
The classic Star Trek line – “to boldly go where no man 
has gone before” – was actually used by a senior minister 
about me. We’d just finished preaching Revelation 
chapters 1-3 which had been shared amongst a number 
of preachers at our church. I was about to embark on 
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the rest of the book and no other preachers were joining 
me. Hence in introducing my next sermon he used the 
quote.

It’s not true, of course, because many preachers have 
worked their way through all of Revelation; I was just 
the latest in a long line. But it has to be said that it is 
probably less well-trodden territory than the rest of the 
New Testament. The letters to the churches in chapter 
1-3 are commonly studied but the remainder of the book 
rarely so. That’s mainly because it feels so daunting, and 
in many respects it is.

I didn’t find preaching Revelation easy and struggled 
at times and so I can’t claim to give you a magic key. 
However I can tell you that it did me and my church 
a lot of good. We covered topics we’d rarely touch on 
elsewhere in Scripture; we had our minds stretched 
and sobered, and our hearts warmed; we ended up 
with a bigger vision of God, a more robust picture of 
the Christian life, and a more captivating hope for the 
future. I’m not a great cook but I think preaching much 
of Revelation was like attempting a series of difficult 
recipes: I didn’t always pull them off, but the resulting 
meal was nourishing and different to usual nonetheless.

In what follows, we will look at Revelation under five 
headings. It’s not quite a 5-step process to preaching 
Revelation; this is more a series of observations that 
helped me as I went, and things I learnt in the process.
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Revelation calls itself a “prophecy” (1:3) and it contains elements of being a 
letter. However, it most clearly belongs to the apocalyptic genre. Apocalyptic 
literature (from the Greek for ‘revelation’ or ‘revealing’) is often marked by 
the presence of supernatural beings (e.g. angels), symbolic pictures (e.g. 
lampstands), and numerology (the significance of numbers). Common 
themes in apocalyptic literature include the suffering of God’s people, 
the battle between God and evil, and God’s final victory over all enemies. 
However what is more foundational is the idea of ‘revelation’: that is the 
drawing back of the curtain on reality. Apocalyptic texts invite us to view 
the world a different way and to see greater cosmic significance in our lives. 
As we preach Revelation then, while the genre can feel alien, there can and 
should be a sense of ‘privilege’ – we’re getting to look behind the curtain, 
we’re seeing a new perspective on reality.

Apocalyptic literature usually involves imagery, where what is seen is 
foundational to what is being revealed (in contrast to prophecy which 
usually focuses on what is heard). We are alerted to this in the opening 
verses where Jesus ‘makes known’ what must take place to John. The Greek 
word used means he ‘signified’ it, which points to imagery, confirmed by the 
use of ‘show’ in verse 1.

In the next verse we’re told that John testifies to ‘everything he saw – that is 
the word of God and the testimony of Jesus’ (1:2). So what comes is the word 
of God, but John ‘saw’ it. It came in picture language. To put it differently, 
Revelation is an audio-visual display that John is relating, and it is the visual 
element that is dominant. The emphasis on what John sees is repeated 
through the book (see, for example 1:19, and the section on structure below).

The use of symbolism means we should not take descriptions literally. For 
example when Jesus places his right hand on John (1:17), we don’t have to ask 
what he has done with the stars he was previously holding (1:16). Or when 
John sees a lamb standing in the centre of the throne (5:6) we don’t need 
to ask what’s happened to the one sitting on the throne (5:1). You probably 
didn’t even think of those questions, which shows you are instinctively 
reading this as symbolic rather than literal language.

