President Biden said that, as a result of the February 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, “We have not faced the prospect of Armageddon since Kennedy and the Cuban Missile Crisis.”​[x]


Maybe you just knew there was something dangerous about the number 666. Have you ever seen a license plate with that number and at least given the driver a second glance?

Revelation is so embedded in our cultural vocabulary that we would be more surprised if the various political candidates didn’t depict their opponents as the Antichrist and use doomsday language to describe the importance of whatever election is currently happening.

Honestly, we could have devoted an entire chapter to just the strange bedfellows of Revelation and ‘80s Metal.

Like it or not, Revelation is in the cultural air we breathe. We all have some basic end-of-the-world word associations swirling around like an end-times Mad-Lib: horsemen, dragons, beasts, rumors of wars, microchips. Throw it all in a blender, and voilà, you have a potent last-days cocktail.

Approaching Revelation with an open mind will be an uphill battle. 

But what does it matter? Isn’t it like believing in fairies or Bigfoot? Ignore it; fixate on it; knock yourself out. Who cares? There are no real-world implications to what we think about Revelation, right?
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Three:
Revelation With The Safety Off
The most dangerous book on earth
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Wednesday evening, September 16th, 1998, Trotwood, Ohio. Reverend Andrew Lofton had just wrapped up teaching a Wednesday Night Bible Class on, you guessed it, the Book of Revelation. Reverend Lofton closed with a prayer, dismissed the small crowd, and members engaged in the usual post-service small talk: sports and weather. The Buckeyes football team had started their season 2-0 and were ranked number one in the country. The temperature had reached 89 degrees that afternoon — lots to talk about after church. 

Kenneth Nance, a long-time part of the choir, there-whenever-the-doors-were-open member, had sat through the teaching but skipped the after-church football talk. It was a little odd, but Kenneth was a little odd. What he was about to do was way beyond odd. 

Nance had gone to the parking lot and retrieved a .32 caliber handgun from his car. He tucked it in his waistband and re-entered the building. Walking back inside, he pulled the gun out. People saw the weapon, but in an era before mass shootings completely reshaped the national consciousness, it might have been startling but not necessarily a cause for panic. Nobody thought he’d actually use the thing. 

Nance pointed it at the minister, pulled the trigger, killing Reverend Lofton. Nance was upset with Lofton’s interpretation of Revelation. The police report called it "religious differences.”​[xi]

Revelation is intense.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

The Ohio shooting is an extreme outlier. Still, I think it points to a dangerous concoction we see related to the final book of the Bible — profound misunderstanding unhindered by theological humility. 

In Nance's mind, what Lofton was teaching wasn’t just wrong; it was dangerous, and he needed to be stopped. Maybe Nance even thought that he had a righteous mandate from the Lord to fight enemies of the truth.

Revelation-inspired murder is, fortunately, rare. Revelation-inspired politics are not. Many Christians subscribe to a specific way of interpreting Revelation with geopolitical implications. These kinds of Christians are so fixated on their prophetic beliefs about the modern state of Israel that they will vote for any candidate they think will bring those visions to life.​[xii] Combine that with politicians who care more about power in the U.S. than chaos in the Middle East, and you have a dangerously powerful political alignment.

A 2015 LifeWay research poll found that nearly three out of four evangelicals believe that current events in Israel are fixed prophecies from the Book of Revelation.​[xiii] Events since 2015 have done nothing to dissuade that belief. 

I’m not sure how to measure American political impact on people living in Israel and Palestine. And, to be sure, the West, for centuries, has interfered in the politics of foreign countries with tragic results, but few other geopolitical activities can trace their roots back to a specific way of reading Revelation. When I originally thought up the title, “Reading Revelation Without Hurting Yourself (or Others)," I was trying to be tongue-in-cheek, but based on narrow, specific, and wrong interpretations of this book, serious damage has been done in the world. Luke Timothy Johnson, a respected New Testament scholar, made this observation: “Few writings in all of literature have been so obsessively read with such generally disastrous results...”​[xiv]

A poor grasp of Revelation, invigorated by a specific brand of religious arrogance, creates toxic, even deadly, political realities.

This way of reading Revelation gets one thing right — this book has current, real-world implications. Our way of reading Revelation can shape our expectations for the future and, thus, our hope. 

And hope is a powerful thing.

