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The Book of Revelation 
 

I. Introduction: 
 

 John Calvin penned a detailed commentary on every book of the Bible except one: Revelation.  

This demonstrates the reticence many scholars and Christians have when it comes to the study of this 

book.  Yet the Revelation was never written to confuse Christians, but rather to bless them.  Conscious 

of the purpose behind the book he was penning, John writes “Blessed is he who reads and those who 

hear the words of the prophecy, and heed the things which are written in it; for the time is near” 

(Rev 1:3).  Revelation speaks of a future hope which all Christians share, in which Jesus will 

triumphantly return and overthrow all of the dark powers of this world.  The events of this book reveal 

many beautiful facets of God’s character.  We witness His justice as He deposes the enemies of the 

Cross.  His love and grace become evident as He invites all who believe in Him to eat from the tree of 

life.  His supreme holiness is put on display as we catch a glimpse of adoring angels and saints 

worshipping Him in heaven.  Consequently, as we study this “difficult” book, we must do so with the 

expectation of being blessed as God reveals Himself through the pages He inspired, and eagerly 

anticipate the day in which God will reveal Himself to the world through the revelation of Jesus 

Christ. 

 

A. Why is Revelation so intimidating for so many people? 

 

 

B. Why is it worth the trouble to study Revelation? 

 

 

II. Authorship: 
 

 John identifies himself as the author of Revelation four separate times (1:1, 4, 9, and 22:8), and the 

early church fathers all affirmed his authorship as well.  Some have contested this on the basis that the 

style and vocabulary of this book are radically different from the rest of John’s writings.  However, 

stylistic difference can be accounted for by the different circumstances and purposes for which John 

wrote.   

 

 

III. Date: 
 

 Revelation was written towards the end of the first century (ca. AD 95), during the reign of 

Domitian.  Unlike the reign of Nero, the persecution of Domitian spread beyond the Italian peninsula 

to Asia Minor.  Consequently, John was imprisoned on Patmos and records the martyrdom of one of 

the leaders in Pergamum (2:13).  Such church Fathers as Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, 

Hippolytus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen
1
 also attest to this date.  Finally, this late date helps 

explain the decay of the churches of Asia Minor.    

 

                                                 
1
Walvoord, John F., Roy B. Zuck, and Dallas Theological Seminary. The Bible Knowledge Commentary : An Exposition of 

the Scriptures. Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1983-c1985. 
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 Many of the preterist persuasion claim an earlier date of writing (see below) and see the fulfillment 

of much of the Revelation in the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70.  They object to the later date 

because it occurs well after the destruction of Jerusalem, because of the many allusions to Nero, and 

because of a statement by the church father Papias claiming that John died before AD 70.  However, in 

this era Nero served as a timeless portrait of an insane despot, much like Hitler is today.  Thus, as John 

attempts to relate the imagery of the antichrist to his original audience, it is natural that he would 

allude to well-know traits found in Nero.  Regarding the Papias quote, its accuracy has been seriously 

challenged by Clement of Alexandria as well as Eusebius, who both contend for the later date. 

 

 

IV. Background: 
 

 Exiled on the desolate island of Patmos, John writes to a troubled church.  On one hand, Domitian 

began to enforce emperor-worship, leading to widespread persecution of Christians, while on the other 

hand the churches began to decay because of the ungodly teachings of such sects as the Nicolaitans. 

 

 

 

V. Structure: 
 

Revelation 1:19 provides us with the structure of the book: "Write therefore the things which you 

have seen, and the things which are, and the things which shall take place after these things.” 

 

With this in mind, John MacArthur provides us with the following outline: 

I.     The Things which You Have Seen (1:1–20) 

     A.     The Prologue (1:1–8) 

     B.     The Vision of the Glorified Christ (1:9–18) 

     C.     The Apostle’s Commission to Write (1:19, 20) 

 II.     The Things which Are (2:1–3:22) 

     A.     The Letter to the Church at Ephesus (2:1–7) 

     B.     The Letter to the Church at Smyrna (2:8–11) 

     C.     The Letter to the Church at Pergamos (2:12–17) 

     D.     The Letter to the Church at Thyatira (2:18–29) 

     E.     The Letter to the Church at Sardis (3:1–6) 

     F.     The Letter to the Church at Philadelphia (3:7–13) 
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     G.     The Letter to the Church at Laodicea (3:14–22) 

III.     The Things which Will Take Place after This (4:1–22:21) 

     A.     Worship in Heaven (4:1–5:14) 

     B.     The Great Tribulation (6:1–18:24) 

     C.     The Return of the King (19:1–21) 

     D.     The Millennium (20:1–10) 

     E.     The Great White Throne Judgment (20:11–15) 

     F.     The Eternal State (21:1–22:21)
2
  

 

VI. Why is it so difficult? 
 

 The difficulty in comprehending Revelation lies in the divergent frameworks which people use for 

interpreting the book.
 3

 

A.  The allegorical or non-literal approach. This form of interpretation was offered by the 

Alexandrian school of theology in the third and fourth centuries. It regards the entire Bible as an 

extensive allegory to be interpreted in a non-literal sense. The allegorical interpretation of the 

Bible was later restricted largely to prophecy about the Millennium by Augustine (354-430), who 

interpreted Revelation as a chronicle of the spiritual conflict between God and Satan being fulfilled 

in the present Church Age. A liberal variation of this in modern times considers Revelation simply 

as a symbolic presentation of the concept of God’s ultimate victory. 

Problem:  With this framework we can make Revelation—or, for that matter, the rest of the 

Bible—say whatever we want.   

B.  The preterist approach. A more respected approach is known as the preterist view, which regards 

Revelation as a symbolic picture of early church conflicts that have been fulfilled. This view 

denies the future predictive quality of most of the book of Revelation. In varying degrees this view 

combines the allegorical and symbolic interpretation with the concept that Revelation does not 

deal with specific future events. Still another variation of the preterist view regards Revelation as 

setting forth principles of divine dealings with man, without presenting specific events. 