This means that attempts to draw what is described are rarely helpful. The 
symbolic pictures have a dream-like quality such that they can change 
and morph, often holding more than one meaning at once. For example, 
in chapter 21, how would you draw the New Jerusalem? It is given the 
dimensions of a cube while still having gates and foundations. It is as 
clear as crystal while being made of gold, and is a city while also wearing a 
wedding dress. You aren’t supposed to draw it as an entity – which requires 
thinking of it in literal terms – but rather allow each part of the symbolism 
to convey its own truth.
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There are then a number of special features of how 
Revelation is written. For example, John often hears 
something said, and then he looks and sees something 
else – but the words and the vision go together. So in 
chapter 5 he hears that the lion of the tribe of Judah has 
triumphed. The next line is ‘And I saw’. But what John 
sees is a lamb looking as if it had been slain. The words 
and vision go together, so the slain lamb is the victorious 
lion.

That example is relatively well known but the same 
pattern is true elsewhere. For example, in chapter 7 John 
‘hears’ the number of those who were sealed (a symbol 
of salvation), which is reported audibly as 144,000, 
12,000 from each tribe (7:4-8). Then he ‘looks’ and sees 
a ‘great multitude that no one could count from every 
nation, tribe, people and language’ (7:9). So the 144,000 
(standing for the complete people of God) is the vast 
multitude of those who are saved.

A last word on numbers: they are symbolic! Seven is the 
number of completeness or perfection; four is created 
completeness (e.g. four corners of the earth). There are 
then combinations such as the fourfold formula, ‘tribe, 
tongue, people and nation’ being used seven times in 
the book. Names or descriptions of God and Jesus also 
occur in startlingly precise numbers (combinations of 
four and seven).

Twelve represents the people of God, as does its multiple 
in 144 (and its larger versions like 144,000). This is of 
significance in the vision of the New Jerusalem because 
the dimensions of the walls are 144 cubits thick and the 
city is 12,000 by 12,000 stadia. The city then does not 
so much represent the place of the new creation as the 
people of God – which is why it is also called ‘the bride, 
the wife of the Lamb’.

The number 3½ is common in apocalyptic literature for 
a period of suffering. We should know it from Daniel 
where we have the repeated refrain of ‘time, times 
and half a time,’ i.e. 1, 2 and ½. It comes in Revelation 
11 and 12 in reference to 3½ days, 42 months (which 
is 3½ years) and 1,260 days (also 3½ years based on 
360 days per annum). Commentaries should be your 
friend in guiding you through this (and I make some 
recommendations at the end of the article) but read 
carefully yourself.

Other examples are seen in 17:1-
6 and 21:9-10. This pattern can 
be also reversed where John sees 
something first and then hears – for 
example 6:1-2 and 14:1-5.
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Revelation feels fairly structured at the start – there’s a prologue and the 
opening vision of Jesus, followed by the letters to the churches. We might 
pick up some structural details such as each letter involves a description of 
Jesus from chapter 1 and a call to ‘hear’ and to be ‘victorious’.

Chapters 4 and 5 can also feel okay – they picture God the Father and then 
the Lord Jesus – but once we’re in chapter 6 and beyond it is all trumpets, 
bowls, and beasts and we very easily feel lost. What feels like chaos, 
however, is actually a highly structured book and the structure really helps 
in knowing what is going on.

There is first a macro-structure which is framed by a pattern of invitation 
to John to come and be shown something new and the repeated mention of 
being ‘in the Spirit’:

After this I looked, and there before me was a door 
standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard 
speaking to me like a trumpet said, ‘Come up here, and I 
will show you what must take place after this.’ At once I 
was in the Spirit…

One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came 
and said to me, ‘Come, I will show you the punishment of 
the great prostitute, who sits by many waters…’ Then the 
angel carried me away in the Spirit…

One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of 
the seven last plagues came and said to me, ‘Come, I will 
show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb.’ And he carried 
me away in the Spirit…

We should also note the one other use of ‘in the Spirit’ which begins the first 
vision in chapter 1:

On the Lord’s Day I was in the Spirit, and I heard behind 
me a loud voice like a trumpet…

These verses, plus some observations below, give the following divisions:

