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1

I N T RODUCT ION

One Weird Book

Revelation is the strangest book in the whole Bible. In chapter 6, 
a Lamb opens six seals on a scroll that lead to riders on different- 
colored horses dealing out judgments. Then souls under the 
heavenly altar cry out to God, followed by a huge earthquake, 
causing the sun to turn black and the moon bloodred and the 
whole world to come apart. In the rest of the book, we read 
about the 144,000, the great multitude in heaven, locusts from 
the Abyss, John eating a little scroll, two witnesses, a red dragon 
and two beasts, Armageddon, Babylon the Great, a heavenly 
warrior on a white horse, the Millennium, the lake of fire, and 
the new Jerusalem coming out of the sky. The list of strange 
images is bewildering to say the least. If you’re both drawn to 
Revelation and confused by it, you’re not alone.

Two Popular Responses to Revelation

The strangeness of Revelation compared to the rest of the New 
Testament explains the two main ways people respond to it. 
Some people read it once and never want to read it again. It’s 
just too weird. They are content to leave Revelation alone.
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A second common response to Revelation is to obsess over 
it. These people have read it dozens, perhaps even hundreds, 
of times. They have also read all the novels and watched all 
the movies and listened to all the preachers that deal with 
Revelation. They are into all things apocalyptic, convinced 
that we are living in the last days, where all the predictions of 
Revelation are coming true.

A Promising Third Way

It certainly seems as if all of Christendom responds to Revelation 
in one of these two ways: willful ignorance or fanatical obses-
sion. I think both responses are wrong. I’m convinced there 
is a third way of reading the book in context that allows us 
to understand and live out its main message. If we ignore the 
book, we miss out on the concluding chapter to the entire story 
of the Bible, a chapter full of hope and encouragement. Who 
wants to read a whole book and not finish the last chapter? 
The church today desperately needs the vision of hope that 
Revelation provides. On the other hand, great harm comes to 
the church when we try to make Revelation all about us—how 
we must avoid the mark of the beast, or when the rapture will 
occur, or how we can identify the Antichrist. We have to read 
Revelation in context, or we will distort its message.

What to Expect from The Heart of Revelation

In this book, I will follow this promising third way of read-
ing and applying Revelation by looking at the big picture 
and answering the question, What are the main truths and 
realities of Revelation that we can know for certain? I’ve 
identified the following ten themes as the most important 
ones in Revelation: God, worship, the people of God, the Holy 
Spirit, our enemies, the mission, Jesus Christ, judgment, the 
new creation, and perseverance. We will move back and forth 
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within the book of Revelation as we study these ten themes. 
As you read through this book, it will help you to also read 
through the book of Revelation. At the end of each chapter I 
have included a reading plan that will take you through the 
entire book in the order of the biblical themes and a list of 
key texts for each theme. My hope is that as you learn what 
Revelation teaches on each theme, you will grasp the main 
message of this dramatic final chapter of the Bible and its 
relevance for the Christian life.

This isn’t a technical, scholarly book, but I’ve also tried to 
write in light of the most reliable evangelical scholarship. The 
chapters are short, and each one has discussion questions for 
small groups. If you happen to lead such a small group, or if you 
want to dig even deeper into Revelation, please check out my 
commentary on Revelation in the Teach the Text Commentary 
Series (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2014). I wrote The Heart 
of Revelation for serious Christians who want to know the 
main teachings of Revelation. I hope you enjoy it, and I pray 
that it will strengthen your walk with the Lord Jesus Christ 
and bring you hope, courage, and wisdom.

Taking the Context Seriously

We must take the context of God’s Word seriously if we claim 
to take its message seriously.1 To hear what God is saying to 
us in Revelation, we must first hear what God said to the first 
Christians who heard its amazing message.2 Who were those 
people, and what was their situation?

