
How to Read Revelation1 

 

God intended the book of Revelation to be understood and not to be a secret code that only 

a few could understand with the right historical event or person as the key.  Listen to the 

expectation of understanding in the first 3 verses of the book, ‘The revelation of Jesus 

Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that must soon take place. He 

made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness to the word of 

God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. 3 Blessed is the one who 

reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep 

what is written in it, for the time is near.’  The very word ‘revelation’ is translated from the 

Greek word Apocalypsis, this is the noun of the verb, apokalypto which means to remove a 

veil and disclose.  The original recipients would have not read but heard the book being read 

in the worship service and were expected to understand and benefit from it.  ‘This means 

that the besieged believers scattered throughout the cities of western Asia Minor (now 

Turkey) in the first century, who had not read it with their own eyes, could nevertheless 

understand the core of its message with sufficient clarity to respond to it as God desired and 

to receive from it the comfort, encouragement, and correction that God wanted them to 

receive—to be blessed (in the rich, biblical sense of blessing) through this word, this means 

of grace.’2 

 

In His commentary, More Than Conquerors, William Hendriksen outlines 9 propositions or 

principles that we must use in order to properly understand the book of Revelation.  I will 

combine the most useful of these with Johnson’s insights to try and summarise the most 

important things that can help us unlock the book.   

 

Proposition 1: ‘The Book of Revelation consists of seven sections.  They are parallel: each 

spans the entire new dispensation, from the first to the second coming of Christ.’ 

 

One of the most important aspects of the Amillennial hermeneutic is the structure of the 

book of Revelation.  The majority of Amillennial interpreters see a 7 fold structure in the 

book of Revelation.  It is also argued that every part of the book covers the period from the 

first to the second coming of Christ.  There are various ways in which it has been divided, 

but Hendriksen gives a simple division which has proven very popular. 

 

Section 1: Chapters 1-3 

Section 2: Chapters 4-7 

Section 3: Chapters 8-11 

Section 4: Chapters 12-14 

Section 5: Chapters 15-16 

Section 6: Chapters 17-19 

Section 7: Chapters 20-22 
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Section 1: Christ in the midst of the lampstands: the seven churches are not the only 

churches intended to receive the letter, the book of Revelation is relevant for the whole of 

Christ’s church until He returns.  When we speak about the 7 churches spanning the church 

age we do not mean as some have done, like William Branham, to divide history up into 7 

parts, making the early church, the church in Ephesus and the Laodicean church the time 

period describing the church just before Christ returns.  Instead we see all the churches 

descriptive of the whole church throughout the whole time between the first and second 

comings of Christ.   

 

Vern Poythress offers the following points in support: 

‘Several more minor points support the idea that Revelation intends to describe the entire 

period between the First and Second Coming of Christ. 

 

Revelation addresses itself to “his servants,” thereby including all Christians in all locations 

and times (1:1; 22:6, 18). 

 

The 7 churches in Rev. 2-3 stand for all churches everywhere. Other churches in the same 

region (at Colossae and Hierapolis) are not mentioned. It appears that 7 churches are 

selected because 7 symbolically represents completeness. The refrain near the end of the 

message to each church is “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 

churches” (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). “He who has an ear” includes in principle any 

Christian. The word churches in the plural suggests that people ought to listen to all the 

messages, not merely the one addressed immediately to their church. Hence, the messages 

are applicable generally, and this generality would include even those beyond the 

membership of all seven churches together—not only people at Colossae and Hierapolis, but 

in any location and any time. 

 

The fluidity and multifaceted character of symbols opens the way to seeing multiple 

applications. 

 

Revelation 4:1 and 1:1 indicate that Revelation is unfolding the period of “last things” 

(eschatology) included in Dan. 2:45, which encompasses the entire period between the First 

and Second Coming of Christ.  Rev. 4:1, “what must take place after this,” has exactly the 

same words in Greek as Dan. 2:45 (Theodotion’s translation). Similar wording, “what must 

soon take place,” opens Revelation in 1:1. There are further subtle connections. In Dan. 

2:45 God showed the king what must take place. In Revelation God shows his servants what 

must take place. In Dan 2:45 “the dream is true and the interpretation is trustworthy.” In 

Rev. 19:11 (cf. 1:5) Christ is “faithful and true” (the same Greek words). Nebuchadnezzar’s 

dream in Daniel 2 sets out the course of history. After a succession of godless world empires 

the kingdom of God comes in the time of the fourth empire, the Roman Empire (2:40-44). 

Daniel includes both inauguration and the consummation of God’s kingdom in a very brief 

description (2:44). Thus the entire age between the First Coming of Christ (inauguration in 

the Roman Empire period) and the Second Coming (consummation) is included. All of this 

eschatological action is hundreds of years distant from Daniel’s own time. John, on the other 



hand, finds himself right in the middle of the action. What was distant for Daniel is therefore 

“soon” for John—indeed, already beginning to take place before his eyes. 

 

Note also that God designed Scripture to be applied. Since all Scripture is profitable (2 Tim. 

3:17), so is Revelation. If it is canon, it applies to us.’ 

 

Section 2: The Throne and the Seals: Dispensationalists believe that 4:1 marks the rapture 

at the beginning of the Tribulation, ‘After this I looked, and behold, a door standing open in 

heaven! And the first voice, which I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, "Come 

up here, and I will show you what must take place after this."’  However, we see that this 

vision portrays the throne of God that is the power over all and behind all the events of 

history.  We see that the very first portrayal of Christ (5:5-6) portrays Him as having been 

sacrificed, raised and exalted, (the first coming of Christ).   