Rev 4:1-2

Rev 17:1,3

Rev 21:9-10

Rev 1:10
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1. 1:1-9  Prologue
2. 1:10-3:22   Vision and letters
3. 4:1-16:21  Main vision (seals, bowls and trumpets) 
4. 17:1-19:10  Destruction of Babylon
5. 19:11-21:8  Transition – judgment to new creation
6. 21:9-22:11  Arrival of the New Jerusalem
7. 22:12-21  Epilogue

The section labelled ‘Transition’ above does not have its own marker phrase. 
However it clearly acts as a transition between the two parallel sections 4 
and 6. The similarity of sections 4 and 6 are seen both by the repetition of 
their start (the same angel saying, ‘Come and I will show you…’) but also by 
their similar conclusion, both of which involve comment from this angel 
and reprimand of John for wrong worship (see 19:9-10 and 22:6-11). The 
transition section has its own clear unity as it consists of a series of seven 
visions (the magic number in Revelation), all introduced identically (‘And I 
saw…’).

This structure already has implications for preaching. For example it is 
common to preach 21:1-8 with 21:9 onwards because it is all describing the 
New Jerusalem. However the structural markers – as well as a close reading 
of the text – show that this description starts afresh in 21:9, while 21:1-8 is the 
last of the seven visions in section 5. 

Within section 3, the main body of the book (chapters 4-16), there is a 
detailed micro-structure. It divides first into chapters 4-5 which contain 
the visions of God the Father and the Lamb. Chapters 6-16 then involve 
three series of seven (seals, trumpets and bowls). There is a repeated but 
escalating formula which begins in the first section (4:5) and then occurs at 
the end of each of the series of seven.

4:5 lightning, sounds, thunder
8:5 lightning, sounds, thunder, earthquake
11:19 lightning, sounds, thunder, earthquake, hail storm 
16:18 lightning, sounds, thunder, severe earthquake, huge hail storm

This shows us that all of the judgments of chapters 6-16 are grounded in the 
vision of chapters 4-5. This is emphasised too by the fact that the first series 
of seven (the seals) are connected to the scroll of chapter 5 (see 6:1ff).

This observation on structure reveals the key to how Revelation is written. 
Each of the series of seven (seals, bowls and trumpets) end with the same, 
but escalating, picture of judgment. This is usually understood as giving us 
repeated pictures of the same event in increasing detail. It is as if we arrive at 
the same moment several times but are approaching it from an increasingly 
close viewpoint. This counters the idea that Revelation is basically linear or 
chronological. Rather it suggests that ‘the end’ is reached several times, and 
we’re being given repeated viewing of the same story.
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I usually illustrate this by asking where God promises to wipe away every 
tear. Most people answer that it’s somewhere towards the end of the book 
(21:4 to be precise). I agree and then read from chapter 7, ‘And God will wipe 
away every tear from their eyes’ (7:17). So at the end of chapter 7 we have 
reached ‘the end’ – God is dwelling with his people and wiping away their 
tears. And yet the book carries on because we then cover the same story 
again, and again. This is sometimes called the ‘recapitulation’ view. It means 
that in preaching much of chapters 6-16 we know we will cover the same 
territory but from a new angle and so with something new to say.

Within the series of seven seals, bowls and trumpets come the last pieces of 
structural complexity. There are interludes between the sixth and seventh 
seals (7:1-17) and the sixth and seventh trumpets (10:1-11:14). There is no such 
interlude in the series of bowls – the climatic end comes quickly. Lastly, 
chapters 12-14 sit between the end of the trumpets and the start of the 
bowls. This section is of great significance in understanding the message 
of the book: it covers the work of Jesus, the persecution of the church by 
Satan through the beast, the proclamation of the gospel, and the final 
eschatological harvest.

Having got some handle on the structure, the detail can come as you 
move through the text. The key is to know that it is highly structured, and 
repetitive.

The first person who taught me Revelation said there were two clues to 
understanding it: first, to read it lots of times; and second, to know the Old 
Testament really well. He spoke with wisdom. 

The Old Testament is rarely, if ever, actually quoted in Revelation. But the 
subsequent lack of footnotes at the bottom of the Bible page is misleading; 
in reality barely a few verses go by without an Old Testament connection. 
It is commonly recognised that Revelation contains more Old Testament 
references than any other New Testament book.