The Seven Churches and Their Situation

Revelation was written to Christians living in Asia Minor in 
the first century, either during the reign of Roman Emperor 
Domitian (AD 95–96) or around AD 69, shortly after Emperor 
Nero’s death in 68 and before the fall of Jerusalem in 70.
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The book begins “The revelation from [or “of,” CSB] Jesus 
Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon 
take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant 
John, who testifies to everything he saw—that is, the word of God 
and the testimony of Jesus Christ” (1:1–2). The revelation is “of/
from Jesus Christ,” meaning that it is a book about Jesus (the 
central figure) but also a book from Jesus. The revelation moves 
through a chain of communication from God through Jesus to 
his servants. One of these servants is John, the author of Revelation 
(1:1, 4, 9–10; 22:8–9). John is the one who received and recorded 
the heavenly visions for the churches of Asia while suffering exile 
on the island of Patmos for carrying out his prophetic witness to 
Christ. As a result, the message of Revelation is from Jesus (and 
sometimes Jesus speaks directly, such as in 1:17–3:22), but it’s 
written by John, both the recipient of the visions and the author 
of the book. Revelation, then, is both a spiritual vision given to a 
prophet and a literary masterpiece inspired by God. Historically, 
most church leaders have identified this “John” as the apostle 
John, who wrote the Gospel of John.

John wrote to seven particular churches in Asia Minor 
(modern-day Turkey). What was life like for the Christians in 
the seven churches? Short answer: life was hard. In the Roman 
Empire everything pointed to the idea that Caesar is Lord! Since 
the basic Christian confession is “Jesus is Lord,” there was an 
inherent conflict between those who believed Caesar was Lord 
and those who followed Jesus as Lord.

Christians faced pressure from three sources. First, they were 
pressured by Rome itself. Rome was persecuting Christians, but 
that wasn’t happening in every little village across the empire. In 
general, the pressure from Rome was subtler and more seductive. 
Rome opposed the church mainly through what is known as the 
imperial cult, a system of influences (political, social, economic, 
military, religious) that promoted the worship of the emperor. 
(The term “cult” in biblical scholarship often refers to a system 
of worship and devotion.) There were temples, priests, festivals, 
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coins, statues, trade guilds, and other symbols of empire that 
pointed to Caesar as Lord. But to worship the emperor directly 
contradicted the most basic Christian confession: “Jesus is Lord” 
(cf. 2:13; 17:6; 18:24; 19:2). When Christians refused to par-
ticipate in pagan temple worship and festivals connected with 
emperor worship, they experienced negative social, political, 
and economic consequences. Because many of the imperial cult 
activities promoted idolatrous and immoral behavior, Christians 
refused to join in. As a result, they were viewed as anti-Rome 
and faced rejection and even persecution.

The book begins “The revelation from [or “of,” CSB] Jesus 
Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon 
take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant 
John, who testifies to everything he saw—that is, the word of God 
and the testimony of Jesus Christ” (1:1–2). The revelation is “of/
from Jesus Christ,” meaning that it is a book about Jesus (the 
central figure) but also a book from Jesus. The revelation moves 
through a chain of communication from God through Jesus to 
his servants. One of these servants is John, the author of Revelation 
(1:1, 4, 9–10; 22:8–9). John is the one who received and recorded 
the heavenly visions for the churches of Asia while suffering exile 
on the island of Patmos for carrying out his prophetic witness to 
Christ. As a result, the message of Revelation is from Jesus (and 
sometimes Jesus speaks directly, such as in 1:17–3:22), but it’s 
written by John, both the recipient of the visions and the author 
of the book. Revelation, then, is both a spiritual vision given to a 
prophet and a literary masterpiece inspired by God. Historically, 
most church leaders have identified this “John” as the apostle 
John, who wrote the Gospel of John.

John wrote to seven particular churches in Asia Minor 
(modern-day Turkey). What was life like for the Christians in 
the seven churches? Short answer: life was hard. In the Roman 
Empire everything pointed to the idea that Caesar is Lord! Since 
the basic Christian confession is “Jesus is Lord,” there was an 
inherent conflict between those who believed Caesar was Lord 
and those who followed Jesus as Lord.