So, how do we start reading Revelation correctly?
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Four:
From The X
How you read is as 
important as what you read.
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Do yourself a favor and look up an anamorphic art piece called Perceptual Shift.​[xv] It will give you more appreciation for what I’m going to attempt to describe. Anamorphic art is maybe one of the few art forms where the way it’s created is more impressive than the art itself. It’s a visual craft, so describing it in written form can’t do it justice, but I’m going to give it a go anyway.

You're in a modern art museum. Overall, it’s been underwhelming. This is one of those pretentious places where if you accidentally set your glasses on the floor, you’d draw a crowd.​[xvi] Any reasonably equipped five-year-old could've produced most of this stuff. Art should look like it took effort, if not skill.

You turn a corner and enter a well-lit room with starkly white walls contrasting with rich, dark, hardwood floors. Hanging from thin, nearly imperceptible strands of fishing wire are hundreds of matte black, spherical objects of various sizes. They vary in placement and depth. You do not detect any pattern to the shapes or why they hang where they do. From where you're standing, it appears to be chaos. Great, another inane modern art piece. 

There is a large X on the ground about twenty feet away. It beckons you to stand on it. As you move, your perspective of the sculpture shifts. The chaos of the hanging objects coalesces into a recognizable form. Now, standing directly on the X, you can see what looked like chaos was actually a giant hanging sculpture of a human eyeball staring back at you.

You are seeing the sculpture from the specific angle the artist intended. It could only be clearly seen from the X. From the infinite number of wrong vantage points, it will always look like chaos. The sculpture always was what it was. What mattered was where you were standing. 

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Revelation works like that. Imagine the following text as a literary anamorphic sculpture. Each word is carefully selected and hung in place. But, in this scenario, you're not standing on the X. 


The dragon stood on the shore of the sea. And I saw a beast coming out of the sea. It had ten horns and seven heads, with ten crowns on its horns, and on each head a blasphemous name. The beast I saw resembled a leopard, but had feet like those of a bear and a mouth like that of a lion. The dragon gave the beast his power, his throne and great authority. (Revelation 13:1-2)


Standing in the wrong spot, that verse looks like a bizarre jumble of symbols and metaphors. And, just like modern art, people squint their eyes and claim to get what the artist was going for:

Here are a few of the hot takes you’ve probably heard.


•  Revelation shows us how (insert the name of a current wacky billionaire here) is developing a microchip that they will inject your baby with so they can monitor global population growth.

•  Revelation contains a detailed government plan to develop attack drones to spread a mind-control chemical among an unsuspecting population.

•  Revelation predicts that an out-of-control Middle Eastern dictator will seek to resurrect the ancient city of Babylon to create a one-world government.


It's all a conspiracy theorist’s fever dream.

History is littered with views of Revelation from the wrong angle. Events that seemed apocalyptic in the moment eventually became a paragraph in a middle-school history book. (See the Spanish Flu, the Great Depression, the UN, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the fall of the Berlin Wall, Saddam Hussein, Y2K, the COVID pandemic, ad infinitum). When people view Revelation from the wrong spot, they end up "seeing" whatever they are primed to see. The endless number of books and blogs claiming to explain Revelation serves as proof.

But this all raises an important question. What does that mutant hybrid beast emerging from the sea in Revelation 13 look like from the correct vantage point? What did the artist intend us to see as we stand on the X?

We'll get there and discover that, surprisingly, this may be one of the easier-to-understand symbols. In Part Two, we’ll highlight six crucial guidelines to keep in mind when we read. Revelation Rules, if you will.

On to Rule Number One.
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Part Two:
The Revelation Reading Rules
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Five:
Rule 1 | The Book is a Letter
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As technology hurtles us closer to a science-fiction reality, there are a few formative experiences we are going to lose. For example, the driverless car will make watching movies while operating a moving vehicle considerably safer. But the pure exhilaration of being a newly licensed driver and sliding behind the wheel of your parents’ car for the first time, all by yourself...that’s hard to beat. 

Or, sure, email is super convenient, but do you look forward to getting an email? Do you remember the feeling of opening up the mailbox and seeing a hand-addressed letter with your name on it? A human being sat down and composed words into sentences for your eyes to read. Magical.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

You may have heard that many New Testament books are actually letters. This impacts how we read them. If the books of Romans or Philemon are letters, written to real people, then we expect them to address circumstances not our own. Of course, they still offer valuable wisdom and insight for us, but we anticipate the need to interpret them to fit our situation and context. 