Problem:  The late date of Revelation does not allow for this.  Secondly, confidence in the 

fulfillment of these prophecies lies in the writings of Josephus, whose account of history should be 

questioned on the grounds of his tendency to embellish the facts and sensationalize events. 

                                                 
2
MacArthur, John Jr. The MacArthur Study Bible. electronic ed., Re 1:1. Nashville: Word Pub., 1997, c1997. 

3
Walvoord, John F., Roy B. Zuck, and Dallas Theological Seminary. The Bible Knowledge Commentary : An Exposition of 

the Scriptures. Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1983-c1985. 
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C.  The historical approach. A popular view stemming from the Middle Ages is the historical 

approach, which views Revelation as a symbolic picture of the total church history of the present 

Age between Christ’s first and second comings. This view was advanced by Luther, Isaac Newton, 

Elliott, and many expositors of the postmillennial school of interpretation and has gained 

respectability in recent centuries.  

Problem:  The principal problem is that seldom do two interpreters interpret a given passage as 

referring to the same historical event; rather, each interpreter tends to find its fulfillment in his own 

generation. Many have combined the historical interpretation with aspects of other forms of 

interpretation in order to bring out a devotional or spiritual teaching from the book.  

• What do all of the above views have in common? 

 

 

Problem With All of the Above:  These methods of interpretation tend to deny a literal future 

Millennium and also literal future events in the Book of Revelation. 

D.  The futuristic approach. The futuristic approach has been adopted by conservative scholars, 

usually premillenarians, who state that chapters 4-22 deal with events that are yet in the future 

today. The content of Revelation 4-18 describes the last seven years preceding the second coming 

of Christ and particularly emphasizes the Great Tribulation, occurring in the last three and one-half 

years before His coming. 

Objections to this view usually stem from theological positions opposed to premillennialism. 

The charge is often made that the Book of Revelation would not have been a comfort to early 

Christians or understood by them if it were largely futuristic. Adherents of the futuristic school of 

interpretation insist, on the contrary, that future events described in Revelation bring comfort and 

reassurance to Christians who in the nature of their faith regard their ultimate victory as future. 

The futuristic interpretation, however, is demanding on the expositor, as it requires him to reduce 

to tangible prophetic events the symbolic presentations which characterize the book.  

• What cautions should we take with a futuristic approach?  For instance, with what degree 

of certainty can we identify the anti-Christ.  

 

 

VII. Our Method: 
 

A. Distinctions: 

 

 1. Apocalyptic verses Prophetic 
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A recent trend in New Testament scholarship seeks to evaluate books in light of their 

“genre.”  For instance, one would approach the Gospels in a different way than they would 

approach the Epistles in view of their literary distinctions.  When it comes to Revelation, 

many scholars contend that this is Apocalyptic Literature, therefore it has an entirely 

different set of interpretive rules, including forsaking literal interpretation. 

 

 Although what exactly constitutes apocalyptic literature has been up for debate, the 

following criteria have been proposed.  As we go through each point, let’s evaluate whether 

or not Revelation fits this genre. 
4
 

  

a. Revelations: While prophecy seems to be verbal in nature (i.e. Word of the Lord) 

prompted by an inner compulsion to speak, apocalyptic revelation comes from dreams 

and visions.   

 

b. Imitative Literary Character:  The prophets conveyed the will of God after having a 

vision.  Thus, the words of exhortation stemming from the experience carry the weight.  

Yet, in apocalyptic literature, the vision itself is conveyed.  Instead of proclaiming the 

message from the dream, they describe the dream and let that message speak for itself. 

 

In light of verses 1:3; 22:7; 10, 18-19, does Revelation fit this criteria?  

 

c. Pseudonymity:  The prophets spoke in the name of the Lord, yet apocalyptists speak in 

the name of an Old Testament saint to add credibility (i.e. Enoch, Moses, and 

Abraham). 

 

According to 1:4 does Revelation fit into this category? 

 

d. Symbolism:  Although prophets use symbolism to convey their message, the images 

are not as dominant and pervasive as they are in apocalyptic literature. 

 

e. Rewritten History:  While prophets spoke of their own historical situation in light of a 

coming future kingdom, apocalyptists often rewrote the events of their own day and 

projected it on the future. 

 

Does a comparison of Revelation with actual historical events at the time of 

authorship lead one to conclude that John simply rewrote history?  Why or why 

not?  (Consider the lake of fire, the mention of resurrections, the return of Jesus, 

etc.) 

 

Finally, like most prophecies in the Old Testament, there is a sense of moral 

urgency as the predictive elements of Revelation serve as a warning to the churches 

to whom John wrote.
5
 

                                                 
4
 Note:  Many have taken the phrase “Revelation of Jesus Christ” and have contended that this is a self reference to 

Apocalyptic literature.  Therefore, they define this genre of literature from the book of Revelation.  Yet, this prejudices the 

categorizing of Revelation and does not allow for its own uniqueness within the scope of prophecy.  
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2.  Letterism verse Literalism 

 

By literal interpretation we mean that since God wants His revelation understood by 

people, He uses the normal channels of human communication.  For instance, if someone 

said “I’m freezing,” we would not conclude that his blood has turned into ice, but rather 

that he is extremely cold.  Even within the same passage, we can have the literal and the 

symbolic side by side without too much confusion.  For example, when Scripture says that 

John is baptizing in the Jordan River, we assume that it is the river that runs from the Sea 

of Galilee to the Dead Sea; however, in the next verse, we don’t blink an eye when John 

the Baptist calls Jesus “Lamb of God,” because we know that this is not a literal reference, 

but that the use of “Lamb” conveys some truth about Jesus of Nazareth.   

 

• How do you know how literally to take a phrase?  For instance, does literalism demands 

that we believe that the ocean waters actually became blood (Rev. 16:3)? 