Christians faced pressure from three sources. First, they were 
pressured by Rome itself. Rome was persecuting Christians, but 
that wasn’t happening in every little village across the empire. In 
general, the pressure from Rome was subtler and more seductive. 
Rome opposed the church mainly through what is known as the 
imperial cult, a system of influences (political, social, economic, 
military, religious) that promoted the worship of the emperor. 
(The term “cult” in biblical scholarship often refers to a system 
of worship and devotion.) There were temples, priests, festivals, 
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Second, Christians were pressured by the Jews. Judaism 
was respected within the Roman Empire as an ancient mono-
theistic religion, and Jews were exempted from worshiping 
Roman gods and participating in the imperial cult. Some Jews 
were hostile toward the church and brought charges against 
Christians before the Roman authorities, accusing them of 
being anti-Roman troublemakers. This very thing apparently 
happened in Smyrna; Jesus reassures the believers of Smyrna 
with these words: “I know about the slander of those who say 
they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan” (2:9). 
Likewise, we also see pressure from Jews in Philadelphia; to 
the believers there, Jesus promises justice: “I will make those 
who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews 
though they are not, but are liars—I will make them come 
and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved 
you” (3:9).

Third, Christians were pressured by false teachers connected 
to the seven churches. Within some of these congregations were 
influential members who urged believers to go along with the 
surrounding culture to avoid hardship, especially economic hard-
ship. Teachers such as Jezebel and her followers (2:20–24) and 
the Nicolaitans (2:6, 14–15) tempted believers to be disloyal to 
Christ and his ways in order to conform to the world.

There were basically two responses to this pressure to con-
form to the world. Some were standing strong against the 
idolatry and immorality promoted by an ungodly empire and 
were, as a result, facing persecution. Others were caving in to 
the pressure of the empire and compromising their faith.

The Purpose of Revelation: Who Is Lord?

Revelation comforts and assures the faithful who are suffer-
ing but sternly warns those who are compromising with the 
world system. This double message of comfort and warning 
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is central to the overall purpose of the book. Revelation uses 
powerful visions and symbols to overpower the symbols of a 
wicked empire, whether that is Rome or any future ungodly 
empire. Revelation answers the basic question, Who is Lord 
of the universe: Jesus Christ or Caesar?

Since Christians lived within the Roman Empire, they were 
reminded daily of Rome’s power as they passed by temples 
dedicated to an emperor or used coins with Caesar’s face on 
them or saw statues of the emperor, and so on. (We may use 
coins with a president’s face on them, but we don’t see temples 
honoring that president as a god, and we’re not pressured 
to worship him as such.) All of the symbols they encoun-
tered cried out, “Caesar is Lord, and you should worship 
him.” Christians desperately needed to see reality from God’s 
perspective.

When you hear or read Revelation, it’s like putting on a 
VR headset in order to see true spiritual reality. In Revelation, 
God defeats the powers of darkness, judges evil, rescues his 
people, and transforms creation. The book unveils or reveals 
reality from God’s perspective. As a result, the Caesar images 
of this world are replaced with heavenly images of God’s sov-
ereign rule over the universe. By transforming your mind and 
imagination, Revelation empowers you to reenter your present 
world and live faithfully. If I had to sum up the whole message 
of Revelation in two words, I would say, “God wins!”

In the end, Revelation is about hope. No matter how dif-
ficult and desperate life appears now, Revelation reminds us 
that one day Jesus will return to defeat his enemies, rescue his 
people, and restore his creation. One day God will judge evil 
and live among his people in a new heaven and new earth. To 
persevere faithfully, to remain steadfast, to hang in there over 
the long haul, we must have hope. Revelation gives us a sure 
and certain hope in a world that is sometimes hostile toward 
us. God’s victory is certain!
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How Does Revelation Communicate?

Revelation combines three types of literature to communicate 
its message. First, it’s a letter. As such, Revelation targets a 
specific audience: the seven churches in the province of Asia 
(1:11). These seven locations are named in the order in which 
a letter carrier might visit them, starting from Patmos (the 
place of John’s exile) and moving in a clockwise direction. 
New Testament letters were meant to be read aloud to believ-
ers gathered for worship (1:3; 22:18–19) and were written to 
address a particular situation or problem. While the message 
of Revelation certainly extends beyond these seven churches, 
any responsible approach to interpreting the book must start 
with its message to the seven churches.

