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Chapter One: An Introduction to Revelation
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Before any study of a book of the Bible can begin, it is essential to understand some basic facts about the book itself. Revelation is no exception. Because Revelation is unlike most other books of the Bible, understanding these foundational facts is imperative to our study.

This book, The Seven Churches of Asia, is part of a larger and more comprehensive study of the book of Revelation.

Author

The author of Revelation is John the Apostle. John refers to himself four times in the book—Revelation 1:1, 4, 9, and 22:18.

John’s writing style is consistent with his other works. His use of symbolic and apocalyptic language appears elsewhere in Scripture, including John’s Gospel, particularly in chapter six.

There is also substantial historical evidence supporting John’s authorship. Early writers consistently attribute the book of Revelation to John the Apostle. Among these writers are Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen, Hippolytus, and Victorinus.

The book of Revelation has been attributed to John the Apostle since shortly after his death. Contemporaries and near contemporaries—including Papias and Irenaeus (a student of the martyr Polycarp, who himself was a student of John)—affirm John’s authorship. Additionally, Revelation is attributed to John in the Canon Muratori, the earliest known list of New Testament books, dated around A.D. 170 (Johnson).

A canon of Scripture is a collection of texts that a religious community recognizes as authoritative. The word canon comes from the Greek word κανών, meaning “rule” or “measuring stick” (Wikipedia, “Biblical Canon”).

Audience

The book of Revelation was addressed to churches in Asia Minor (Revelation 1:4, 11). At the time of its writing, Christians in this region were undergoing severe persecution by the Roman government. That persecution would continue and intensify over the next two centuries.

Revelation is written in apocalyptic language. While this style may seem difficult for modern readers to understand, its message would have been far more accessible to the original audience—those who lived within the cultural and historical context of the book.

“The personal safety of both writer and reader was endangered if the persecutors understood the true meaning of the book. For this reason, the message of the apocalypse was written to conceal and to reveal—to conceal the message from the outside but to reveal its message to the initiated.”

—Ray Summers, Worthy Is the Lamb
Date

Ancient writers place the writing of Revelation near the end of the reign of the Roman emperor Domitian, approximately A.D. 81–96. Both external and internal evidence support this conclusion.

External Evidence

At the time Revelation was written, the church was suffering persecution at the hands of Rome. Earlier persecutions had come primarily from Jewish authorities (see Acts 8:1–4; 12:1–19; 13:50–52; 14:2). While Christians did suffer persecution under Nero, that persecution was largely confined to the city of Rome.

One major cause of later persecution was Christians’ refusal to participate in emperor worship. Domitian was the first Roman emperor to formally require such worship. Interestingly, Nero had forbidden the making of solid gold or silver statues of himself.

Johnson notes in his Notes on the New Testament that Irenaeus spoke of his firsthand knowledge of the apostle John through Polycarp:

“In one of his letters, Irenaeus speaks to a fellow disciple of how intimate they had been with Polycarp, and how often they had heard him tell of John the apostle, and how much they had been told of John by the aged saint who had once been under the instruction of the apostle. Hence it is apparent that Irenaeus must have known from Polycarp the leading facts of John’s history, and especially the circumstances connected with his exile to Patmos. This witness, whose opportunity for knowing the facts is unquestioned, declares, ‘Revelation was seen not long ago, but almost in our generation, toward the end of the reign of Domitian’ (A.D. 96).”

—Johnson

Victorinus, writing in the late third century, states: 

“When John said these things, he was in the island of Patmos, condemned to the mines by Caesar Domitian. There he saw the Apocalypse; and when at length grown old, he thought that he should receive his release by suffering; but Domitian being killed, he was liberated.” (Commentary on Revelation 10:11) (Jackson)

The historian Jerome (A.D. 340–420) also affirms this timing:

“In the fourteenth year after Nero, Domitian having raised up a second persecution, he [John] was banished to the island of Patmos, and wrote the Apocalypse.” (Lives of Illustrious Men, 9) (Jackson)

Other early writers, including Clement of Alexandria and Eusebius, likewise place the writing of Revelation during the reign of Domitian. 
Internal Evidence for a Later Date

Several internal factors within the book of Revelation support a later date of composition.