  

Even though most who are of the non-futurist persuasion use literalism in the other books 

of the Bible, they believe that such an interpretation obscures the deeper meaning of certain 

passages, and accuse futurists of having a wooden and nonsensical view of Revelation.  

However, those who take Revelation literally, do allow for symbols and figures of speech.  

For instance, when the text says that a third of the sea is turned into blood, we would allow 

it to be literal blood or a red color or something that explains why John chose to use 

“blood,” as opposed to cheese or wood, to describe the phenomena.    

  

 

3.   Symbolic or Spiritualized Language verses Figurative Language 

 

Those who interpret using symbolic language seek a hidden meaning beneath the literal 

sense of the text.  This treats the literal meaning as secondary and a servant, and means that 

prophecy was not understandable to the original speaker.  Therefore, these interpreters 

might say that the third trumpet judgment, which speaks of a meteorite hitting the ocean 

and turning the waters bitter, refers to the invasion of the Vandals or religious delusion. 

 

• Should we understand the sword coming out of the mouth of Christ as an actual sword 

(19:15)? Why or why not? (Cf. Isa. 11:4). 

   

Because we must deal with some symbolic language in Revelation, in order to maintain the 

true intended meaning we must adhere to certain rules to prevent ourselves from obscuring 

the figurative language of the symbols. 

 

a. We need to understand symbols—signs which picture meaning rather than stating 

it (didactic teaching).  It represents something real, a literal object designed to 

                                                                                                                                                                      
5
 G.E. Ladd “Apocalyptic” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology,  ed. Walter A. Elwell, (Baker Books: Grand Rapids, 

1984), p. 63-5. 
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convey meaning.  The literal meaning of a symbol must be kept in mind unless 

there are clear reasons to warrant something different. 

 

b. 4 ways to understand symbols: 

 

1. The text does it for you explicitly 

   In Rev 12:9, the Dragon is stated to be Satan 

 

2. The immediate context does it for you 

   In Rev 12, the Woman is Israel 

 

3. The broader context of Scripture defines it for you 

  In Rev 12, the Child is Christ – Gen 3 

 

4. Scripture doesn’t do it so we don’t know  

 666?
6
 

 

 

B.  Our Approach: 

 

1. Maintain a literal hermeneutic. 

 

 We seek to interpret Revelation like the rest of the Bible.  See discussion above. 

 

 

2. Compare Prophecy with Prophesy. 

 

 Not all prophecy came from the mouth of one prophet, yet many speak of one common 

future event, namely the reestablishment of God’s kingdom.  Therefore, we must seek to 

harmonize those prophesies which deal with the same event.  In this case we draw from 

parts of Daniel as well as Jesus’ discourses.  

 

 

3. Interpret in Light of Time Intervals. 

 

 When foretelling, many prophets don’t necessarily give a strict year-by-year chronology; 

rather, they foretell future events and the distinctions of each.  The prophets speak of two 

advents of Christ, identified by two sets of characteristics.  Just because they are next to 

each other in the book, does not mean that they are next to each other in time.  For instance, 

Isaiah mentions a suffering servant and a coming king.  The reason that they are in the 

same book is to show that they are the same person. 

 

 

4. Interpret in Light of Double Reference. 

 

                                                 
6
 Taken from Peter Lee’s Revelation notes,  Lecture 1 (unpublished). 
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 In 1 John 2:18 we read, “Children, it is the last hour; and just as you heard that 

antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have arisen; from this we know that it is 
the last hour.”  John speaks of prefigurements of the real Antichrist.  The prophets often 

give us the sense of the prophecy (compare Isaiah 7:14 with Matt. 1:23 and Isaiah 8:3), 

but it may have multiple referents until the final culmination. 

 

 

 

VIII.  Major Players: 

 

A. The Antichrist 
 

1. Key Scriptures: Dan. 7:8-26; 9:26-27; 11:36-45; 2 Thess. 2:3-10; 1 John 2:18; Rev. 

13:1-9; 17:8-14 
 

2. Titles: 

 

a. Although this is the most familiar title for the antagonist in Revelation, it is only 

assigned to him once in 1 John 2:18.  Perhaps our affinity for this title lies in its apt 

description of the man: “Anti” in Greek carries the notion of “opposite”.  In every 

way, the Antichrist, serves as a Satanically skewed reflection of the true Messiah.  

Further, his whole being, purpose, and plan are against Christ.   

 

b. In 2 Thessalonians 2:3 he is referred to as “the man of lawlessness”.  This 

emphasizes his wickedness as he lives outside of God’s commandments. 

 

c. In Revelation 13 and 17 he is frequently referred to as “the Beast”.  This is not a 

flattering term; it implies wild hostility towards God and perhaps deep depravity. 

 

d. Daniel 7:8 labels him as the “little horn”.  Though the term does not tell us much 

about him, it declares his arrogance, aggressiveness, and hostility towards God.    

 

3. Traits: 

 

Inferences from the above scriptural passages portray the Antichrist as almost superhuman.  

He will have great leadership skills as well as the ability to solve complex problems; he 

will be articulate, admired, brilliant, persuasive, and a military and economic genius.  He 

possesses all of the traits one could hope for in a world ruler, right down to his hatred of 

God. 

 

4. Career 

 

e. Phase 1: 

 

Prior to the start of the Tribulation he will be the leader of some western nation.  

We know this from the prophecy of the little horn in Daniel 7 in which he comes 



  Survey of Revelation  �                                                                                                   The Things Which You Have 

Seen (1:1-20) 

9 

 

out of a restored Roman Empire.  Through his brilliance, he finally secures peace 

for Israel for seven years, which catapults him to the forefront of the world’s 

political elite.  Thus, in Revelation 6:2 we see the antichrist on the white horse 

conquering the nations through bloodless persuasion.  We see this in Daniel 7:8 and 

20 where the antichrist conquers at least three nations, maybe ten.   