Revelation also claims to be a prophecy (1:3; 22:7, 10, 18–19; 
cf. 19:10; 22:9), which includes the idea of predicting the future 
and proclaiming God’s truth in the present. Surprisingly, most 
of the time biblical prophecy is more about proclaiming than 
predicting, and the same holds true for Revelation. In the places 
where Revelation is described as a prophecy, readers are com-
manded to “take to heart” or obey the prophecy (1:3; 22:7, 
18–19). How can you obey a prediction? You really can’t. But 
you can obey a proclamation. Revelation speaks about the 
future, to be sure, but it speaks most forcefully about how God 
wants us to live in the present.

Finally, Revelation is an apocalypse (1:1; Gk. apokalyp-
sis), a term meaning “unveiling” or “revelation.” Apocalyptic 
literature focuses on God’s communication to a well-known 
person (like John or Daniel) through visions with the message 
that God will intervene in the course of history to overthrow 
evil empires and establish his kingdom. We are told in 1:1 that 
God has “made it known” (NIV, ESV), a term that suggests 
God has communicated by means of signs or symbols. Also, 
we are told that God gave the revelation to Jesus to “show” 
to his servants (1:1; 4:1; 17:1; 21:9, 10; 22:1, 6), that is, 
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to show through visions. In Revelation, God communicates 
through picture language to give hope to people living in a 
crisis situation. For instance, Revelation often portrays Jesus 
as the “Lamb of God.” But you should not conclude that 
Jesus is a literal animal. The expression “Lamb of God” is a 
picture or symbol of Jesus’s sacrificial death on the cross to 
take away our sins.

How Should We Interpret Revelation?

Before we go on to explore the ten most important themes of 
Revelation, I need to explain a bit more about how we can read 
Revelation responsibly.3 I would like to suggest a few helpful 
guidelines for interpreting the book of Revelation:

 1. We should try to discover the message to the original read-
ers. You will be tempted to ignore the biblical audience 
and jump directly to what God is saying to us today. But 
remember, God originally spoke to the Christians in the 
seven churches of Asia Minor, and his message to us will 
be an extension of his message to them. If our interpre-
tation makes no sense for the original readers, we have 
probably missed the real meaning of the passage.

 2. We must take Revelation seriously, but we shouldn’t 
always take it literally. Revelation conveys historical truth 
(Jesus died for our sins), but it uses picture language to 
do so (Jesus is the Lamb of God). The woman who sits 
on seven hills isn’t an extremely large woman but a sym-
bol for the city of Rome, a city built on seven hills. The 
new Jerusalem is in the shape of a cube, not because we 
will all be riding elevators for eternity, but because God’s 
presence indwells the entire city (the holy of holies in the 
ancient temple, the place where God’s presence dwelled, 
was cube shaped). Picture language can convey literal, 
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historical truth, but we should not always take it literally, 
or we will distort its message. Instead, we should look 
for what the image or symbol represents. To understand 
the images, we must look to what John himself says, to 
the historical context, and to the Old Testament. When 
John identifies an image, we should pay close attention 
to what he says (e.g., in 1:13 the Son of Man is Christ; in 
1:20 the golden lampstands are the churches; in 5:5–6 the 
Lion is the Lamb; in 12:9 the red dragon is Satan; and in 
21:9–10 the new Jerusalem is the wife of the Lamb, or the 
church). Again, we should also study the historical context 
of the seven churches and turn to the Old Testament to 
discover the meaning of the images.

 3. We should focus on the main theological message of each 
vision. It’s a mistake to think you have to understand 
100 percent of Revelation or you can’t understand any 
of it. While the details of this awesome and mysterious 
book are often debated, the central idea and the main 
points are clear: God is in control, and he will successfully 
accomplish his purposes.

As you read a section of Revelation, ask yourself, “What is the 
big idea of this section?” As you learn more about Revelation, 
you can come to a decision about the particulars. Just don’t 
miss the big picture because you feel as if you have to know 
all the details now. When we come to a confusing section in 
class, I’ll often ask my students, “Are these good guys or bad 
guys?” It’s my way of zooming out to catch the big idea even 
when they don’t at first understand the specifics.