	The spiritual condition of the churches suggests a later date.

	The church in Ephesus was established during the latter part of Claudius’s reign. When Paul wrote to the Ephesians around A.D. 61, he commended them for their faith and love (Ephesians 1:15). However, in Revelation, John states that the Ephesians had left their first love (Revelation 2:4). This spiritual decline suggests the passing of time and supports a date later than Paul’s letter (Jackson).

	The churches of Asia were experiencing persecution.

	Revelation reflects a period when persecution was widespread and intense throughout the region, consistent with conditions during Domitian’s reign.

	John was banished to Patmos at the time of writing.

	The book itself states that John wrote Revelation while exiled on the island of Patmos (Revelation 1:9). This form of punishment was common under Domitian. Nero, by contrast, was known for executing Christians, including Paul and Peter (Jackson).

	Laodicea is described as wealthy and prosperous.

	In A.D. 60, Laodicea had been nearly destroyed by a devastating earthquake. Revelation portrays the city as having regained great wealth, which would have required time for recovery. This detail favors a later date of composition (Jackson).

	Doctrinal divisions had developed within the church.

	The Nicolaitans are mentioned in Revelation 2:6 and 2:15. Historical evidence indicates this group was only beginning to gain influence around A.D. 65–66. Their presence in Revelation suggests a date later than the mid-first century (Jackson).


Interpretation of Revelation — This Is Important

The interpretation of Revelation is one of the most critical factors in studying the book. While many methods of interpretation have been proposed, it is essential to keep John’s words in their proper context.

The apostle himself provides important guidance for understanding the book. Much of what is written in Revelation was to “shortly come to pass” after its writing (Revelation 1:1; 22:6), because “the time was at hand” (Revelation 1:3; 22:10).

Methods of Interpretation

Preterist Method

Preterists believe that John’s visions “apply to events chiefly in the history of the Jewish nation and of pagan Rome” (Johnson). Because of this view, the events described in Revelation are understood to have occurred long ago. Many preterists believe these events took place before John wrote the book and that he was not predicting events that would happen in the future.

Many Roman Catholic commentators hold the preterist view, as do some Protestant groups (Johnson).

This method suggests that Revelation has little practical value for Christians today because it is primarily historical. However, this view falls

short, as the book of Revelation contains important lessons and encouragement for Christians of every generation.

Futurist Method

Futurists believe that John’s visions refer to events that have not yet occurred but will take place shortly before the second coming of Christ. They hold that everything written in Revelation will be fulfilled in the future, particularly in relation to the nation of Israel (Johnson).

“They assert that Israel will again occupy Palestine, that the temple will be literally rebuilt, and that the holy city shall be literally trodden down for 1,260 days by the Gentiles” (Johnson).

Millennialists and much of the religious world hold this view. However, this method diminishes the importance of John’s message for early Christians and contradicts several passages of Scripture, including Revelation 1:1.

Philosophy of History Method

This view teaches that the symbols in Revelation represent timeless forces at work throughout history rather than specific historical events. Unfortunately, this approach overlooks the real suffering of early Christians and ignores the historical circumstances surrounding John’s writing.

Historical Method

The historical method teaches that Revelation was written for people living during John’s lifetime. It is set against the backdrop of the first through third centuries, and its prophecies were fulfilled during that period. Unlike the preterist view, however, those who hold this position believe Revelation also contains a meaningful message for Christians of every age.

Johnson writes the following concerning the historical method of interpretation:

“In my opinion, this system is more nearly correct, and yet it needs to be modified by the others and carefully guarded. It holds that a succession of historical events—future when John wrote but now in part in the past—are portrayed by a series of visions.”

