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PREFACE

Bible study is a discipline that calls for the engagement of both hearts and 
minds. " e Nurturing Faith Bible Series focuses on biblical texts that with 
careful study and divine guidance can expand the mind and enrich the heart.

Dr. Tony Cartledge brings the insights of a scholar, the heart of a pastor, and 
the communication skills of a seasoned writer and editor to this important task. 
With superb scholarship he guides learners to a clearer understanding of the con-
text—language, culture, and setting—in which the biblical accounts occurred.

" en the important question is considered, “How do these ancient words 
speak to us as people of faith today?” Truth—not bound by time and culture—
awaits those who are willing to dig, contemplate, and apply these biblical treasures.

Respecting the need to engage scripture with both heart and mind, there 
is no attempt to “dumb down” the lessons or to ignore the challenges of serious 
inquiry. " is is a distinguishing mark of the Nurturing Faith Bible Study Series

" erefore, each lesson concludes with “" e Hardest Question” in which 
Dr. Cartledge both raises and responds to such challenges in understanding and 
applying the biblical revelation to today’s living.

An honest wrangling with the biblical texts—while guided by God’s Spirit—
produces clearer understanding and stronger commitments. Such Bible study will 
indeed nurture one’s faith.

" is thoughtful approach is especially important when studying the often 
misconstrued and challenging # nal book of the Bible, known as  the book of Rev-
elation. " is apocalyptic writing has been the source of many dramatic and failed 
predictions. Its obscure language has led many people either to ignore the strange 
book or use its imagery for unintended purposes.

In these excellent studies, however, Dr. Cartledge explores the historical and 
cultural setting in which the dramatic revelation was given and provides keen 
insights into the timeless message that still $ ows from the ancient texts.

" ose who engage in these insightful lessons will be encouraged to live more 
faithfully with the promised hope that, in Christ, all things are made new.

What does Revelation really mean? Dig into these eight sessions to # nd out.

 —John D. Pierce, Publisher
Nurturing Faith, Inc.



"is volume in the Nurturing Faith Bible Study Series  
is made possible through a generous gift from  

Gene and Linda Pleasants of Raleigh, North Carolina

***
Nurturing Faith seeks sponsors for future volumes in this Bible study series.  

To inquire, please contact o%ce@nurturingfaith.net.



INTRODUCTION 

The book of Revelation has fascinated the curious and frightened the timid 
while puzzling interpreters and challenging preachers for nearly two mil-
lennia. Also known as the Apocalypse of John, the ancient collection of 

visions has been the subject of intense scrutiny by Bible lovers of every stripe, 
but no one can claim to understand it fully. Much of the book was written in 
code-like metaphors, mainly to a group of insiders who would have understood 
its arcane symbolism. In most cases we can make educated guesses at what the 
author intended, but can hardly claim to have certain knowledge of every nuance. 

While certainty is elusive and John’s strange imagery may be o& ensive, the 
book of Revelation remains worthy of study. It comes to us as scripture believed 
to have been inspired by God—and if God has a word for us, we don’t want to 
miss it. 

The Genre

Reading Revelation insightfully requires care, because it is unlike most of the 
other New Testament writings: it belongs to a genre of literature called “apoca-
lyptic,” and it must be understood as such. Apocalyptic writings are a particular 
type of “crisis literature” that emerged during desperate times when traditional 
beliefs ran afoul of present reality and a new worldview was needed to make 
sense of life. Apocalyptic writings were especially popular in the last two centuries 
before Christ and the # rst two centuries after his birth—a tumultuous period of 
religious and political upheaval in which both Jews and Christians faced drastic 
threats to survival.

Revelation, by the author’s own testimony, is an apocalypse. As such, it shares 
several characteristic features with other apocalyptic writings. " ese include an 
eschatological theology that believes the wicked will be judged and the righteous 
rewarded, a heavy dependence on symbolism, the use of numerology as a sort 
of code language, and some variation on a heavenly journey in which an angelic 
guide takes the writer on a visionary tour of things to come. All of these are found 
in Revelation. 

When one has always believed that God is both all-powerful and always con-
cerned for God’s people—but the horrifying situation on the ground leads one to 
think God has gone missing—the one hopeful explanation is that God must be 
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working behind the scenes to bring the present age crashing to an end in prepara-
tion for a new age in which enemies will be vanquished and those who currently 
su&er will be vindicated. "at is the impetus for apocalyptic.