Revelation is much more than an end-times puzzle to be 
solved; rather, it is God’s communication to the seven churches 
(and by extension to the church in every age) about how to live 
faithfully in light of the future he has in store. You can still see 
the forest even when you can’t identify all the trees.
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I wrote The Heart of Revelation to help you understand 
the big picture of Revelation. I’ve come to love the book of 
Revelation because it speaks powerfully and deeply about every 
aspect of the Christian life. It brings tremendous hope that the 
great story we are living does, in fact, have a happy ending. 
God wins, and we do too! As you read this book and learn 
more about its ten most important themes, I pray that you will 
find yourself knowing and loving God even more than you do 
now. And I pray that your hope will become even more sure 
and certain, even as we live in increasingly uncertain times. 
Most of all, I pray for you the admonition that Jesus gave to 
each of the seven churches: “Whoever has ears, let them hear 
what the Spirit says to the churches” (e.g., 2:7).
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C A ST OF C H A R ACT ER S  
I N T H E DI V I N E DR A M A  

OF R E V E L AT ION1

Abyss A term used seven times in Revelation to refer to the 
abode/prison for the demonic locusts and their king, Apollyon, 
the beast, and Satan himself during the Millennium (9:1, 2, 11; 
11:7; 17:8; 20:1, 3).

Armageddon The epic eschatological battle between God 
and the forces of evil (16:12–16). This battle is anticlimactic 
since Christ conquers merely by his appearance and his word 
of judgment.

Babylon the Great The term “Babylon” is used six times 
in Revelation to symbolize any great center of pagan power 
(14:8; 16:19; 17:5; 18:2, 10, 21). The early Christians referred 
to Rome as Babylon (1 Pet 5:13).

Balaam Those who hold to the teachings of Balaam are a 
group of false teachers who encouraged Christians to use their 
freedom to participate in pagan worship activities, including 
the worship of the Roman emperor (Rev 2:14).

beast from the earth A figure representing pagan religious 
power in service of the wicked political/military/economic 
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power structures and their evil leaders (13:11–12). This figure 
is also called the “false prophet” in Revelation (16:13; 19:20; 
20:10), pointing to its religious role in promoting the worship 
of the first beast (e.g., the priesthood of the imperial cult, a 
religious system promoting the worship of the emperor and 
other pagan deities).

beast from the sea A figure representing political, military, 
and economic power used in the service of Satan (13:1–2). Often 
such pagan power is personified in a single wicked leader (e.g., 
Nero or Domitian in first-century Rome and Hitler in Nazi 
Germany). The final eschatological leader has traditionally been 
identified with this beast and called the Antichrist, although 
that term is never used in Revelation.

book of life / Lamb’s book of life The register of all true 
believers, those who have been granted heavenly citizenship (3:5).

bride/wife of the Lamb A symbol for God’s holy people, 
the church (19:7–8). The marriage metaphor reveals the depth 
and fullness of God’s covenant love for his people and his plan 
to live forever with them in the new creation.

death and Hades The term “Hades” refers to the realm 
of the dead (1:18; 6:8; 20:13, 14), not to the place of final 
punishment, or “hell” (cf. 20:14–15). Death is the last enemy 
and, along with Hades, will one day be thrown into the lake 
of fire, symbolizing the final and total destruction of death.

every tribe, language, people, and nation Variations of 
this expression occur seven times in Revelation to indicate 
universality (5:9; 7:9; 10:11; 11:9; 13:7; 14:6; 17:15). When 
referring to the faithful, it emphasizes the multicultural people 
of God (5:9).

fiery lake of burning sulfur Whereas “Hades” refers to the 
grave or realm of the dead, the lake of fire is equivalent to 
Gehenna, or what is traditionally understood as “hell.” This 
place of final punishment is the second (or eternal) death 
(20:14–15) for all of God’s enemies.
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Cast of Characters in the Divine Drama of Revelation

four living creatures An exalted order of angels resembling 
the cherubim of Ezekiel 1 and 10 as well as the seraphim of 
Isaiah 6. They represent God’s creation, stand closest to God’s 
presence, play some role in executing judgment, and lead the 
heavenly court in worship (Rev 4:6–8).