What isn’t quite as clear is that the Book of Revelation is also a letter. Sure, at first glance, it doesn't seem like a letter, what with all the locust hordes and all, but there it is right in verse four of Revelation Chapter One:


John, to the seven churches in the province of Asia (Revelation 1:4a)


Meaning, and this is crucially important, there are real people who are going out to their mailboxes, opening them up, tossing the junk mail in recycling, and getting that jolt of excitement as they see a genuine, hand-addressed letter with their name on it. In the top left-hand corner was the return address, The Apostle John, Patmos Island.​[xvii] John had previously worked among the Christians in Ephesus, one of the churches named in the letter of Revelation.​[xviii] John knew them, and they knew him. He can picture their families; he knows where they go to work, what makes them laugh, what they're anxious about, and, crucially, he knows what they are about to face.

So, this is a cliché, but it's a good cliché. The Bible, especially the letters of the Bible, isn't written to you, but it is written for you. You're reading somebody else's mail (another useful cliché). Do not miss the implication of that truth — this letter had to mean something to the people to whom it was actually written.

In contrast, the default way of reading Revelation seems to follow a Star Wars approach. Do you remember the words of the opening crawl, "A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away..."? With Revelation, we take those opening words and subconsciously flip them around as if the unwritten intro to Revelation is, "A long time from now, in a country far, far away...” Most of the wilder takes on Revelation tend to start from our 21st-century Western perspective rather than the people to whom this book was actually written. 

Imagine that you are a first-century citizen receiving this letter. You're a Jewish immigrant or Roman citizen living in Asia Minor. You're wrestling with what it means to live as a follower of Jesus in a pagan culture where the pressure to give up your faith keeps building. You and your church family receive a letter from John.  “Awesome,” you think, “he’ll know how to help us navigate these constant moral dilemmas we are all facing.”

But if this letter is just full of prophecy that wouldn’t even take place for millennia, it would leave you confused. It would reference future events that couldn’t possibly make sense to you. Why would John sit down and compose a letter that had virtually zero relevance to the people to whom he was actually writing? 

He wouldn't.

Take this idea out for a spin; maybe, like all the other letters in the New Testament, it was written to directly address issues being dealt with by first-century Christians. And, perhaps, with a little study and understanding, present-day Christians can interpret its ancient advice to fit our modern context. 

Now we're on to something.

As we read this book, we have to start with the question, what did it mean to the people to whom it was written? Only then can we explore what it might mean to us.

So, what did it mean to them? That's a big question. Let's try to take a small bite out of it.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

For the first-century believer living in Roman-occupied territory, the worship of false gods was completely intertwined with everyday life.

For example, to be a part of, say, a plumbing or butchering guild meant offering regular sacrifices at the local temple. To be a respected citizen meant praying to the local gods. There was no such thing as the separation of temple and state. It was your civic duty as a good citizen to participate in the pagan rituals.​[xix]

You can see why this could be tricky for Christians.

Imagine facing this dilemma: financial stability or following Jesus? Be a part of the church or take part in society?

Everything Rome had to offer is right at your fingertips — acceptance, wealth, and achievement. You can have it all. All you have to do is just a quick little ceremony down at the Temple of Artemis. No big deal, really. You don't even have to renounce Jesus. Just add a god or two to the list. It's easy. Come on, just do it. 

Look at what John writes to these people:


Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: There are some among you who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin so that they ate food sacrificed to idols and committed sexual immorality (Revelation 2:14)


Balaam? Balak? Aren’t those characters from stories in the Hebrew Scriptures? Yes, John is drawing on an ancient story about idolatry and recontextualizing them for his audience, who were facing similar pressures.

Or, check out this refrain, which, with slight variations, he'll repeat in each customized section to the various churches.


Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who is victorious... (Revelation 2:7)


Victorious — over what? Victorious over the intense pressure to give up and give in to the worship of the local gods. John is writing to people who are facing a moral crisis of epic proportions. It's no surprise that he employs language and imagery of epic proportions. When you're trying to describe powerful empires that seem intent on trampling the faith of Christians, dragons, earthquakes, and plagues seem perfectly appropriate. 

Reading Revelation Rule Number One — The Book is a Letter, and it deals with existential threats to real, first-century Christians.​[xx] We have to do the work of understanding what it meant to them so that we can take those lessons and contextualize them for our day and age.

Now, for Reading Rule Number Two
.
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