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Introduction

There are two basic responses to the book of Revelation: people either avoid it, or they focus on it so much it ceases to have any of the meaning it had in the first place. This arises because of the unique literary genre in which the book is written – apocalyptic. There are three things to keep in mind when approaching the book of Revelation:

· Read it according to its literary style;

· Recognise that like all other books in the NT, it’s focus is Christ and the gospel; and

· Remember that it’s structure gives key insights into its message

Literary Style

There are at least four recognised literary styles in Revelation: letters, prophetic oracles, hymns of praise, and apocalyptic visions. There has been a tendency to split off the letters to the churches, because they are more accessible, and leave the rest of the book alone. This is foolhardy, as the letters are an integral part of the message of Revelation as a whole. Of the four literary styles mentioned, apocalyptic is clearly dominant. Apocalyptic has antecedents in the OT, particularly in the visions of Daniel and Zechariah. It is in them we can find clues as to how to interpret the visions presented here. The very fact that they are visions tells us that they are different to other forms of communication. John sees these things and records them for us - they are highly graphic and very descriptive. Most sane people would not think twice about relegating the seven-headed beast that arises out of the sea to the realms of figurative speech – to the symbolic. Yet, the mark of the beast, the 144 000 and even the 1000 year reign of Christ, these people might take a little more literally. The one thing you should take away from this study is a clear understanding that Revelation is not literal until proven symbolic – it is symbolic; it is apocalyptic. Appreciate the imagery, imagine it, and look back into the OT to see what it is symbolic of.

Gospel focus

There are some today who see Revelation as a book of prophecies concerning the events leading up to the end of the world. The simple problem with this view is the question of relevance to those for whom it was first written. If the things spoken of are associated with this nuclear and technological age, how could anything meaningful be arrived at before this? The book of Revelation is clearly about the gospel, and its focus is on Christ. In several major sections, and many minor ones, the emphasis is on Jesus’ death and resurrection as the key to His victory over death and evil. The whole of Revelation paints a picture of the victorious Christ ruling over all creation and all in it with immense majesty and glory, yet emphasise that this came into being through the death and humiliation He suffered on the cross. One passage where this is clearly expressed is Revelation 5:1-10 (ESV):

Then I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on the throne a scroll written within and on the back, sealed with seven seals.  [2] And I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a loud voice, "Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?"  [3] And no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth was able to open the scroll or to look into it,  [4] and I began to weep loudly because no one was found worthy to open the scroll or to look into it.  [5] And one of the elders said to me, "Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals." [6] And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.  [7] And he went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who was seated on the throne.  [8] And when he had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each holding a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.  [9] And they sang a new song, saying, "Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, [10] and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth."

It is of the nature of apocalyptic that the visionary related how he had received a revelation from God, was then told to write it in a scroll and seal it until the time for revealing had come. The publication of the scroll would mean that the time for revealing had come. In revelation 5, this idea is recalled. On the scroll is the truth of the kingdom, the message of God, and the time comes for it to be opened, but no one is able. It is a great tragedy, but wait… John is told that the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the root of David is victorious; He has overcome and is worthy to open it. 

The picture is majestic and glorious. What better image than to use the lord of the beasts, the Lion, to portray the greatness of the overcomer. Yet after hearing this great one, he turns and all he sees is a slain lamb. Yet this is the overcomer! More importantly though, He opens the scroll, reveals the kingdom of God and they all fall down and worship, singing about that kingdom and how it was established - established through the death of the Lamb. The death of the Lamb is what qualifies the Lamb to reveal the kingdom. What more argument need there be concerning the centrality of the gospel in the book of Revelation.

Structure

The important thing to note is that Revelation is clearly not chronological; it is cyclical and revolves around the number 7. This indicates that it is the same or a similar story being retold over and over again – quite a simple method of teaching called repetition. The same story, the gospel story, is retold from many different perspectives, looking at it from the viewpoint of the church, the world, the principalities and powers, the end times, but throughout it is the same story.

The whole of Revelation is about the suffering and the glory of the Lamb, and the suffering and glory of His saints. These themes are flagged in the opening chapter and carry right through the book. John leaves nothing to the imagination, the saints on the earth will suffer, they are not exempt – in fact sometimes the suffering of the church will be extreme. The lot of the Christian is to suffer – let there be no misconceptions on this point; just as Christ suffered so will His church.

The dominance of the number 7 throughout the whole of Revelation makes you wonder about those seven churches in the early section. These church most likely not only refer to the seven literal church that John was acquainted with in Asia Minor, but are representative of the church as a whole. Throughout Revelation similar things occur – such as the great multitude of the tribulation being identified with the 144 000, such that the 144 000 is clearly an idealised church.

We will not look at the issue of the millennium; this can be looked at later. The three positions (other than ‘pan’ millennialism) are briefly outlined from the illustration shown in Gospel and Revelation. A helpful, but not foolproof way of approaching this is to ask yourself the question, if the book of Revelation did not exist, which of these three views is most indicative of the teaching of the rest of the NT? Answer that and you have gone a long way to understanding the millennium.

Conclusion

Revelation 21:1-22:6 is a passage that draws to a close themes that have dominated Scripture from Genesis 1 throughout. Briefly read it through now. The New Jerusalem is the offset of Babylon, and has great affinity with the temple described in Ezekiel 40-48, the emphasis being that the city is the place where God dwells. 

Graeme Goldsworthy states that in one verse the whole of history and the covenant is summed up: And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God (Rev. 21:3 ESV). Note that there is no longer any sea – the principle opposition and chaos, as described in Genesis 1, is no longer there. Also see that there is no temple, for God dwells there; and that this is the New Eden, man and God are back in a perfect relationship through the death of His Son. It would be a mammoth effort to note all of the fulfilment’s mentioned in this passage. Suffice to say that this is the goal towards which God works. Conservative estimates have at least 27 OT passages alluded to in this one brief section. God is faithful and all that He promises will indeed come to pass.
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