"e latter half of Daniel is an Old Testament example. "at author adopted 
the guise of a traditional Jewish hero from the sixth century Babylonian exile, but 
he actually wrote around 165 BCE during a time of intense persecution under 
the Seleucid rule of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, famed for his cruelty. "e pagan 
king had sought to eliminate Judaism within his realm, which roughly coincided 
with the former kingdoms of Israel and Judah, including Jerusalem. As a provo-
cation, he o&ered a sow on the altar of the temple and demanded that Jewish 
priests eat from it or die (this is probably what was meant by the “abomination of  
desolation” (9:27, 11:31, 12:1). 

Many Jews were tortured and/or murdered, and for faithful Hebrews it 
seemed that the only hope was to look to a future age when God would defeat 
the evil rulers of the world, deliver the Jews, and introduce a new age of peace. 
"e author’s intention in Daniel 7-12 was to encourage his su&ering compatriots 
through a document proclaiming that Daniel had foreseen the unfolding of his-
tory many years before. Daniel’s apocalyptic visions included a “forecast” of the 
dynastic changes leading to the Jews’ current plight, along with predictions of a 
glorious future in a new age that was just around the corner, reserved for those 
who persevered.

Similar apocalyptic writings were common during periods of severe trial. 
Isaiah 24-27, Ezekiel 38-39, and Zechariah 9-14, along with a few shorter texts, 
have apocalyptic characteristics. More than a dozen other writings, such as the 
Apocalypse of Adam, the Apocalypse of Abraham, and the Apocalypse of Elijah were 
known, but not accepted as part of the Old Testament canon. 

Most apocalyptic writings, like Daniel, were written in the name of a Jewish 
hero who had lived many years before, and in such a way that the putative author 
had accurately predicted the current state of life through visions that typically 
included dueling spiritual powers, allegorical beasts symbolizing earthly king-
doms, the end of the present age, and a wonderful new age for the faithful. 

An apocalyptic worldview permeates much of the New Testament, including 
some of the teachings attributed to Jesus. During times of hardship or persecution 
against the early church, writers from various Christian sects adopted the form 
of the apocalypse to “forecast” the present and to predict better days. Most of 
these writings did not make it into scripture, though many are known, including 
apocalypses claiming to have been written by Peter, Paul, James, "omas, and 
others. Mark 13 and its parallels in Matthew 24 and Luke 21 have apocalyptic 
tendencies, but Revelation is the only full-blown apocalypse found in the New 
Testament. 
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John’s Apocalypse was apparently written during a time of severe trial, prob-
ably during the last three decades of the #rst century, and circulated among the 
churches in the western part of the Roman province of Asia, known today as Tur-
key. It #ts neatly into the apocalyptic pattern with the exceptions that its author 
does not write in the name of a former hero of the faith, but identi#es himself as a 
man named John, and he encloses his apocalypse within the framework of a letter.

!e Author

"ough he mentions his own name four times (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8), the author does 
not identify himself further. We know of several early believers named John. 
Which one was he? Or was he someone not otherwise mentioned in the New 
Testament? 

Writers as early as Justin Martyr (155 CE) identi#ed the author as John the 
son of Zebedee, one of Jesus’ 12 apostles and the only one, according to church 
tradition, to die a natural death. "is view was challenged early on due to dif-
ferences in language and style between Revelation and other books traditionally 
attributed to John. "ere is also a problem in that the author speaks of the 12 
apostles as having their names written on the foundations of the new Jerusalem 
(21:14), which gives the impression that he is speaking of honored saints. It seems 
odd that the author would have 
written this way about him-
self. Similarly, if the author was 
John, the beloved disciple, it is 
surprising that he would not 
have mentioned his personal 
connection to Jesus. 

Some early church fathers 
identi#ed the writer as someone 
known as “John the Elder,” who 
was also associated by some  
early writers with the letters 
of 1-3 John. "e author does 
not use that title or any other,  
however, simply calling himself John. 