 

Dennis Johnson uses the picture of building a puzzle to help us understand Revelation.  

When a person builds a puzzle they begin by getting the outline of puzzle by identifying all 

the flat edged pieces.  We must take the same approach to the book of Revelation seeing all 

the verses that speak about judgement as those flat edged pieces.  When we pick up on this 

clue we begin to get an outline which marks the sevenfold structure.  6:12-17 is just such a 

piece.  ‘When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake, 

and the sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood, 13 and the stars of 

the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. 14 The 

sky vanished like a scroll that is being rolled up, and every mountain and island was 

removed from its place. 15 Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals 

and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves 

and among the rocks of the mountains, 16 calling to the mountains and rocks, "Fall on us 

and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the 

Lamb, 17 for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?"’   

 

Another set of flat edged pieces are the breaks in the judgements to indicate God’s 

protection of His people, look out for these as well.  And the whole of chapter 7 gives insight 

to the lot of the God’s people, they are numbered and enter into their rest, their rest is 

described in terms of final rest we see the entire number of God’s people before Him in 

safety and worship, v15-17,  

‘"Therefore they are before the throne of God, 

  and serve him day and night in his temple; 

  and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence. 
16 They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; 

  the sun shall not strike them, 

  nor any scorching heat. 
17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, 

  and he will guide them to springs of living water, 

 and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes." 

 



It was these descriptions of the final judgement throughout the book that led to my 

embracing the 7 fold structure and finally the Amillennial point of view. 

 

A third set of flat edge pieces which reveal the 7 fold parallel structure are out of chronology 

verses.  For example, the fall of Babylon is found in chapters 17-18, however there is an 

intrusion of the fall of Babylon, without any introduction in 14:8, ‘Another angel, a second, 

followed, saying, "Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great, she who made all nations drink the 

wine of the passion of her sexual immorality."  This indicates that something that is 

introduced later should be filled in at this point.  Another example is the beast from the 

abyss which wars against the witness church in 11:7, but it is only 13:1, 7 the beast 

properly introduced as having the power of the dragon.   

 

Section 3: The 7 Trumpets and the 2 Witnesses: the central theme here is the 7 trumpets 

which affect the world, what happens to the church is symbolized by the two witnesses and 

we see another clear indication of the final judgement in 11:15-19, notice the references to 

the eternal reign of Christ and the judgements and rewards.  

‘ Then the seventh angel blew his trumpet, and there were loud voices in heaven, 

saying, "The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, 

and he shall reign forever and ever." 16 And the twenty-four elders who sit on their thrones 

before God fell on their faces and worshiped God, 17 saying, 

 "We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, 

  who is and who was, 

 for you have taken your great power 

  and begun to reign. 
18 The nations raged, 

  but your wrath came, 

  and the time for the dead to be judged, 

 and for rewarding your servants, the prophets and saints, 

  and those who fear your name, 

  both small and great, 

 and for destroying the destroyers of the earth." 
19 Then God's temple in heaven was opened, and the ark of his covenant was seen 

within his temple. There were flashes of lightning, rumblings, peals of thunder, an 

earthquake, and heavy hail.’ 

 

Section 4: ‘The Woman and Man-Child persecuted by the Dragon and his Helpers’: this 

vision opens with a reference to the death, resurrection and ascension of Christ, most of the 

vision is taken up with the devil and his helpers persecuting the church, and then it ends 

with a vision of judgement day, 14:14-20,  

‘Then I looked, and behold, a white cloud, and seated on the cloud one like a son of man, 

with a golden crown on his head, and a sharp sickle in his hand. 15 And another angel came 

out of the temple, calling with a loud voice to him who sat on the cloud, "Put in your sickle, 

and reap, for the hour to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is fully ripe." 16 So he 

who sat on the cloud swung his sickle across the earth, and the earth was reaped. 



17Then another angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. 18 

And another angel came out from the altar, the angel who has authority over the fire, and 

he called with a loud voice to the one who had the sharp sickle, "Put in your sickle and 

gather the clusters from the vine of the earth, for its grapes are ripe." 19 So the angel 

swung his sickle across the earth and gathered the grape harvest of the earth and threw it 

into the great winepress of the wrath of God. 20 And the winepress was trodden outside the 

city, and blood flowed from the winepress, as high as a horse's bridle, for 1,600 stadia.’  

 

Section 5: the bowls of God’s judgement come next and once again the section ends with 

another judgement scene, 16:17-21, ‘The seventh angel poured out his bowl into the air, 

and a loud voice came out of the temple, from the throne, saying, "It is done!" 18 And there 

were flashes of lightning, rumblings, peals of thunder, and a great earthquake such as there 

had never been since man was on the earth, so great was that earthquake. 19 The great 

city was split into three parts, and the cities of the nations fell, and God remembered 

Babylon the great, to make her drain the cup of the wine of the fury of his wrath. 20 And 

every island fled away, and no mountains were to be found. 21 And great hailstones, about 

one hundred pounds each, fell from heaven on people; and they cursed God for the plague 

of the hail, because the plague was so severe.’ 