 

f. Phase 2: 

 

Halfway through the tribulation, his enemies assassinate him (13:3), but 

miraculously he is resurrected from the dead (vs. 12). On account of this miracle, 

the world begins to worship him as God (14).  It is probably at this time that the 

abomination of desolation takes place, when he desecrates the temple (2 Thess. 

2:4). 

 

g. Phase 3: 

 

He will assume total world domination (13:5-7) assisted by the supernatural powers 

of the False Prophet (13:12-13).  

 

h. Phase 4: 

 

 He will be defeated by Christ and cast into the lake of Fire (Rev. 19:20).  

 

 

B. The False Prophet: 

 

1. Key Scriptures:  Rev. 13:11-18, 16:13; 19:20; 20:10 

 

2. Titles: 

 

i. The Beast: (13:11) The title implies hostility towards God, identification with the 

antichrist, and possibly depravity.  

 

j. False Prophet (16:12; 19:20; 20:10):  The title speaks for itself; he is the heretical 

leader of a false religion. 

 

3. Traits and Career: 

 

His power will come from Satan and his authority from the antichrist.  His activities are 

religious in nature, as he will have the ability to perform miracles and facilitate the worship 

of the false messiah.  Like Elijah, he will have power to call down fire from heaven (Rev. 

13:13).  He will be able to deceive the inhabitants of the earth with signs and wonders, 

including imbuing the image of the antichrist with the ability to strike dead any who refuse 

to worship it.  Further, he will be instrumental in applying the mark of the Beast to the 

residents of the world.  Like the antichrist, he will be dealt with by Jesus and thrown into 

the Lake of Fire. 
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C. The 144,000 
 

1. Key Scriptures: Rev. 7:1-8; 14:1-5  

  

2. Traits: 

 

k. They are Jewish: 

 

Revelation 7:4 makes it clear that this number comes from Israel’s twelve tribes.  

Some contend that this refers to the church, but nowhere in the New Testament has 

it been shown that Israel is identified as the church; they are always distinct.
7
  

 

l. They are bond-servants of God: 

 

Taken from Rev. 7:3, implying that they are set apart for a special purpose, 

primarily evangelization during the tribulation (Rev. 7:8-11 indicates a great 

multitude of saved people throughout the earth). 

 

m. They are sealed.   

 

Taken from 7:4, this implies that they were set apart by God and do not partake in 

the wicked worship of the Antichrist.  

 

D. The Two Witnesses 
 

1. Key Scriptures: Revelation 11:1-13 

 

2. Traits and Career: 

 

These witnesses will be given authority by God to prophecy in Jerusalem for three and a 

half years.  Clothed in sackcloth, they will have a ministry similar to John the Baptist: 

preparing the way for the Lord.  Like Elijah, they will be able to stop the rain and bring 

forth plagues (Rev. 11:6).  Such activities may cause their enemies to want to assassinate 

them, but they will stop them with fire from their mouths (Rev. 11:5). 

 

Eventually, the antichrist will kill them (Rev. 11:7) and for the first time in the tribulation, 

the world will rejoice (11:10).  After three and a half days, God will resurrect them 

(11:11), take them up to heaven (11:12), and strike the celebrants with a lethal earthquake 

(11:13).  

 

Some speculate that the witnesses might be Moses and Elijah since they perform similar 

activities, but that is conjecture.  What we know is that they serve as bright lights, 

illuminating the character and ways of God to a world that rejects Him.
8
 

                                                 
7
 Some object to this statement citing Galatians 6:16, however a closer look reveals that this probably refers to believing 

Jews. 
8
 Paul Benware, Understanding End Times Prophecy (Moody Press: Chicago, 1995), pp. 248-254. 
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X.  Text: 

 

A. “The things which you have seen” (1:1-20) 
 

 While on the island of Patmos, John is struck with a vision of Christ.  The disciple who once 

reclined on Jesus’ breast now finds himself prostrate at His feet.  Jesus declares Himself to be the 

Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End of all things.  Then the glorified Christ 

commands John to share what he has seen, the things that are, and the things that will soon take 

place with the seven churches of Asia Minor.   

 

• How is the Jesus of Revelation 1 different from the Jesus presented in the Gospels?  How 

do you account for the change? 

 

 

• How does John respond to Jesus?   

 

 

• What is the meaning of the seven lampstands (cf. 1:20)?   

 

 

Note: How Revelation does interpret itself giving meaning to its colorful imagery,   

 

 Symbolism greatly enriches the vision of Christ which John sees and must testify.  In verses 12 

through 16 we see the following traits: 

 

 

 

 

Symbolic Trait Meaning 

One Like the Son of Man 

(1:13) 

Taken from Daniel 7:13, this conveys the human appearance of 

Jesus.  The divine glory surrounding Jesus does not devour His 

humanity.  This points forward to the Revelation 5:5 title “the 

Root of David.”  He was the physical descendent of the earthly 

King.  

Clothed in a robe reaching to 

the feet (1:13) 

Such language depicts the apparel of a high priest.  This reflects 

Christ’s ministry of intercession for the Saints. It also may refer to 

the man clothed in linen in Ezekiel 9:3 how marks for foreheads of 

the righteous remnant in Jerusalem, preserving them from 

judgment. This alludes to His protection of the 144,000 in the 

midst of God’s wrath (7:2–3 ; 9:4). 

Girded across His chest with a 

golden sash (1:13) 

Not to be confused with a priestly garment, this article of clothing 

connects Christ with the angels of Rev. 15:6 who unleash the bowl 

judgments.  The sash across the chest was a means of holding the 

tunic out of the way so that it would not impede movement.  This 

signifies that Jesus is battle ready and prepared to unleash His holy 

wrath.     
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His head and His hair were 

white like white wool, like 

snow (1:14) 

Parallel to Daniel 7:9 where the prophet describes the Ancient of 

Days in a similar way.  That title, which refers to God alone, 

emphasis the preexistence of Christ. It is fitting for him to 

participate in the consummation because of His part in the 

origination of the world (1:11, 17, 18; 2:8; 3:14; 21:6; 22:13). 