A few examples will illustrate. The opening verses of chapter 1 are patterned 
on Daniel chapter 2 (see Dan 2:28-30 and 45-47) with the repetition of 
revealing (or showing) the ‘things that must take place’. There are many 
other connections between Daniel and Revelation and so the similarity 
at the start makes sense. Chapter 13 has the beast out of the sea which 
is an amalgamation of the first three beasts of Daniel 7, but with the 
characteristics of the fourth beast, especially its boastful words and war 
against God’s people. Daniel appears in other sections as well.

Zechariah, and especially chapter 4, is also commonly referenced. Chapter 4 
includes:

This depends on 
when one thinks 

an allusion 
becomes an actual 

quote.
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 � A lampstand with seven lamps – see Revelation 4:5
 � The seven eyes of the Lord – see Revelation 1:4 and 5:6
 � The two olive trees – see Revelation 11:3-4

Exodus is also foundational, with Jesus as the Passover Lamb who is slain 
to redeem his people and make them a kingdom of priests to serve God 
(chapter 5). The people of God are pictured as singing the song of Moses 
(from Exodus 15) in Revelation 15. In addition, the judgments of God are 
modelled on the plagues of Egypt. 

Other key Old Testament books are Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Psalms. We 
mentioned the well-known phrase where God wipes away our tears (used 
in Revelation 7 and 21), which originates in Isaiah 25:8, as well as the better 
known ‘new heaven and earth’ texts from Isaiah 65.

The prevalence of Old Testament imagery shows that Revelation sees itself 
as both repeating and fulfilling earlier Scripture. An example of repetition 
would be connections with Daniel showing a similar need to persevere 
under severe persecution, knowing faithfulness is always rewarded. An 
example of fulfilment would be the connections with Exodus showing that 
through Jesus comes God’s true redemption and final acts of judgment. It is 
the second category that dominates and there is a gathering together of Old 
Testament texts, giving them their final fulfilled meaning. Hence Revelation 
represents what Richard Bauckham has helpfully called “the climax of 
prophecy.” 

This means that Revelation fulfils many biblical-theological themes such 
as temple, kingship and judgment. This is most pronounced in the closing 
scenes which draw together Ezekiel’s vision of a new temple with the 
garden-temple of Eden, along with eschatological fulfilment of promises in 
Isaiah of safety and security. On top of this comes fulfilment of the covenant 
promise of relationship with God (‘they will see his face and his name will 
be on their foreheads’ 22:4), the end of the curse, and reigning with Christ. 
Such passages are high points both in the truth they depict and also the 
drawing together of the previous biblical storyline.

Preaching Revelation, then, will involve constant Old Testament study. Of 
course we don’t all know the Old Testament as well as we’d like, so helpful 
aids include commentaries, study Bibles, lists of allusions and verbal 
parallels (such as published by the United Bible Society’s edition of the 
Greek New Testament) and Carson and Beale’s Commentary on the New 
Testament Use of the Old Testament (Nottingham: IVP, 2006).

This is one of the great enriching factors in preaching Revelation, both for 
the preacher and the listeners. Naturally, not all cross-references can be 
mentioned, let alone explained, or a sermon will quickly become tiresome. 
But judicious use of the Old Testament background will encourage listeners 
in appreciating the depth and richness of Revelation itself, but also the 
continuity and fulfilment of the Bible’s storyline.

See Richard Bauckham, The 
Climax of Prophecy: Studies 
on the Book of Revelation 
(London: T&T Clark, 1998).
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Approaches to Revelation are usually divided into four, however they are not 
watertight categories and one can adopt more than one of them at a time. 
The usual descriptions are as follows. To help with comparison I’ll illustrate 
using the same passage in Revelation (Rev 13) for each one.