 

Section 6: The fall of Babylon, the beast and the false prophet.  Once again this sections 

ends with a judgement scene, 19:11-21,  

‘Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a white horse! The one sitting on it is called 

Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 12 His eyes are like a 

flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems, and he has a name written that no one 

knows but himself. 13 He is clothed in a robe dipped in blood, and the name by which he is 

called is The Word of God. 14 And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and 

pure, were following him on white horses. 15 From his mouth comes a sharp sword with 

which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the 

winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty. 16 On his robe and on his thigh he 

has a name written, King of kings and Lord of lords. 
17Then I saw an angel standing in the sun, and with a loud voice he called to all the birds 

that fly directly overhead, "Come, gather for the great supper of God, 18 to eat the flesh of 

kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of mighty men, the flesh of horses and their riders, 

and the flesh of all men, both free and slave, both small and great." 19 And I saw the beast 

and the kings of the earth with their armies gathered to make war against him who was 

sitting on the horse and against his army. 20 And the beast was captured, and with it the 

false prophet who in its presence had done the signs by which he deceived those who had 

received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped its image. These two were thrown 

alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur. 21 And the rest were slain by the sword that 

came from the mouth of him who was sitting on the horse, and all the birds were gorged 

with their flesh.’ 

 

Section 7: the devil’s doom and the new creation: the last section deals with the defeat of 

the greatest enemy—the devil, and brings into focus what happens after the final 

judgement—the new creation.  Once again we have the whole church age spanned 



characterised as satan being bound for 1000 years, this age climaxes in a final assault upon 

God’s people which gives way to a judgement, 20:10-15,  

‘Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth 

and sky fled away, and no place was found for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and 

small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Then another book was opened, 

which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, 

according to what they had done. 13 And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death 

and Hades gave up the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, 

according to what they had done. 14 Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of 

fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. 15 And if anyone's name was not found 

written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.’ 

This is followed by the new creation, 21-22.   

 

We have seen so far that there are 7 sections that span the church age and run parallel to 

each other.  The first section roots us in the first century context of the original recipients 

and the final section draws us to the end of this age and the beginning of the next.  We see 

that the various sections are characterised by the preservation of God’s people and the 

judgement of her enemies, most of the sections ending with a clear indication of the final 

judgement. 

 

There are also other lines of parellels that can be demonstrated between the various 

sections. 

 

Parallels between sections 3 and 4: These two sections both use the same time period.  In 

11:2 we see the use of 42months, or 1260 days 11:3.  And in the next section 12:6 we see 

this designation used again, it is also called, ‘time, times and half a time’ (3 and a half 

years), 12:14.  These three designations are all equivalent. 

 

Parallels between chapters 12 and 20: Dennis Johnson, in his commentary on Revelation, 

Triumph of the Lamb, highlights several parallels between chapter 12 and 20.  Firstly, we 

see that the four titles for the enemy of God’s people are used in both instances. In 12:9 

and 20:2 the order is the same dragon, serpent, devil, then satan.  Johnson highlights a 

peculiarity in the cases, ‘For Greek speakers the echo of Rev. 12:9 in 20:2 would be all the 

more noticeable because of a grammatical solecism in the latter text: although ‘dragon’ 

appears in the Greek accusative case as the object of the verb ‘he laid hold of,’ the second 

title ‘the serpent of old,’ appears in the nominative case (as it does in 12:9) instead of the 

accusative, as ordinary Greek grammar would lead us to expect.’3  In both visions the devil 

is thrown by an angel 12:9, 20:3.  In both visions the flood of deceit from his mouth meets 

with frustration 12:16-17, 20:3.  In both visions the church is kept safe for a period of time 

12:14, 20:2.  In both visions we see the saints who showed faithfulness in death ruling and 

reigning, 12:11, 20:4.   

 

Parallels between the trumpets and the bowls: ‘Notice, accordingly, that the first trumpet, 

8:7, affects the earth; so does the first bowl, 16:2.  The second trumpet affects the sea, so 
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does the second bowl.  The third trumpet refers to the rivers; so does the third bowl.  The 

fourth in both cases, refers to the sun.  The fifth, to the pit of the abyss or to the throne of 

the beast.  The sixth, to Euphrates.  The seventh, to the second coming unto judgement.’ 4 

This demonstrates that sections 3 and 5 are parallels. 

 

Sections 6 and 7 are parallels: in chapters 12-14 (section 4) we see the devil with his three 

helpers, rise up together.  Hendriksen sees these three enemies as personifications of the 

devil’s resistance to the church which take on a certain form against the first century church 

but are typical of satanic resistance throughout the church age.  The beast that comes out 

of the sea would have represented the Roman government in John’s day but are token also 

for the persecuting powers that attack the bodies of believers in every age.  The beast that 

arises out of the earth represents the pagan religion and Caesar worship of John’s day, and 

all antichristian religion that seeks to deceive believer’s minds.  The harlot, Babylon, was in 

John’s day personified by the immoral centre of the ancient world the city of Rome and 

represents satan’s attack of seduction against the morals of believers.  Kill, deceive or 

compromise our holiness, this is satan’s strategy against us in every age.  We see these 

enemies rise up together, but do they fall together?  A parallel reading of Revelation says. 

Yes! 

 

Parallels between chapters 19 and 20: Now Premillennialists see chapters 19 and 20 as 

chronological and not as parallels, but there are good arguments which prove they are in 

fact parallels as well.  Sam Storms in his book, Kingdom Come, The Amillennial Alternative, 

offers the following argumentation.5 

 

Firstly, the chronological arguments rests on two things.  Firstly, the ‘and I saw/ kai eidon’ 

which occurs in 19:11, 17, 19 and continues on into 20:1, 4, 11 and 21:1 which is thought 

to imply chronological flow.  This however may not indicate anything but the chronological 

sequence of receiving the visions not when they are fulfilled.  If we attempt to take 19:11-

21 and 20:1-3 as chronological we run into problems.  The nations have already been 

deceived 16:13-16 and then destroyed 19:19-21, and then the nations which have just been 

destroyed then need to be protected from deception.   