great city (Sodom, Egypt, Jerusalem) A symbol for any 
center of worldly power allied against God and his people 
(11:7–8). Rome was likely in view in the first century. This 
wicked city is a place of moral depravity, of oppression, and 
of opposition to Christ.

great multitude The church triumphant that has come 
through the great tribulation and now celebrates God’s victory 
in heaven (7:9). This multicultural people of God is the heavenly 
counterpart to the 144,000 engaged in battle on earth.

great prostitute / woman sitting on the beast A great center 
of pagan power (i.e., Babylon), undoubtedly referring to Rome 
in the first century (17:1–18; 19:2). She leads others to join her 
in idolatry and immorality and stands in contrast to the bride 
of Christ depicted in Revelation 19–22.

great supper of God The final judgment of the wicked, where 
the birds of prey consume the dead bodies of God’s enemies 
(19:17–18). This eschatological feast stands in contrast to the 
wedding supper of the Lamb for the righteous. Here the wicked 
actually become the feast, or the supper.

great white throne The site of final judgment, when those 
who have not been given resurrection bodies (i.e., all unbelievers) 
will stand before God to face eternal punishment (20:11–15).

holy city / new Jerusalem The new creation (new heaven 
and new earth), where God will live forever among his people 
(21:9–21). The old Jerusalem with its temple gives way to the 
heavenly city, where the entire city will be a temple or dwelling 
place of God.
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inhabitants of the earth An expression that is used 
consistently to depict unbelievers who rebel against God and 
suffer his judgment (3:10).

Jezebel A prophetess in Thyatira who promoted idolatry 
and immorality, likely by teaching that Christians could join 
the trade guilds and participate in the pagan worship feasts 
without compromising their faith (2:20). Throughout the 
history of God’s people, Jezebel has become an enduring symbol 
of idolatry and wickedness.

a kingdom and priests A description of the church, which 
fulfills the promise first made to Israel in Exod 19:5–6. God’s 
people are kingdom citizens who will reign with Christ, as well 
as priests with all the privileges and responsibilities of serving 
him (Rev 5:10).

kings from the East / kings of the whole world Most often 
pagan political powers who commit adultery with the great 
prostitute and are allied with the beast (16:12–16). The likely 
background is Ezekiel 38–39, where Gog and Magog depict 
human enemies who war against God’s people. As a contrast, 
Rev 21:24 highlights redeemed nations and kings.

Lamb An image that combines the background of the 
Passover lamb of Exodus 11–12 with the Suffering Servant 
lamb of Isaiah 52–53 to represent Jesus Christ (Rev 5:6).

mark of the beast A phrase used seven times in Revelation to 
symbolize ownership, identification, and allegiance (13:16, 17; 
14:9, 11; 16:2; 19:20; 20:4). This image provides a figurative 
portrayal of a person’s commitments and loyalties reflected in 
his or her ethical choices and objects of worship. This mark is 
deliberately received by unbelievers and stands in direct contrast 
to the seal of the living God given to believers.

nations The people of the world, who either follow Satan or 
follow God. The term is used both negatively (e.g., 14:8; 17:15; 
18:23; 20:8) and positively (e.g., 5:9; 7:9; 21:24, 26; 22:2) in 
Revelation. Some among the nations oppose God and his people 
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(equivalent in this sense to “inhabitants of the earth”), while 
others respond in faith. Christ has redeemed some from among 
the nations, but only those who follow Christ will become 
citizens of the new Jerusalem.

new heaven and new earth The expression depicting the 
eternal state of the new creation, where God will live forever 
among his people (21:1–8). This completely transformed 
physical universe is also described as the holy city (or new 
Jerusalem), a temple city, and a garden city.

new song A celebration by God’s people of the mighty and 
marvelous things God has done in conquering his enemies and 
providing salvation in Christ (5:9). Only the redeemed are 
allowed to sing this new song, implying that they have endured 
as faithful followers of Jesus. Those who overcome will enjoy 
the victory celebration.

Nicolaitans A group of false teachers closely connected to 
the cults of Balaam (2:14) and Jezebel (2:20–23). They are 
attempting to redefine the faith to allow Christians to fit in 
with (and perhaps profit from) the surrounding culture, with 
its idolatry, immorality, deceit, and false worship (2:6, 15).

