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Getting the Most Out of Revelation




The human spirit is like a little child on a long journey asking, “Are we almost there?” Yet today many of us have stopped thinking about the future. Fear of nuclear or environmental holocaust drives us to squeeze what we can from the present. We become obsessed with momentary gratification. This erodes our capacity to plan and build for the future— if there is one—and paralyzes us from living faithfully in the present.


Unlike people today, New Testament Christians eagerly awaited and longed for the future. They believed the complete reign of Christ on earth was a more certain reality than the seeming victory of evil. Jesus gave John the strangely beautiful vision recorded in the book of Revelation to give us hope. Of the three Christian virtues—faith, hope and love—the one most needing attention today is hope. Revelation touches us at the point of our despair, our world-weariness, our future shock, our fear of persecution, our collaboration with a sick (though friendly) society. It is quite possibly the most relevant book of the Bible for this moment in history.


But how are we to understand this highly symbolic book? Since Revelation was meant to be read at one sitting (1:3), we do well to put aside the charts, sermons and films we have seen that claim to unravel its mysteries. It is better just to read it. A child might understand Revelation better than adults who approach it with preconceived systems. If a child were to hear this as a story and were to conclude, “I’m so glad the Lamb won over the awful beast,” he or she would have truly heard it and taken to heart what is written in it (1:3). This book is written for those with eyes to see and, as C.B. Caird says, “For a generation whose mental eye has been starved of imagery it is in some ways the most important book in the New Testament” (The Revelation of St. John the Divine [New York: Harper & Row, 1966], p. 13).




Two Common Misconceptions


Many people misunderstand the book because of two commonly held misconceptions. First, Revelation is not difficult to understand. Though it is highly symbolic, it is not a lock whose key has been lost. The major reason we have difficulty decoding the symbolism of this book is that, unlike the first readers, we are largely illiterate when it comes to the Bible.


The Old Testament provides the most important clues for decoding Revelation. Of the 404 verses in Revelation, 278 allude to the Old Testament (though not one direct citation is actually quoted). The book is a biblical implosion. Old Testament ideas, symbols, names and themes have been powerfully pulled together through the inspiration of the Spirit to form a collage, a kaleidoscope effect in the message John brings.


For example, phrases like “God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (7:17) is a creative adaption of Isaiah 25:8. Proper names like Balaam, Jerusalem and Sodom and concepts like “the tree of life” are adapted from John’s Bible. Numbers like “twenty-four months” are used symbolically, as they are in the Old Testament (Dan 9:27). This book above all others in the New Testament must be interpreted by Scripture.


Second, we misunderstand Revelation when we treat it as a book of predictions. It is not so much a prediction of future events as it is an exposé of spiritual realities that affect us now and will bring the events of history to a worthy end. John shows us how the world looks to someone in the Spirit.


John wrote Revelation between A.D. 90 and 95 from his place of exile on Patmos Island. Tradition tells us that prior to his exile John left Israel to live in Ephesus, capital of the Roman province of Asia. The seven churches to whom this book is addressed were visited by a courier traveling on the circular road through modern Turkey. His letter described John’s vision of Christ as Lord of the churches (1:12-3:22), as the Lamb on the throne (5:1-14), as the liberating Word of God (19:11-16) and as the Leader in the new creation (21—22). This book is truly the Revelation of Jesus Christ (1:1).


John says, “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it” (1:3). Look forward to this blessing as you study Revelation.









Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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An Illustrated


Letter from Jesus


Revelation 1




When facing extreme pressure there is almost nothing as comforting as a letter from your closest friend. Better still a videotape with sound and sight. Best of all is a personal visit.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Before considering the strong message of this book share your experiences of receiving a comforting letter in a time of crisis. In what ways were you challenged as well as comforted by a friend’s words or visit?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. From all you have read or experienced before opening Revelation, what images or pictures do you have of Jesus? Write these down and see, as the study progresses, how your view of Jesus and worship of him changes.


 


 


 


This book is written by a pastor who cares deeply for his Christian friends who were either being persecuted by a hostile society or seduced by a seemingly friendly one. From his exile on a nearby island he writes a letter filled with images that would awaken hope and confidence in God in tough situations. Best of all John the pastor gives them a vision of a personal visit, not of his own coming (which is not possible) but the coming Lord Jesus—the greatest hope of all. Read Revelation 1.




1. Imagine that you are a member of one of the seven churches in Asia (modern Turkey). What would you find comforting about the various descriptions of the Lord in this passage?





What would you find disturbing?




2. The word revelation means to bring to light what was formerly hidden, veiled and secret. Who and what will be unveiled by the revelation given to John (vv. 1-5)?







3. John presents a vision of Jesus as both coming (v. 7) and already and always here (v. 8). What would it be like to have only one of these two perspectives?







4. In what ways has a knowledge of Christ’s coming encouraged you in the midst of suffering?







5. In what ways does John’s description of himself in verse 9 make you want to hear what he has to say?







6. Why are the circumstances of John’s receiving the revelation especially encouraging (vv. 9-11)?







7. John states that we will be blessed if we hear his message and take it to heart (v. 3). In what ways do you think he expects us to take this message to heart?







8. John pictures the seven churches as seven golden lampstands (to hold oil lamps, v. 12, 19). What does this tell us about the function of the churches?







9. How would Jesus’ relationship to these churches (v. 13) encourage them to fulfill their function during hard times?







10. John’s vision of Jesus is rich with biblical symbolism. Instead of trying to picture all these characteristics at once, allow them to impress you one at a time, like a dissolve slide presentation. Which images impress you most with the magnificence of Jesus, and why (vv. 13-16)?







11. How would Jesus’ words encourage John not to be fearful in his presence (vv. 17-18)?







12. Why do you think we are seldom, if ever, so overcome with awe in the presence of Jesus that we need his encouraging touch?







13. How would this vision of Jesus give heart to churches facing a sinful and hostile world?





Ask God to enlarge your vision of Jesus.





Now or Later




14. Why would it help discouraged believers to know they are “a kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father” (v. 6)?







15. Revelation was written to churches being persecuted under a totalitarian regime. Our society seems more friendly; yet how is it hostile to us both morally and spiritually?





How can this vision of Jesus encourage us to resist the seductions of our society?




16. Research some of the Old Testament sources of this introductory vision. “What must soon take place” (v. 1)—Daniel 2:28; “the seven churches” (v. 4) and “the seven spirits” (v. 4)—Zechariah 4; “who is, and who was, and is to come” (v. 4)—a Christian elaboration of Exodus 3:14; “ruler of the kings of the earth” (v. 5)—Psalm 89:27; “a kingdom of priests” (v. 6)—Exodus 19:6.
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Pardon My


Speaking the Truth


Revelation 2




What can we do to help a Christian who is ready to cave in under pressure? We’d probably try to encourage him or her by pointing to the positive aspects of the situation and giving hope for the future. Usually we wouldn’t say that things are going to get worse before they get better! In the seven letters to the churches in Asia Christ confronts believers who have compromised morally and spiritually. But he also encourages them. This kind of tough love is essential for spiritual health.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. Talk about how you have seen confrontation handled well—and poorly. Give some specific examples. What were the long-term results?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. Think about a time when someone spoke the truth to you in love. How did you feel? What was the result? Pray to God for a teachable spirit.
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