Also we see a similarity between 19:17-21 and 20:7-10 supporting a parallel reading not a 

chronological one.  Both appear to be describing Armageddon.  Amillennialists believe that 

there are three texts that describe Armageddon, the final battle where Jesus returns to 

earth with the hosts of heaven to destroy His enemies, 16:12-16; 19:17-21; 20:7-10.  Each 

gives a unique perspective on the same event.  Chapter 19 focuses on Christ’s judgement on 

the beast, his followers and the false prophet; and chapter 20 on the judgement of satan; in 

chapter 16 the enemies are the kings, captains, mighty men and all other types of men.  

The battle mentioned in these passages has the definite article expecting the readers to 

identify the battle of battles mentioned in passages such as Joel 2:11; Zeph 1:14; Zech 

14:2-14.    
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This battle is said to be fought in a place called Har-magedon 16:16, the literal rendering of 

this is mount of Megiddo.  If this is the case then a literal interpretation becomes 

problematic.  ‘Megiddo was itself an ancient city and Canaanite stronghold located on a plain 

in the southwest region of the valley of Jezreel or Esdraelon.  Although situated on a tell (an 

artificial mound about 70 feet high; others say it was anywhere between 130-200 feet), it 

can hardly be regarded as a mountain!  The valley of Megiddo was the strategic site of 

several (more than 200, according to some estimates) significant battles in history (see 

Judg. 4:6-16; 5:19; Judg. 7; 1 Sam. 29:1; 31:1-7; 2 Kings 23:29-30; 2 Chron. 35:22-24).  It 

makes sense that the vicinity would become a lasting symbol for the cosmic eschatological 

battle between good and evil.’  Like Babylon and the Euphrates it is a symbol.   

 

The parallel reading of the battles is further strengthened when we see that 19:17-18 uses 

imagery found in Ezek. 39:4, 17-20 which speaks of the battle against Gog and Magog, yet 

Gog and Magog are mentioned in the battle in 20:7-10.  (some Dispensationalists continue 

to see Gog, the so called prince of Rosh as the leader of modern day Russia, that Meshech is 

a reference to Moscow, and Tubal is the province of Tobolsk.  This has been shown to be 

false seen ‘Rosh’ means head or chief but the word Russia derives from a Scandinavian word 

‘rus’ introduced into Ukraine in the middle ages.  And Meshech and Tubal have been 

attested as Mushku and Tabal areas in Turkey not Russia.) 

 

There are also linguistic parellels between the three wars.  We see the use of ‘the war’ in all 

three, using the definite article.  We also see repeat phrases such as ‘to gather them unto 

war’ (16:14, 20:8).  It is identical in the Greek ‘sunagagein autous ein ton polemon.’  

Premillennialists see 16 and 19 as Armageddon but not 20, however the evidence points to a 

recapitulation of the same war.  R Fowler White writes: 

‘If we are expected to interpret the revolts in Revelation 19 and 20 as different episodes in 

history, we would hardly expect John to describe them in language and imagery from the 

same episode in Ezekiel’s prophecy.  On the contrary, John’s recapitulated use of Ezekiel 38-

39 in both 19:17-21 and 20:7-10 establishes a prima facie case for us to understand 20:7-10 

as a recapitulation of 19:17-21.  If 20:7-10 is indeed a recapitulation of 19:17-21, then 

20:7-10 narrates the demise of the dragon (satan) at the second coming, while 19:17-21 

narrates the demise of the beast and the false prophet at the second coming.  Any other 

interpretation on how to relate these two judgement scenes, both of which are modelled on 

Ezekiel 38-39, will have to bear the burden of proof.’ 

 

Another line of argument that proves the parallel reading and not the chronological one is 

based on Hebrews 12:26-28.  Now Premills teach that there are two wars, two cosmic 

destructions, one before the Millennium and one at the end of it.  But Hebrews 12:26-28 

reads, ‘At that time his voice shook the earth, but now he has promised, "Yet once more I 

will shake not only the earth but also the heavens." 27 This phrase, "Yet once more," 

indicates the removal of things that are shaken---that is, things that have been made---in 

order that the things that cannot be shaken may remain. 28 Therefore let us be grateful for 

receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer to God acceptable worship, 

with reverence and awe.’  We are told that only once more God will shake the heavens and 

earth.  It would be better to read 20:9-11 as a repeat of 6:12-17; 16:17-21 and 19:11-21. 



 

This form of recapitulation in apocalyptic prophecy has a parallel in Daniel where we see in 

chapter 2 an image representing 4 kingdoms repeated as four beasts in chapter 7. 

  

Proposition 2: ‘The seven sections may be grouped into two major divisions.  The first 

major division, chapters 1-11, consists of three sections.  The second major division, 

chapters 12-22, consists of four sections.  These two major divisions reveal a progress in 

depth or intensity of spiritual conflict.  The first major division, chapters 1-11, reveals the 

church—indwelt by Christ—persecuted by the world.  The church is avenged, protected, and 

victorious.  The second major division, chapters 12-22, reveals the deeper spiritual 

background of this struggle.  It is a conflict between the Christ and the dragon, in which the 

Christ—hence, his church—is victorious.’ 