PRETERIST
From the Latin word praeter meaning ‘past’, this approach sees the 
fulfilment of most, or all, of the book within the first century A.D.  It takes 
very seriously the opening words that ‘the time is near’ (1:3) and ‘I am 
coming soon’ (22:20). In particular, the impending judgment is seen as 
being fulfilled in the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 (although 
another form sees it as the destruction of the Roman Empire in the 5th 
century).

So for example the persecution of chapter 13 is describing the actual 
persecution in the first century including restrictions on buying and selling 
(13:16-17). This is usually related to the Emperor Cult in the Roman Empire. 
The number of the beast is taken to represent Nero (through letters having 
numeric value) and it is expected that Christians living at the time would 
have known that.

This view has more going for it than is often thought. It takes seriously the 
immediacy of application to the original hearers assuming that they would 
recognise what was being described and fulfilled. 

However there are two weaknesses. First it can end up studying Revelation 
as an already-fulfilled book, whereas I would say that one of the points 
of apocalyptic literature is to lift specific examples out of their historical 
confines to represent them as ongoing truths. So chapter 13 teaches that 
God’s people will continue to be persecuted by corrupt political powers 
– it doesn’t only apply to the first century. Some preterist interpreters 
acknowledge this and so their position can start to combine with the 
‘idealist’ below.

Secondly, and more significantly, preterist interpretations see the final 
judgment and arrival of the ‘New Jerusalem’ as fulfilled in the condemnation 
of Israel in A.D. 70 and the ‘arrival’ of the church. To my mind this ‘complete 
fulfilment’ view does not do justice to the details of the text. 
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FUTURIST
This is the opposite of the preterist position in seeing virtually all of 
Revelation as predicting future events close to the second coming of 
Christ. This is usually taken to be true from chapter 4 onwards. Futurist 
approaches are often connected to various dispensational views with 
associated events such as the ‘Rapture’ and the ‘Great Tribulation’. Particular 
interpretations vary between classic and progressive dispensationalism. 
Progressive dispensationalism sees some fulfilment in the first century, 
but only partial; they may also see some sections of Revelation (e.g. 
chapters 4-5) as describing current truths rather than being future. Classic 
dispensationalism tends to read everything as lying in the future with no 
current fulfilment.

To take our example of persecution in chapter 13, the futurist position 
would see the beast as an antichrist figure who will be revealed during the 
tribulation just before Jesus returns. The number of the beast is often not 
explained but it might be assumed that its meaning will become clear when 
the events depicted are fulfilled.

This view clearly takes seriously that much of Revelation does predict ‘end-
time’ events. However it results in very little application to life today, beyond 
speculating over the future. My view would be that it doesn’t take seriously 
the calls to endurance and faithfulness in the lives of the first readers.

HISTORICIST
This sees Revelation as a chronology of all history from the first century 
onwards. The letters to the churches are usually seen as relating to the actual 
first century churches mentioned – although sometimes these are taken as 
stages of history themselves. But Rev 4-22 is seen as an historical overview. 
This means that interpretation involves finding one’s own moment in time 
by deciding which scenes have been fulfilled already. This was very popular 
amongst many Puritans in the 17th century, one of whom who happily 
claimed, “We live under the opening of the seventh seal and the blowing 
of the sixth trumpet.” It has to be said that historically this has resulted in 
many ‘revisions’ as ongoing history didn’t confirm what had been found.

The persecution by the beasts in chapter 13 is read by most historicists as 
representing papal Rome who persecuted true believers. The number 666 is 
sometimes taken to be a reference to the Latin language and so refers to the 
dominance of the papacy through the use of Latin.

I think this interpretation suffers from the same issue as the futurist – that 
much of the book becomes irrelevant to the first readers, as well as to us 
(although historicists have regarded some sections of Revelation as relating 

For more help with these 
concepts, see John Stevens’ 
article earlier in this 
issue.