His eyes were like a flame of 

fire (1:14) 

Parallel to Daniel 10:6, this speaks of Jesus’ perfect and 

penetrating gaze.  He can probe the depths of the church (2:18) as 

well as future of Israel (Chapter 4 and on).  Jesus possesses 

complete and perfect knowledge.   With His eyes like a flame of 

fire he is fit for opening the seals and thus unveiling the future 

(6:1, 3, 5, 7, 9, 12; 8:1). 

His feet were like burnished 

bronze, when it has been made 

to glow in a furnace (1:15) 

The shining and the glowing emphasize the purity of the metal.  

Therefore, this becomes a portrait of the moral purity of Jesus.  

The fact that His feet glow, show that this moral purity 

accompanies Him wherever He walks.  Naturally, this celebrates 

the moral purity of the forthcoming judgments (Rev. 21:8).  

His voice was like the sound of 

many waters (1:15) 

This speaks of the power of Jesus’ utterance and the force behind 

His voice.  When Jesus speaks, all of creation listens and obeys 

(Rev. 14:2).   

In His right hand He held 

seven stars (1:16) 

According to verse 20 the stars represent angels or messengers, 

which Jesus controls completely as they reside in the palm of his 

hand.  These stars will speak to the churches (the seven 

lampstands).  This implies that Jesus has ever right to speak 

authoritatively to His church (2:1). 

Out of His mouth came a sharp 

two-edged sword (Rev 1:16) 

From Rev.2:16 and 19:15 we learn that this symbolizes the 

punishing power of Jesus’ word and His ability to wipe out all 

enemies (cf. Isa. 11:4).   

His face was like the sun 

shining in its strength (1:16) 

This harkens back to the transfiguration (Matt. 17:2) where 

Christ’s face shone like the sun, radiating the glory of God. The 

brightness of His countenance typifies the glory of His future reign 

(21:23) 
9
 

• Why do you suppose Jesus presents Himself this way?  What is the intended impact on the 

original audience? (i.e. the seven churches) 

 

 

 

• Why does worshipping Jesus as an avenger make some Christian’s queasy?  

 

 

 

• Do you agree with the following quote “You can’t have mercy without judgment”? 

 

                                                 
9
Robert Thomas, The Glorified Christ at Patmos in Vital Christology Issues ed. Roy Zuck (Grand Rapids: Kregel  1997) 

pp. 159-63. 



  Survey of Revelation  �                                                                                                      

 

E. “The things which are” (

 

 After providing a portrait of the glorified Christ, John now turns his attention to the seven 

churches of Asia Minor.  Though Christ 

warnings are still relevant to the church today.
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“The things which are” (2:1-3:22) 

After providing a portrait of the glorified Christ, John now turns his attention to the seven 

churches of Asia Minor.  Though Christ speaks to seven literal churches in the first century, the 

warnings are still relevant to the church today.  For the following is a brief summary.

                                                                                                     The Things Which Are 

(2:1-3:22)  
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 Many commentators believe that the seven churches listed in Revelation 2:1 to 3:22 teach of 

various “church ages.”  For instance, the church at Ephesus refers to the time of the Apostles, 

while the church at Smyrna corresponds to the age of persecution.  However, the context of 

Revelation does not authorize such an interpretation.  While similarities do exist, this does not 

mean that Jesus is here addressing different church ages; rather, the timeless truths imbedded in 

each of these letters apply to various kinds of churches in every church age.    

  

 

1. Ephesus (2:1-7) “The Loveless Church of Orthodoxy” 

 

a. Background:  Located at the convergence of three great highways, the residence of 

the Roman Governor, and the abode of the Temple of Diana, the city of Ephesus 

became the commercial, political, and cultural capital of Asia Minor.   

 The temple of Diana was a major destination for hundreds of thousands of 

pilgrims who would come from across the empire to worship at this, one of the 

seven wonders of the ancient world.  With this influx of tourist money, the temple 

served as the Federal Reserve for merchants and kings.  The sanctity of the temple 

secured the protection of many criminals seeking asylum.  Finally, the debauched 

worship with wine and prostitution made it a palace of pleasure for the hedonistic 

culture of the day.   

 In this context, Aquila and Priscilla founded the Ephesian church with the aid 

and assistance of Paul (Acts 18:18-19; 19:1-10).  This served as the flagship church 

for the rest of the assemblies of Asia Minor, and Paul utilized its strategic location 

in his three years of ministry there.  Yet, as we will see in the letter, the believers’ 

fervor began to fade as the licentiousness of the culture pulled them away from their 

first love. 

 

b. What attributes of Christ do you see  (vs. 1)? 

 

“The One who holds the seven stars in His right hand, the One who walks among 
the seven golden lampstands.”  This serves as a reminder of Christ’s leadership of 

the church and His active ministry among them. 

 

c. What commendations does He give (vs. 2-3)?  

 

i. Deeds: 

 

ii. Toil: 

 

iii. Perseverance 

 

iv. Intolerance of evil men. 

 

v. Successfully testing false apostles. 

 

vi. Hatred of the Nicolaitans  
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Note: According to the early church Fathers, the Nicolaitans followed Nicolaus of 

Antioch.  According to Tertullian, Jerome, Augustine and others, this sect reacted 

against asceticism and indulged in licentiousness which corresponded with the 

antinomian theology. 

 

d. What rebuke does He issue (vs. 4)?   

 

You have forsaken your first love. 

 

e. What exhortations does He offer (vs. 2:5)? 

 

i. Remember from where you have fallen.  In other words, reflect upon the 

good ole’ days. 

 

ii. Repent: go back to doing what you did in the good ole’ days. 

 

f. What promises does He give (vs. 5,7)?  

 

i. No repentance equals no church (vs. 5) 

 

ii. The overcomers
10

 will eat of the tree of life in Heaven (vs. 7). 