 

Hendriksen suggests that 1-11 deals with a more worldly perspective, but 12-22 the behind 

the curtain spiritual perspective.  1-11 portrays the church in a battle with unbelievers, the 

church is then avenged, protected and is finally victorious at the end of chapter 11.  The 

then swings to a behind the scenes look at who is really pulling the strings and we see the 

demonic forces behind the physical powers of history waging war against the church.  We 

are then introduced to the dragon, the beasts and the harlot, once again we see victory on 

the side of the church with Christ.  In the first section it is the church against the world, in 

the second it is Christ against the devil. 

 

Proposition 3: ‘The book is One.  The principles of human conduct and of divine moral 

government are progressively revealed: the lampstands give rise to the seals; the seals to 

the trumpets, etc.’ 

 

The book of Revelation, although a kaleidoscope of visions is a unified story of God’s 

working in the church.  In this proposition we are not asking how does the book divide itself 

in order to be understood, but how are the parts related to each other painting a single 

picture?   

 

The vision begins with Christ, He is present with His church to purify it and to judge those 

who are persecuting it.  As you move to chapters 2-3 the Christ of chapter 1 permeates the 

messages to the 7 churches.  In it all it is as if we hear Christ whispering, ‘Lo, I am with you 

always, even to the end of the age.’  Christ the light of the world is among the lampstands 

the lights of the world.  Conflict between the church and the world is inevitable.  However, 

before we see the outbreak of persecution that will soon take place John is lifted into the 

heavens in order to see that the terrible sufferings about to ensue are all part of God’s 

decree.  (And no, this is not the point at which the church is raptured and the 7 year 

tribulation begins).  The 7 churches will be refined in the fire of suffering.  In chapter 4 we 

are transported to the throne room where it is Christ who takes the scroll and opens the 

seals, the Son of Man governing the world in the interest of the church.  Can they be bad if 

they come from Christ’s hands to us?  We see peace taken from the world and many killed 

and in anguish, but in it all we see the church, although harassed, it is protected.  In the 

fifth seal (6:9) we see that God’s people are not destroyed but kept in His presence in the 



intermediate state and then we see a final judgement and banishment of evil 6:12-17, the 

rest of the sixth seal is a distended description of the numbered people of God complete in 

number and in a state of bliss 7:15-17.   

 

But what about the persecutors do they get off scot free?  No in chapter 8 we see the 

prayers of the persecuted saints returning to earth as thunder, lightning and an earthquake 

8:5.  ‘Thus this section on the trumpets of judgements teaches us that by means of plagues 

upon the land, 8:7, the sea, 8:8, the rivers, 8:10, sun, moon, stars, 8:12, evil influences of 

demons 9:3, 11, the battle-field, 9:16, and the dreadful expectation of the final judgement, 

11:15, our risen and exalted Redeemer is constantly avenging the church and sending 

judgements upon her persecutors.  Yet, these judgements, though severe, are charged with 

warning.  They are not final.  They destroy a third part.  By means of them God is still 

calling to repentance.  Remember: trumpets warn.’  6   

 

While these judgements are falling what is happening to the church?  The churches safety, 

witness bearing, power and cross bearing along with final victory are described in 10-11, 

which ends with a song of triumph, 11:15-18.   

 

Now the book could have ended here, but there are still questions crying out for an answer, 

‘What is the underlying cause of this persecution of the church by the world.’  And, ‘what is 

going to happen to those who did not heed the voice of the trumpet judgements 9:21?’  

chapters 1-11 tell the story of the church as the light of the world hated by the darkness, 

God preserving His church, judging the world, calling it to repentance and all wrapped up in 

a final judgement.  Chapters 12-14 take us behind the scenes that we can see that the real 

conflict is not one of flesh and blood but a spiritual battle between Christ and the devil.  We 

are told of the devil’s defeat in being thrown out of heaven and introduced to his helpers as 

he rages against the church.  The beast out of the sea 13:1-10 represents antichristian 

persecution, and the devils war for our bodies in John’s day, the government of Rome.  The 

beast out of the earth represents false religion and the devil’s war for our minds, in John’s 

day this would have been the paganism and Caesar worship.  Babylon represent worldly 

seduction and the devil’s war for our hearts, the first century culture with all its decadence 

would have been the first century expression.  We see that these forces will not succeed for 

there is a final judgement scene at the end of chapter 14.   

The rest of the book of revelation draws out the judgement of the churches foes.  5 enemies 

in all were introduced in 12-14.  First the dragon, second, the beast out of the sea, then the 

beast out of the earth, the Babylon, then men with the mark of the beast.  We see that they 

are shown to be judged in the reverse order, we see the men with the mark judged 16:2, 

11.  Much is made of the fall of Babylon 17-18, and the two beasts are judged in 19:20, 

followed by satan Ch. 20.  But then the vista opens up with the new creation and a world 

free from all enemies, satan, sin and death.  The lamb is the victor, God gets the glory and 

we, the church, share in the everlasting joy. 

 

Proposition 4: The seven sections of the apocalypse are arranged in an ascending, 

climactic order.  There is progress in eschatological emphasis: The final judgement is first 

                                                        
6
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announced; then introduced, finally described.  Similarly the new heavens and earth are 

described more fully in the final section than in those which precede. 

 

The closer one gets to the end of the book of Revelation the more the focus turns to 

judgement and what lies beyond it.  ‘A careful examination of the Apocalypse will make this 

clear.  In the first series—Christ is the midst of the Seven Golden Lampstands—we have no 

more than a mere announcement of Christ’s coming unto judgement, 1:7.  There is no 

description of the judgement.  In the second section—chapters 4-7—the final judgement is 

not merely announced but definitely introduced: we catch a glimpse of the horror which fills 

the wicked when they behold the Judge coming unto them 6:12ff.  But that is all.  Again, no 

description.  A few verses are devoted to a description of the Church Triumphant after the 

final judgement, 7:9ff.  The next vision similarly,—chapters 8-11—introduces the final 

judgement and the joy of the redeemed, 11:15ff…. 