Arthur Dent, The Ruin of 
Rome: Or, An Exposition 
Upon the Whole Revelation 
(Glasgow: Napirr and Ehull, 
1708), 181.
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to our present experience).To my mind it also simply doesn’t seem to work 
given the structure of Revelation we have argued for above, which presents 
multiple perspectives on the same events, rather than a longer series of 
successive events.

IDEALIST
This is also referred to as a symbolic or spiritual approach. It sees Revelation 
as teaching ongoing truths that do not refer to any one moment in history. 
There are exceptions to this general rule: the letters are taken to refer to the 
first century churches mentioned, and the final chapters are describing the 
new creation to come. But the bulk of the book need not relate to specific 
events in history; it is symbolism teaching truth, not symbols standing for 
events.

So the persecution by the beast in chapter 13 teaches us that persecution 
from Satanically-inspired powers will be ongoing through the church age. 
The number of the beast does not refer to any specific historical figure but 
has a symbolic meaning – usually that six is one less than the perfect or 
divine number seven and so the beast represents pretentions to divinity.

I believe this view has great truth to it. As stated above, one of the purposes 
of apocalyptic literature is to make specific historic examples generic and 
applicable beyond themselves. So chapter 13 does teach ongoing truth about 
persecution. The key question is whether it ever had (or will have) a specific 
historic embodiment.

SUMMARY
The following diagram may help show the differences between these 
positions:

Writing of 
Revelation

Second coming
of Jesus

FUTURIST
Fulfilment before 
second coming

PRETERIST
Fulfilment in
1st century

HISTORICIST
Fulfilment through 

history

IDEALIST
No precise relation 

to history

The New
Creation
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As should be clear, these approaches significantly affect interpretation. 
Having said that, there are still similarities at many points. So in our 
example every approach would teach the persecution of God’s people from 
chapter 13, but they would vary in when they placed it and with what level of 
immediate significance it has to God’s people today.

My position is to take the preterist view seriously in looking for first century 
fulfilment but to take the idealist view in then seeing the general truth being 
taught which should be applied today. It is worth reading the introductions 
to different commentaries carefully to see what approach they are taking as 
that will then underlie subsequent comments on specific passages.

Revelation is written to the seven churches in Asia which are listed in 
chapter 1 (see 1:4, 11) and then in the letters of chapters 2-3. Jesus clearly has 
a specific message to each of these churches which is given in those letters. 
We see from them that the churches are in a variety of situations and states 
of health. Some are staying faithful in persecution, some are tolerating false 
teaching, and some are close to dying. 

However, the recipients of each letter are called to be ‘victorious’ or to 
‘conquer’. And of course all get to read the rest of the book which repeats the 
key idea of ‘victory’ at significant moments. For example, the book closes 
with the phrase in 21:7, ‘Those who are victorious will inherit all this, and I 
will be their God and they will be my children’.

Hence a main application of Revelation is to call its original readers to be 
victorious whatever their starting point is. What being victorious means is 
then defined by Jesus, who himself ‘conquered’ by being slain (5:5, 9). So in 
the crucial middle chapters believers are described as being victorious over 
Satan in this way:

They triumphed over him
by the blood of the Lamb
and by the word of their testimony;
they did not love their lives so much
as to shrink from death.

Triumph comes by faithfulness to the point of death. This connects with 
another repeated call – that for patient endurance and faithfulness (1:9, 
13:10, 14:12).

Rev 12:11
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This picture of triumph through faithfulness clearly applies to those who 
are persecuted and is a main message of the book. However, the variety 
of readers depicted in chapters 2-3 means we must be wary of limiting 
application to persecuted Christians alone. Rather, all of the visions that 
follow the letters give a picture of reality and of the future that will apply to 
Christians in varying states, whether persecuted or comfortable. The bottom 
line is whether we live for this world or for the kingdom to come. Hence all 
are called to be ‘victorious’ which means living faithfully for Jesus in every 
situation. 