 

g. Thought Question: 

 

How can a church be diligent and doctrinally precise and yet forsake their first 

love? 

 

There are many possible answers to this question.  Here are a couple of suggested ones.  

Doctrinally precise Christians have a propensity to see knowledge as equated with spirituality.  

Another danger rests in the pride which often accompanies great knowledge: 1 Corinthians 8:1 
 

Now concerning things sacrificed to idols, we know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge makes 

arrogant, but love edifies. 

2. Smyrna (2:8-11) “The Church of Martyrdom”  

 

a. Background:  In A.D. 23, the city of Smyrna won the privilege from the Roman 

senate to build the first temple in honor of Tiberius.  Later, under the reign of 

Domitian, emperor worship became the law of the land, as each year every citizen 

had to burn incense to the god of Caesar.  The simple and short ceremony mandated 

that the citizens burn a pinch of incense and declare, “Caesar is Lord.”  Though this 

was seen primarily as a show of political allegiance rather than religious worship, 

most Christians refused to participate.  This led to a hostile environment in which 

                                                 
10

 This does not refer to a special class of Christians.  Rather, it is a designation for what is normal and expected out of true 

and genuine believers. 
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the zealous patriots of Smyrna viewed a Christian’s refusal to worship as treason, a 

crime punishable by death. 

 

b. What attributes of Christ do you see (vs. 8)? 

 

i. The First and Last (eternal God) 

 

ii. Who was dead and comes to life (the One who overcame death) 

 

c. What commendations does He give (vs. 2:9)? 

 

i. Knows their tribulation 

 

ii. Knows their poverty 

 

d. What rebuke does He issue?  

 

 none 

 

e. What exhortations does He offer? (v. 10) 

 

i. Do not fear future suffering (vs. 10) 

 

ii. Be faithful until death (vs. 10) 

 

f. What promises does He give (vv. 10-11): 

 

i. Reception of the crown of life (vs. 10) 

 

ii. Will not be hurt by the second death (vs. 11) 

 

g. Thought Question: 

 

What hope does the resurrection of Christ hold for those being persecuted and 

martyred? 

 

As Christ overcame suffering and death, so will the persecuted and martyred.  Through the 

resurrection the Father vindicated Christ and His suffering.  In a similar way He will vindicate 

all persecuted Christians at the resurrection as they discover that their suffering was not in vain.  

1 Corinthians 15:14 and if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is vain, your faith also is 

vain. 
 

3. Pergamum (2:12-17) “The Church of Compromise” 

 

a. Background:  While the governor resided in Ephesus, the provincial government 

presided in Pergamum.  Famous throughout the ancient world for its paper 
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production, Pergamum possessed a 200,000-volume library.  This center of learning 

became a seat of culture with abundant temples to the emperor and sculptures of 

pagan deities. The two main religions seem to have been the worship of Dionysus, 

the god of the royal kings, symbolized by the bull, and Asclepius, the savior god of 

healing, represented by the snake (Ramsay, Seven Churches, p. 284). 

 

b. What attribute of Christ do you see (vs.12)? 

 

The One who has the sharp two-edged sword (vs. 12).  As mentioned earlier, this 

speaks of judgment.  

 

c. What commendations does He give (vs. 13)? 

 

i. They held fast (even though they dwell where Satan’s throne is) (vs. 13). 

 

ii. They did not deny the Faith (even when one of their own was martyred) (vs. 

13). 

 

d. What rebukes does He issue (vv. 14-15)? 

 

i. Some hold to the teaching Balaam (vs. 14).    

 

 

Note: During Israel’s desert wanderings, Balaam unsuccessfully tried to use his 

prophetic gift against Israel, yet when that failed, he hatched a scheme to lure the men 

into relationships with Moabite women.  Consequently, they engaged in pagan revelry. 

 

ii. Some hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans (vs. 15) 

 

e. What exhortations does He offer (vs. 16)? 

 

 Repent, or Jesus will come to make war with them. 

 

f. What promises does He give (vs. 17)? 

 

i. The overcomer will receive hidden manna.  This refers to the Bread from 

heaven, Jesus Christ (John 6:51). 

 

ii. The overcomer will receive a white stone with a new name.   

 

Note: In that culture, a white stone with one’s name on it would serve as an admission 

ticket to a special feast.  Victorious athletes received such tokens, which allowed them 

to enter the celebration.  In this case, the overcomer has a ticket to the final victory 

celebration. 

 

g. Thought Question: 
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Why do some churches tolerate false teaching in their midst? 

 

There are many answers to this question including fear of confrontation, over emphasis on 

tolerance, and theological ignorance.   

 

4. Thyatira (2:18-29) “The Corrupted Church” 

 

a. Background:  Not a great city, but an important center of trade on account of its 

wool, linen, leather, and bronzework.  The city had no natural defenses and 

subsequently had a history of being destroyed and rebuilt.  Though major temples 

did not exist, pagan revelry thrived among the city’s work force, as each trade guild 

and labor union had its own pagan deities and feasts. 

 

b. What attributes of Christ do you see (v. 18). 

 

i. “The Son of God” (vs. 18) reveals Jesus’ divinity and rightful rule over all 

creation. 

 

ii. “Eyes like a flame of fire” (vs. 18), indicates Christ’s penetrating gaze into 

the hearts of men and foresight into the future. 

 

iii. “Feet are like burnished bronze” (vs. 18), conveys Christ’s moral purity 

wherever He travels. 

 

c. What commendations does He give (vs. 19)? 

 

i. Their deeds: 

 

ii. Their love: 

 

iii. Their Faith: 

 

iv. Their service: 

 

v. Their perseverance: 

 

vi. Their improvement: 

 

d. What rebukes does He issue (v. 20)?   

 

They tolerate the woman Jezebel.    