But as soon as we enter the second main division of the book , there is a change.  In the 

very first section of this main division we have a real description of the final judgement 

14:14ff.  It is, however a symbolic representation.  Under the symbolism of a double harvest 

the final judgement is pictured to us.  The next vision—chapters 15-16—describes the 

pouring out of God’s final wrath, so that this section, though synchronous with the others, is 

in a special sense descriptive of the final judgement.  In the next minor division—the Fall of 

Babylon, chapters 17-19—this emphasis upon Christ’s second coming unto judgement and 

its meaning for the world and for the church, both militant and triumphant, is even greater, 

more pronounced.  See especially 19:11-12.  The seventh or final section—chapters 20-22—

not only describes the final judgement, but in this description drops much of the symbolism 

of the earlier visions.  Nothing is vague or indefinite and little is clothed with symbolism, 

20:12ff.  The joy of the redeemed in the new heaven and earth is described much more 

circumstantially than, for example, in 7:9ff. The book has reached its glorious end.’ 

 

Proposition 5: The fabric of the book consists of moving-pictures.  The details that pertain 

to the picture should be interpreted in harmony with its central thought.  We should ask two 

questions: first, what is the entire picture?  What is its predominant idea?’  

 

The book of Revelation has been compared to a movie taken from multiple perspectives.  It 

is a series of images and sounds that John records with sights and sounds dramatically 

recorded for the reader/listener.  The visions blend into each other and an endless 

menagerie of symbols parade before us, the question is how do we interpret them.  Here is 

a classic example of what not to do, a spiritualization of the parable of the good Samaritan 

from Luke 10. 

 

‘The man who is on his way from Jerusalem to Jericho represents Adam, the head of the 

human race.  He left the heavenly city and is travelling down to the city of earth, he falls 

into the hands of robbers; that is, he is overpowered by satan and his evil angels.  The 

robbers strip him of the garment of original righteousness.  They also beat him, leaving him 

full of wounds.  Half-dead (!).  Yes, half-dead in sins and trespasses (!).  The priest and the 

levite represent the law and the sacrifices.  They cannot save the sinner.  They are 

powerless to help.  But the Good Samaritan, namely, Jesus Christ, is travelling that way and 



helps the poor sinner.  This Good Samaritan dresses his wounds with the oil of the Holy 

Spirit and with wine, namely, the blood of His passion.  He, then, puts the poor man on his 

own mule, that is, on the merits of his own righteousness (!).  He takes the poor man to an 

inn, that is, to church.  The next day, the Good Samaritan gives the host two shillings, that 

is, the Word and the Sacraments, in order that with these he may provide for the spiritual 

needs of the poor sinner.  Then this Good Samaritan departs but promises to return later.’  

Now all of the details of the parable are essential to the telling of the parable but all the 

parts do not bear equal values or any distinct meanings apart from the fact that they are 

incidental to the parable.  The parable and the details of the parable must be read in light of 

the purpose for the various parables, and in the case of the good Samaritan the purpose of 

the story was for the purpose of demonstrating to the lawyer that he was racist who did not 

love his neighbour.  We must not think that the donkey represents anything specific, or that 

the coins are related to a meaningful pair of something in another part of theology.  

Likewise we interpret the various parts of the visions in Revelation as part of the whole.  For 

example, when it comes to the locusts of 9:1-11 we do not need to look for individual 

meanings for the teeth, hair, and breastplates of the locusts.  The parts must be read in the 

light of the whole.  So for example when we look at the city of the New Jerusalem we are 

not to try and make every detail an individual symbol but the whole vision a single symbol of 

fellowship with God and the various aspects of the vision enhance that idea, e.g. the high 

walls of a city which would ordinarily be needed to keep out enemies show a situation of 

fellowship with God that is unconquerable. 

 

The book of Revelation is described as something that John saw 1:2, and the idea of the 

prophet seeing is used 52 times in the book.  This ‘indicates the books genre and is 

therefore a guide to the reading strategy we must use if we are to see the message.  The 

visible, visionary mode of the message is reemphasized in the prophetic commission given to 

John by the voice of the One like a son of man: ‘Write in a book what you see, and send it 

to the seven churches’ (1:11).’7 One of the key themes of the book of Revelation is that 

things are not what they seem and the symbols of events, characters, trends and forces are 

graphically portrayed in a film like flurry of images.  The Jews are called a synagogue of 

satan 2:9, Sardis has a reputation for life but is dead 3:17, Christians conquer the devil by 

being martyred 12:11, the helpless hunted church is the victor and the conqueror.  The 

seemingly invincible Rome, with its political, military, religious and cultural prestige will be 

judged.  A war between a slain Lamb and His weak flock against the dragon and the 

impressive beasts and the prostitute, the lamb overcomes a dragon, visual imagery that 

shouts truths.   

 

Pictures are worth a thousand words and layer meaning in succinct ways where any full 

explanation would demand several paragraphs.  The seven stars in Christ’s hand are the 

seven angels of the seven churches.  The concepts of stars being lights, angels being 

messengers and the theological significance of being in Christ’s hands are conveyed rapidly 

in images.  
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The symbols are also paradoxical in nature revealing things that are not seen with the naked 

eye.  The great city which to the naked eye is a mass of humanity and architecture is seen 

to be a luxuriously dressed Prostitute (17:18); the seven kings of 17:9-10 are the seven 

heads of the beast; the righteous acts of the saints is the Bride’s wedding dress 19:8. 