This is the approach we will take in our study of the book of Revelation. The book is primarily historical, with only a portion referring to events yet to come, such as the final judgment.

Johnson further cautions:

“The error must be avoided of supposing that the book is continuously historical from beginning to end. If it is borne in mind that there is more than one series of visions; that when one series ends another follows which is synchronous, at least in part; that a portion of the events portrayed by symbols is in the past while another portion is in the future, I think the result of the Historical system will be found to be clear, harmonious, and surprisingly in correspondence with the visions of the prophet. It perhaps cannot be expected that even those who adopt this system will agree in every detail, but we do find that the great expositors of the historical school, embracing the majority of English commentators, are in substantial agreement.”

—Johnson

Key Verses: 

Revelation 1:3 

“Blessed is he that readeth, and they that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: for the time is at hand.”

Revelation 7:14 

“And I said unto him, Sir, thou knowest. And he said to me, These are they which came out of great tribulation, and have washed their robes, and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”

Purpose

The purpose of the book of Revelation is to convey a message of hope to Christians who were suffering intense persecution and to assure them that evil will not triumph over good.

Theme

The central theme of Revelation is victory.

“Its [Revelation’s] contents describe the events of John’s day that led to victory over the Roman power, but its message and purpose for all time is that good will ultimately triumph over evil, and God’s servants will be victorious and rewarded.”

—Pogue

“On the canvas of his age, [John] pictured a final crisis of cosmic proportions, the outcome of which should be the advent of Christ in glory. The book is a trumpet call to faith in view of the sure triumph of the Kingdom of Christ and God.” —Jackson

Historical Background

The book of Revelation was written on the island of Patmos, a small island off the coast of Asia Minor. It was composed during John’s exile, near the end of the reign of Domitian.

At this time, Christians were experiencing severe persecution. Accusations were brought against them because they refused to participate in Caesar worship. Their way of life, in effect, condemned the pagan society of Rome. Though Christians were generally known to be honest, kind, and peaceable, they became easy targets for hostility and violence.

Through Revelation, John reminds believers that Christ is Lord—not Caesar. He urges them to remain faithful and to stand for what is right, even if faithfulness should result in death (Revelation 2:10).

A Table of Symbols

Revelation is an apocalyptic book. This means it is written using symbols, imagery, and signs. Numbers, objects, places, and animals are employed in figurative, non-literal ways to convey meaning.

Remember: much of Revelation is symbolic.

Other books of the Bible also use this type of language, including Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, Isaiah, and Joel.

Revelation was written in symbolic language in part to protect Christians from the message it contained. Through symbols, signs, imagery, and visions, the book foretells the persecution the early church would soon face. At the same time, it offers hope during a period of intense suffering.

“The imagery is based upon language employed in the Old Testament. Westcott and Hort’s Greek New Testament lists over five hundred references or allusions from the Old Testament in the book of Revelation. The Christians, being familiar with these Scriptures, would grasp the significance of the symbols, while their enemies would have no clue as to the thrust of the document’s message. One can only imagine how their persecution might have been intensified had they been apprehended circulating a treatise that predicted the overthrow of Rome—in literal language! Roman authorities repressed any group whose prophets denounced Rome.”

—Wayne Jackson

While many of the symbols in Revelation may seem foreign to us today, they would not have been unfamiliar to the people to whom John was writing. We use symbolic language and idioms every day that would sound strange or confusing to people from another time or culture.

For example, while on a mission trip to Costa Rica, an evangelist




































































































































	Who wrote the book of Revelation?

	What reasons support a late date for the writing of Revelation?

	What is the central theme of Revelation?

	What are the key verses of Revelation, and why are they important?

	To whom was the book of Revelation written?

	Why was Revelation written in apocalyptic language?

	List some early historians or writers of the church who affirmed the authorship of Revelation.

	What symbol mentioned in this chapter stood out to you the most, and why?

	Where was John exiled, and where is that location geographically?

	What are the major methods of interpreting Revelation, and which method is presented as the most accurate in this study?
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