 

Note: The name Jezebel brings to mind the Phoenician wife of Ahab who led the 

northern Kingdom of Israel into rampant Baal worship.  In this case, the church allowed 

a prominent self-proclaimed prophetess from the congregation to lead them into 
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immorality and participation in idol feasts.  God patiently gave her time to repent, but 

now He promises swift and severe judgment befitting her sins upon Jezebel, as well as 

her followers (unless they repent).   

 

e. What exhortations does He offer (vv. 22, 25)? 

 

i. For those caught up with Jezebel, “Repent” (vs. 22) 

 

ii. “Hold fast until I come” (vs. 25): 

 

f. What promises does He give (vv. 26; 28)? 

 

i. “I will give authority over the nations” (vs. 26).  God promises to grant the 

faithful victory over their enemies through the forthcoming victory of the 

Messiah.  After He conquers, they will reign with Him over all creation.   

 

ii. “I will give him the morning star” (vs. 28).   

 

 

Note: Those who conquer with the Messiah will shine like the brightest stars in the sky. 

In the words of Daniel "And those who have insight will shine brightly like the 

brightness of the expanse of heaven, and those who lead the many to righteousness, 
like the stars forever and ever” (12:3).  The overcomers will share in the radiant glory 

of their victorious King. 

 

g. Thought Question: 

 

What can we do now, in our present governance of the church, to prepare for our 

future reign with Christ? 

 

 There are many answers to this question.  One could challenge believers to reconsider their 

priorities in light of eternity.  Another could be to instruct believers on the future realities of His 

kingdom (i.e. teach Revelation) 

 

5. Sardis (3:1-6) “The Church of Complacency” 

 

a. Background:    The hometown of Aesop, a formidable military stronghold and a 

picturesque cemetery made Sardis famous. Yet, for all of its past glory, the 

decadent lifestyles of the Sardinians led to their civic decline.   Herodotus (fifth 

century B.C.) wrote despairingly of Sardis and its people as "the tender-footed 

Lydians, who can only play on the cithara, strike the guitar, and sell by retail" 

(William Barclay, Letters to the Seven Churches [New York: Abingdon, 1957], p. 

71). Sardis was a city of peace—not the peace won through battle, but "the peace of 

the man whose dreams are dead and whose mind is asleep, the peace of lethargy 
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and evasion" (ibid., p. 72). A great wool industry flourished at Sardis, and this may 

account for Christ's reference to clothing (v. 4).
11

 

 

b. What attributes of Christ do you see (vs. 1)?  

 

i. He who has the seven Spirits of God: Lifted from 1:4, this refers to the Holy 

Spirit, the third person of the Godhead who breathes life into the believer 

and helps him walk with God. 

 

ii. He who has the seven stars:  This refers to Christ’s preeminence and rule 

over the churches. 

 

c. What commendations does He give (vs. 1)?  

 

i. I know your deeds 

 

ii. You have a reputation for being alive 

 

d. What rebuke does He issue (vs. 2)?    

 

You are dead.   

 

Note: “A state of spiritual death pervaded the church.  They were void of a real vitality 

and genuine fruitfulness.  They had sunk into a deep sleep which, if not interrupted, 

would issue into death.”
12

 

 

e. What exhortations does He offer (vs. 2-3)? 

 

i. Wake up! (vs. 2) 

 

ii. Strengthen the things that remain (vs. 2).  By this Jesus intends the church of 

Sardis to complete the quality of works with spiritual life.   

 

iii. Remember what you received and heard (vs. 3) 

 

iv. Obey what you remember (vs. 3) 

 

v. Repent (vs. 3) 

 

f. What promises does He give (vs. 3-4)? 

 

i. Christ will come when they do not expect it (vs. 3). 

 

                                                 
11

 Alan Johnson, “The Book of Revelation” in Expositors Bible Commentary.  Edited by Frank E. Gaebelein.  Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1981 CD-Rom. 
12

 Robert Thomas, Revelation Vol. 1, (Chicago: Moody, 1992) p. 248. 
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ii. For the few who have not soiled themselves, they will walk with Jesus (vs. 

4). 

 

iii. The one who overcomes will be clothed in white garments (holiness and 

purity). 

 

g. Thought Question: 

 

How can meditating on the return of Christ mortify complacency? 

 

The thought of Jesus coming back at any time should cause us to carefully consider every action 

we take.  None of us would want to meet Jesus face to face as we are in the midst of sinning.  

Further, the future return of Christ places our present world in the proper perspective.  Only 

that which is eternal will last.   

 

6. Philadelphia (3:7-13) “The Church of Faithfulness” 

 

a. Background:  Established by king Attalus 11 (159-138 B.C.) who had a fervent 

love for his brother, this prosperous city hosted a highway connecting northwest 

Asia with the East. 

 

   Although nothing is known about the origin of the Philadelphian church, in A.D. 

100-160 the church prospered under the ministry of a prophetess named Ammia, 

who was universally recognized as ranking with Agabus and the four daughters of 

Philip in her possession of the gift of prophecy (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 

5.17.2). Long after all the surrounding country had succumbed to Muslim control 

under Turkey, Philadelphia held out as a Christian populace till 1392. Even Gibbon 

admired its fortitude (Ramsay, Seven Churches, p. 400).
13

 

 

b. What attributes of Christ do you see (vs. 7)? 

 

i. He who is holy. 

 

ii. He who is true. 

 

iii. He who has the key of David.  Christ controls the entrance into the 

Messianic kingdom. 

 

iv. “He who opens and no one shuts.”  When Christ admits someone, they get 

in despite the efforts of others. 

 

v. “He who shuts and no one opens”. When Christ excludes someone, they 

do not enter. 

 

c. What commendations does He give (vs. 8-10)? 

                                                 
13
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i. I know your deeds (vs. 8). 

 

ii. You have kept My word (vs. 8) 

 

iii. You have not denied My name (vs. 8) 

 

iv. You followed My command (or example) to persevere (vs. 10) 

 

d. What rebuke does He issue?  

 

None 

 

e. What exhortations does He offer (vs. 11)? 