It should be an obvious point that we must consider what each passage 
would have meant to the first recipients, and yet the curious world of 
Revelation can mean we easily forget it in practice. In particular we can 
read the letters as directed to the seven churches – and so enter into their 
situation – but then read the visions as being ‘abstracted’. Rather we must 
read the whole book as a whole where the visions have the same overall 
message and purpose as the letters, and we ask how they would have 
addressed the seven churches specified. 

Considering the original readers has laid the foundation for considering 
the main message of the book. In preaching any biblical book it is helpful 
to have a summary sentence or catchphrase which captures the overall 
message. Working hard at these pushes us in our own understanding and 
then aids coherence and clarity in preaching.

We’ve just seen the call to victory by way of faithfulness, even in the face of 
persecution. The reason for such a call is founded on a number of truths:

 � The example of Jesus and his victory; we conquer as he 
did, through faithfulness up to death.

 � God remains the true God and is sovereign; which we 
must believe even in the experience of suffering (which is 
why the true nature of reality must be revealed to us).

 � What we see here and now is not the end; rather God will 
intervene in final judgment and salvation.

 � It is through the faithful suffering of his people that God 
will work to draw more people to himself.
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So in the NIV Proclamation Bible, Greg Beale summarises the message of 
Revelation in this way:

Willingness to suffer for faith in, 
and worship of the sovereign God 
in his Christ is the path to ultimate 
victory and the triune God’s glory 
in the new creation.

I have used the following (based on 1:9):

Jesus is king, his kingdom will 
come, so be patient and stay 
faithful.

As one teaches each section of the book, relating it to this overall message 
is very helpful. So for example in some of the trickier sections, such as 
chapter 9, one can say that the key issue is whether people will have Satan 
as their king or will recognise God as the true God and turn back to him. 
Similarly in the more straightforward sections, such as chapter 22, we must 
not only describe the new creation to come, but call people to patience and 
faithfulness now because of it.

So you’re interested in preaching through Revelation – what do you do next? 
I would suggest some study time looking at the sort of material you won’t 
read when preparing a sermon. The introductions to commentaries usually 
cover the sort of material in this article in greater depth. Also the ‘thematic 
books’ section below suggests some books which cover similar material. 
Study time on these should increase your awareness of the content of the 
book, its themes, and its structure.

Then consider how you want to divide it up for preaching. Preaching longer 
sections will mean there’s less sense of wading through the same material 
time after time but will be harder work to prepare. Overall I’d advise taking 
longer rather than shorter sections in chapters 4-16. Do look at how other 
preachers have divided it up.

14pulling back the curtain



I’m very glad I preached all the way through Revelation. Some of it was 
the hardest study I’ve done, and on more than one occasion I admitted my 
limited understanding to the congregation. But our minds were stretched, 
our imaginations sparked, and our hearts strengthened. We saw the realities 
of this world differently; we saw the significance of faithfulness in suffering 
now; and we looked forward to the day the ‘kingdom of this world’ becomes 
‘the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah, and he will reign forever’ 
(11:15).

There was far less practical application compared to other New Testament 
letters. But there was a deep formativeness about it, a shaping of how we 
looked at the world and what we lived for. As the opening verses promised:

Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this 
prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to 
heart what is written in it, because the time is near.

As our culture becomes increasingly dismissive and antagonistic to the 
gospel and so to Christians, this may become an increasingly needed vision 
for us to see.

Visit PrimerHQ.com for recommended reading relating to this article, as well 
as questions for further thought and discussion relating to each article in 
this issue.

Choose a couple of commentaries (see PrimerHQ.com for some 
suggestions). I would recommend a detailed one such as Beale and an easier 
to read, more applied one, such as Wilcock or Barnett. You might dip into 
others for ideas but I found I didn’t have time for much more.

Consider a first sermon which opens up the contents of the book. I’ve 
preached on 1:1-3 setting the scene, discussing the type of literature, and 
encouraging us in the blessing we will gain. Of course preach through the 
seven letters but announce the intention to preach the whole book, and as 
you go through the letters you should be familiar enough with the whole 
book to make some reference to what is coming at suitable moments.

Then get preaching.

Rev 1:3
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