144,000 A number that results from taking twelve (the 
number symbolizing completeness as well as the people of God), 
squaring it, and then multiplying the result by 1,000 (signifying 
a very large, complete number). The resulting number represents 
all followers of Jesus or the true Israel of God now sealed and 
engaged in spiritual battle (7:4).

red dragon Also called the ancient serpent, the accuser, the 
devil, or Satan (12:3, 9–10, 12; 20:2). The red color alludes to 
his character of violence and 150hed, and the dragon image 
draws on the Old Testament idea that serpents and sea monsters 
represent evil forces generally. Satan is God’s archenemy, the 
accuser and tempter of God’s people, and the deceiver of the 
world. He was defeated decisively at the cross and resurrection 
of Christ, and his future destruction is certain.
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scroll / little scroll The “scroll” (chap. 5) and the “little 
scroll” (chap. 10) probably both refer to God’s plan for 
judging evil, redeeming his people, and transforming creation, 
a plan anchored in the death and resurrection of Christ and 
consummated at his return.

seal of the living God In contrast to the mark of the beast, 
this stamp is given only to Christ’s followers and indicates God’s 
ownership and spiritual protection of his people (7:1–8). The 
seal exempts believers not from persecution or suffering but 
from demonic defeat and the wrath of God. John may have 
in mind the Holy Spirit as the seal (cf. 2 Cor 1:22; Eph 1:13).

seven golden lampstands The seven churches of Asia Minor, 
and the first intended recipients of the transforming vision 
that is the book of Revelation (1:12–16, 20; cf. Zech 4:2–10).

seven spirits of God The sevenfold Holy Spirit (Rev 1:4; 
3:1). The background is Zech 4:2–10, in which God’s work is 
accomplished by his Spirit.

seven stars The angels of the seven churches (Rev 1:20). 
Throughout Revelation the term “angel” refers to a heavenly 
being. These angels could serve as guardian angels or as 
personifications of the prevailing spirit or character of each 
church. They identify with and serve the churches and represent 
them before God.

666 The number of the beast’s name (13:17–18). Most appeal 
to the Jewish practice of gematria (the ancient practice, adopted 
by the Jews, of interpreting the meaning of words based on 
the numerical value of each letter) to calculate the numerical 
value of the name of a Roman emperor (likely “Nero Caesar”). 
To identify the beast as Nero does not exclude the possibility 
of future beasts and a final eschatological beast. The number 
could also symbolize how the beast falls short of the trinity of 
perfection (777) or the “number” of Jesus (888). Both emphasize 
that the beast is a complete failure.
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throne A symbol of God’s absolute sovereignty and majesty 
(4:2). God’s throne or sovereign rule is the central image in the 
book, around which everything else revolves.

tree of life A symbol of eternal life in the presence of God, 
full of never-ending provision (22:1–5).

twenty-four elders An exalted order of angels that serves 
as part of the heavenly council and in some sense represents 
the people of God (twelve tribes and twelve apostles). Their 
primary role is related to worship, since they are often portrayed 
as falling down (4:4).

two witnesses / two olive trees / two lampstands Drawing 
on the background of Zechariah 4, these images represent 
the witnessing church and its role in reflecting God’s presence 
in a hostile world (Rev 11:3–4). The number two probably 
comes from the need for two witnesses to constitute a valid 
legal testimony and the connection with the two olive trees 
(kingship and priesthood).

wedding supper of the Lamb The future fellowship/
celebration of God with his people in the new creation (19:6–10). 
As the divine husband, God has promised his bride a lavish 
banquet celebrating his defeat of their enemies and his abundant 
provision. Overall, the image of a wedding supper conveys 
the personal, intimate, joyous time of fellowship that God is 
preparing for his people.

woman clothed with the sun A symbol representing the 
community of faith that gives birth to the Messiah—the faithful 
remnant within Israel (12:1–2). The woman cannot be the 
virgin Mary because of the reference in 12:17 to the “rest of 
her [the woman’s] offspring.”