 

 Hold fast to what you have (vs. 11), so that you will reach the final goal. 

 

f. What promises does He give (vs. 9-12):  

 

i. God will vindicate them in front of their enemies (vs. 9).  The false Jews 

who scoff at the love of God poured out upon the Philadelphians will know 

in the end that they are objects of God’s affection. 

 

ii. I also will keep you from the hour of testing” (vs. 10).   

 

iii. He will make the overcomers pillars in the temple (vs. 12).  They will have 

an unshakable and sure place in the kingdom of God. 

 

iv. “I will write on him the name of My God” (vs. 12).   This is equivalent to 

belonging to God. 

 

v. “I will write on him the name of the city of My God” (vs. 12).   This refers 

to the right of citizenship to the Holy Temple. 

 

Note: “I also will keep you from the hour of testing” (vs. 10).  On account of their 

faithfulness, Christ will protect this church from the hour of testing.  Since the testing of 

the church will come upon the whole world, this must refer to the tribulation as 

described in Chapter 4 and following, which is yet to come.   

 

Those who disagree with a pretribulational rapture would argue that Jesus’ emphasis 

here is on preserving the church through the tribulation.  Yet, if the saints were 

persevered during the tribulation it would be difficult to account for the events of 6:9-11 

and 7:9-14, which convey the slaughter of the faithful in the midst of the great 

tribulation.  Secondly, verse 10 expressly states “keep you from the hour of testing.”  

This emphasizes the removal of the Saints.  If Jesus had preservation in mind, the terms 

“in”, “in the midst of” or “during” the tribulation would make more sense.  Further, the 
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emphasis would be on strengthening, not keeping from.  The Philadelphians would 

welcome this promise in light of the persecution they may have endured from the 

members of the synagogue of Satan.  Finally, the promise of Christ’s imminent return in 

the following verse (vs. 11) suggests that the church needs to hold out just a little longer 

until they are with the Lord.  A potential seven-year delay (the length of the tribulation) 

would seriously dampen their hopes of imminent relief. 

 

g. Thought Question: 

 

How do the sweet promises of Christ’s return and rescue help a suffering Christian 

to endure? 

 

Let’s say someone is suffering from the pain of cancer, the death of their spouse, and the 

isolation of a convalescent home.  If someone told them that in five minutes they will meet Jesus, 

they will be filled with hope.  Even if that number was pushed to ten minutes, one day, or one 

week they know they know that the end is near.  The fact that relief can come at any time should 

cause a Christian to perpetually push on for just a little longer.   

 

7. Laodicea (3:14-22) “The Lukewarm Church” 

 

a. Background:  Laodicea became an important city only in Roman times. It was 

capital of the Cibryatic convention, which included at least twenty-five towns. It 

was also the wealthiest Phrygian city, and especially prosperous in this period.
14

    

 

 Laodicea is difficult to describe because no one thing stands out. There were no 

excesses or notable achievements to distinguish it. It was a city with a people who 

had learned to compromise and accommodate themselves to the needs and wishes 

of others (ibid., p. 423). They did not zealously stand for anything.  As for the 

church in Laodicea, it may have been founded by Epaphras (Col 4:12-13).
15

 
 

b. What attributes of Christ do you see (vs. 14)? 

 

i.  The Faithful and True Witness.  He is perfectly accurate and trustworthy 

in His presentation of God. 

 

ii. The Beginning of the creation of God.  Unlike a man who had a 

beginning, He is God who was the beginning.  This corrects any erroneous 

teaching that proclaims Christ as a created being, a doctrine which may 

have circulated within heretical groups in Laodicea.   

 

c. What commendations does He give? 

 

                                                 
14
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15
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None 

 

d. What rebukes does He issue (vs. 15-16)? 

 

i. You are lukewarm, neither cold nor hot (vs. 15-16).  This does not suggest 

that if the Laodicean church were cold against God, it would be 

commended; rather, that God despises lukewarmness.  When one drinks tea, 

he enjoys iced tea or hot tea, but he can’t stand lukewarm tea.  Similarly, the 

Christian life must be extreme. 

 

ii.  You are “wretched and miserable and blind and naked” (vs. 17).  In spite 

of their perceptions of their own worldly prestige and wealth, they are 

spiritually destitute. 

 

e. What exhortations does He offer (vs. 18)?  

 

“Buy from Me gold refined by fire so that you may become rich, and white 

garments so that you may clothe yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness 
will not be revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see.” 

 

i. Gold: This refers to a high quality of faith which, when tested, stands 

various trials.  Such faith leads to new life and eternal inheritance.  

 

ii. White garments: Synonymous with receiving a new heart, this means to put 

off the old self and evil deeds and put on the regenerate new self with its 

desire to honor God and cover our sin.   

 

iii. Eye Salve:  This refers to the spiritual anointing which comes through 

regeneration.  The Holy Spirit gives a new and fresh perspective on the 

world and God.  

 

f. What promises does He give? (vv. 20-21) 

 

i. “If anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and 
will dine with him, and he with Me” (vs. 20).  This speaks of the presence 

of Christ among the unconverted Christians.  He is in their midst, but they 

have yet to yield their hearts to Him. 

 

ii. “He who overcomes, I will grant to him to sit down with Me on My 

throne” (vs. 21).  The converted who overcome will rule with Him in the 

millennium.   

 

g. Thought Question: 

 

How can members of the church have Christ within their midst but not in their 

hearts?  And how does the knowledge of the Lord’s return change that? 
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Churches can be surrounded by portraits and relics rich with religious symbolism.  They may 

sing hymns every week.  The minister may deliver Homilies and prayers rich with Scripture.  

Yet, they have never given their hearts to Christ.  The knowledge of the Lord’s return remedies 

this.  It brings forth the reality of final judgment which leads to much soul searching.  Like the 

piercing sound of an air horn, news of God’s judgment wakes one’s slumbering soul.  

 