 

As with the parables we are challenged to understand the symbols, 2:7, 2:17, 2:19, 13:9 

(Matt. 13:13-16).  This challenge to understand is made a more difficult by the fact that the 

things symbolized have more than one symbol representing them.  For example, there are 

three instances where John hears something being spoken of in one way, but when he sees 

the thing described it is symbolized differently.  For example, John hears the Lion of the 

tribe of Judah, but then Christ appears and He is portrayed as a slain Lamb (Rev. 5:5-6).  

The people of God are heard to be counted as the 144,000 from the twelve tribes of Israel, 

but when John sees them they are an innumerable host from every tribe tongue and nation 

(Rev. 7:4-14).  John was also told of the bride of Christ but when she was revealed she was 

a city (19:9-10).  

 

The medium of vision is fluid and not standardised.  Because God is not revealing things 

exactly as they are, for example He does not reveal His exact glory to His prophets because 

no man can see Him and live, this enables God to adjust the images to the needs of the 

those receiving the vision.  For example think of God’s throne, in Revelation it is stationary 

and appears anthropomorphically to appear like an earthly king’s throneroom with courtiers 

and counsellors.  However, in Ezekiel, the throne is carried and is settled on wheels.  Why 

the difference, because God is promising through Ezekiel that He will travel with His people 

into exile and is departing the temple.  The vision of Rev. 4-5 is picturing the supremacy of 

God as king over all things and has palatial grandeur.  Likewise the four living creatures of 

the throneroom 4:6-8 are like the creatures that appeared to Ezekiel but not exactly, 

whereas Ezekiel’s creatures each had four faces, one of a lion, an eagle, a bull and a man 

(Ezek. 1:5-14), in Revelation we see that the creatures have one face each.  The visions are 

not standardized views into an exact reality but a fluid picture that can shift as God speaks 

to the needs of His people.  This reminds us to treat the details lightly and see the overall 

picture as the main point.    

 

Because of the picturesque way in which truth is conveyed in Revelation, the literal-where-

possible approach of the Dispensational approach is seen to be out of touch with the genre 

of the book itself.     

 

Proposition 6: The seals, trumpets, bowls of judgement and similar symbols refer not to 

specific events, particular happenings, details of history, but to principles—of human 

conduct and of divine moral government—that are operating throughout the history of the 

world; especially, throughout the new dispensation.  

 

Having established how the various details of the visions should be read Hendricksen then 

moves on to ask whether the various symbols and visions are describing specific events and 

dates.  He makes clear that there are most certainly symbols that indicate the beginning or 

the end of the present dispensation.  For example, we have the ascension of the Man-child, 



or the two fold harvest.  But do the trumpets, bowls, seals, etc. point to specific dates and 

events?  If so, there would be thousands of options set forth and the book of Revelation 

would be a closed book.  Therefore the Amillennial interpreter takes the Idealist approach to 

the book of Revelation.  It is assumed that the book of Revelation is an unveiling not a 

hiding of God’s message for the church.  It is also assumed that the book speaks to every 

age of the church age and is not excluded for the first or last generation of Christians.  

Therefore the various details of the bowls, seals, etc. are not seen as pointing to individual 

events, people and dates but to principles operating throughout the history of the world.   

 

Need more on idealism  

 

Proposition 7: The apocalypse is rooted in the contemporaneous events and 

circumstances.  It symbols should be interpreted in the light of conditions which prevailed 

when the book was written. 

 

In other words, how did the first readers understand this book?  The immediate purpose of 

the book is to comfort and minister to those who were suffering in the first century, calling 

upon these Christians to fight the good fight and stand firm under persecution.  It is true 

that the message still speaks today but its message will not be properly understood until it is 

first applied to its original recipients.  There are many references to the great suffering 

happening or just about to the happen to the church, 1:9, 7:14, 6:10, 16:6, 17:6, 19:2, 

2:10, 2:13, etc.  Rome’s government encouraged persecution; its emperor worship inspired 

false religion, and its materialism and worldliness encouraged compromise.  This closes the 

door on thinking that something in Russia, or Germany, or Iran, or America is the topic of 

the prophecies and symbols.  Its meaning will not be exhausted by its explanation of the 

first century situation, but interpretation must begin with it and cannot ignore it.   

 

Proposition 8: The apocalypse is rooted in the sacred Scriptures.  It should be interpreted 

in harmony with the teachings of the entire bible. 

 

The subsoil of the book of Revelation is the OT and NT scriptures.  The apostle John as an 

author would have been prepared by having his own mind saturated with the OT and NT 

scriptures.  This is important because we are seeking to allow scripture to interpret scripture 

as our basic approach not history.   

 

The book of Revelation is not only pervaded through with the OT but in fact consummates 

the many themes of the OT.  We see that John’s commissioning is similar to other prophets 

like Ezekiel.  The beast of Revelation 13 is a composite of Daniel’s four beasts in Daniel 7.  

The two witnesses of Revelation 11 are the two olive branches of Zech. 4:14.  The 

judgements pronounced upon Babylon Ch. 18, echo those on Tyre Ezek. 27, and Babylon 

Jer. 51.  The plagues of Egypt Ex. 7-12 strike the churches persecutors, Rev. 8:7, 10, 10; 

9:3; 11:6, 16:13.  And the song of Moses Ex. 15 is now the song of Moses and of the Lamb 

Rev. 15:3.  

‘Although exact Old Testament quotations in Revelation are rare, allusion to Old Testament 

imagery is everywhere: Elijah and his nemesis Jezebel; Balaam, the prophet who 



masterminded the seduction of Israel; God’s temple, served by His kingdom of priests, 

offering incense prayers on the altar, from which fire of judgement falls, as on Sodom and 

Gomorrah [and the prophets of Baal]; Israel the Messiah’s mother; Israel the Lord’s bride; 

Israel’s twelve tribes, armed for holy war; God’s winepress of wrath; the water of life, 

offered free of charge;  Jerusalem, the city of God.  Yet God does not cut and paste Old 

Testament images, unchanged, into the texture of John’s visions.  While recognizable, they 

are modified and recombined into new configurations—as we would expect, since the 

sacrifice and the resurrection of the Lamb have brought the warfare of the ages to a new 

phase and theatre of operations.  We dare not tackle the symbolism of Revelation without 

immersing our minds in the rich imagery of the Old Testament, but we also pay attention to 

the transformation that these pictures undergo as they are used to express the impending, 

climactic victory of the kingdom of God and of His Christ.’8    

 

 

Numbers count in Revelation: Various numbers in the book of Revelation have 

significance and are repeated various times.  The numbers 7, 10, 12, 3, 4 and 6 feature 

prominently.   

‘Seven is the number of churches to which the book is addressed and consequently the 

number of letters/proclamations addressed by the risen Christ through His Spirit to the 

churches.  Though other New Testament show that churches existed in other cities of 

western Asia Minor when Revelation was given, these seven represent the churches of Jesus 

Christ generally, since their number, seven, symbolizes completeness. Likewise the Lamb’s 

seven horns symbolize His complete power, and His seven eyes, his complete knowledge 

through the Spirit’s presence throughout the whole world (Rev. 5:6).  The scroll of the 

purpose of God for ‘the things which must soon take place’ (1:1) is sealed with seven seals 

(5:1), and the visions associated with the Lambs breaking of them structure the second 

major section of the book (6:1-8:2).  The angels’ sounding of the seven trumpets structures 

the third major section (8:6-11:18), portraying providential disasters that span the time 

between Christ’s comings.  These disasters, though limited in scope, provide previews of the 

total destruction to be poured out in the seven bowls, limitless in scope and ‘last’ because in 

them the wrath of God is finished’ (15:1, 7, 16).  We also read of seven heads, seven hills, 

seven kings and seven Spirits of God.’ 9  

 

The number ten is used to number the dragon’s heads which are repeated in the heads of 

the beast (12:3; 13:1; 17:12, Dan. 7:7).  It is used to describe a time of affliction 2:10.  But 

its multiples occur often symbolizing a vast number of years, 1000; multiplying it my twelve 

, 12,000 stadia, the dimensions of the New Jerusalem and which is nearly exactly 10 times 

the length of Ancient Israel.  It is used when numbering the Lord’s people, and is found in 

the references to the myriads (ten thousand) and myriads of myriads being 100s of millions.   

 

12 is the number of God’s people because of the 12 tribes and the 12 disciples.  It is used to 

describe God’s people in the 144,000; and the dimensions of the New Jerusalem which is 

the bride of Christ.   
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The numbers are also used flexibly, for example, although John believes in only one Holy 

Spirit, he greets the church in the name of the seven Spirits who are before the throne 1:5, 

but then these 7 Spirits are also the 7 eyes of Christ.  This interchangeable usage is found in 

other things as well.  The 7 heads of the beast also refer to 7 hills and 7 kings. 

 

Revelation is for a Church under attack: The graphic nature of the book of Revelation 

has disturbed many people but the imagery is consistent with a situation where the church 

is at war.  The churches struggle is emphasized by the 7 beatitudes that are found in the 

book.  God promises blessing to those who are faithful in keeping the word of this prophecy 

1:3, 22:7, ‘even upon pain of death (14:13), who maintain purity in alert expectation of 

Christ’s return (16:15), who are invited to the Lamb’s wedding feast (19:9), who have been 

beheaded for their faith and so share in the first resurrection (20:4-6) and share in the tree 

of life in the city of God (22:14).’10  The blessings indicate the attacks upon the church, 

attacks of persecution, false religion and seduction.  Every church receives a promise ‘to him 

who overcomes’ and the various promises usually pertain to things that belong to chapters 

19-22, things like not tasting the second death, eating from the tree of life, etc.  The 

enemies of the church are the dragon with his seven heads indicating his cunning.  As well 

as the beast that wages war with persecution, the second beast with false religion, and the 

Harlot with seduction.  These would have been Rome’s armies and political power, the 

Emperor worship and paganism, and the wealth and seduction of the culture and lifestyle of 

the largest city, Rome.  The call is for one of persevering witness (14:12) not a withdrawal 

from the world but an imitation of Christ’s faithful witness unto death (1:9).  John writes as 

a co-sufferer and a prisoner on Patmos in the same struggle 1:5.  ‘Our interpretation of 

Revelation must be driven by the difference God intends it to make in the life of His people.  

If we could explain every phrase, identify every allusion to Old Testament Scripture or 

Greco-Roman society, trace every interconnection, and illuminate every mystery in this book 

and yet were silenced by the intimidation of public opinion, terrorized by the prospect of 

suffering, enticed by affluent Western culture’s promise of ‘security, comfort and pleasure,’ 

then we would not have begun to understand the Book of Revelation as God wants us to.’ 11      
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