Noting the lack of other identi#cation, Bruce Metzger suggests that John 
the apostle is as good a guess as any: “it is probable that he intends his readers to 
understand that he is the John who was so well known that he needed no other 
titles or credentials”1

Most contemporary scholars are more hesitant to make the attribution. "ey 
note many linguistic and thematic di&erences between the Gospel of John, the 

The Island of Patmos, where John reportedly wrote 
the book of Revelation. Local tradition holds that he 
did so in a cave now covered by a small monastery.
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letters of 1-3 John, and the book of Revelation. "e author, then, could have 
been an early church leader who was well known in his own time and region, but 
otherwise unknown to us.  Whoever the author was, he clearly considered him-
self to be a Christian prophet (1:3) and was well known to the churches of Asia 
Minor, for whom the book was written.2 We may also assume that the author 
must have been known  to the Romans and outspoken in his criticism of Roman 
rule, resulting in his exile on the Mediterranean island of Patmos, o& the eastern 
coast of Asia Minor (1:9).

!e Date

Some writers believe that Revelation re$ects some of the persecutions that took 
place under Emperor Nero, who ruled from 54-68 CE, but his cruelty was mainly 
limited to believers in Rome. Even so, Nero was thought of as the archetype of a 
cruel Roman ruler, and is likely to have been in John’s mind when he spoke of an 
“antichrist” identi#ed by the code number 666. "e numeric value of a Hebrew 
spelling of Nero’s name adds up to that number, and a popular myth believed that 
Nero would rise again. 

"e #rst emperor known to require empire-wide worship was Domi-
tian, who demanded that others address him as “our lord and god,” something  
Christians could not do. Domitian’s rule stretched from 81-96 CE. "us, many 
scholars believe Revelation was most likely written in the mid-90s CE, near the 
end of Domitian’s reign. Some later church fathers wrote of terrible atrocities 
against Christians that took place under Domitian’s rule, though hard evidence 
for such persecution is scanty. Even when the imperial cult was in place, o%cially 
requiring all persons to acknowledge the divinity of the emperor, enforcement of 
the law was probably sporadic and scattered. We have no records of empire-wide 
oppression, though there is little doubt that localized persecutions took place at 
the whim of area o%cials. 

Other evidence for a date near the end of the #rst century includes the state-
ment in 2:8-11 that the church in Smyrna (modern Izmir) had su&ered persecu-
tion for a long time. Polycarp (who served as bishop of Smyrna during the #rst 
half of the second century) wrote that the church did not exist until sometime in 
the 60s, after Paul’s death, so the persecution must have occurred later. 

Similarly, John describes the church in Laodicea as rich, but the city was 
virtually destroyed by an earthquake in 61 CE. It would probably have taken 
some years for the city, known for its banking industry, to rebuild and regain its 
reputation as a wealthy city. 



!e Audience

While clearly apocalyptic in 
nature, Revelation is cast in 
the form of a letter addressed 
to seven churches in the west-
ern part of the Roman province 
of Asia, now known as Turkey 
(1:4). "e churches were in 
the cities of Ephesus, Smyrna,  
Pergamum, "yatira, Sardis, 
Philadelphia, and Laodicea. A 
messenger beginning his jour-
ney in Ephesus could visit each 
of the churches by traveling 
north, then east, then south, following a roughly semi-circular route. 

Although only the seven churches are named, it is likely that the Apocalypse 
would have been widely distributed among the churches in Asia and elsewhere. 
When received, the book was intended to be read aloud: “Blessed is the one who 
reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear and who 
keep what is written in it; for the time is near” (1:3). "e book closes with a warn-
ing to “everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book,” that they 
not add or subtract from it (22:18). "rough the act of listening to the reading, 
hearers “entered into another universe and experienced a new reality.”3

!e Purpose 

John’s purpose in writing was twofold. On the one hand, he wanted to comfort 
beleaguered believers by focusing their attention on the second coming of Christ, 
which he apparently expected to happen in the near future. On the other hand, 
he sought to warn any who wavered of the danger of becoming too comfortable 
with Rome and its culture, calling compromisers to restore their faithfulness in 
Christ alone. 

"e book’s structure is marked by a series of seven visions along with inter-
pretive comments about the meaning of the visions. "e #rst six visions (4:1-
19:5) deal largely and repetitively with the “birth pangs” or “tribulations” thought 
to precede a shift from the old age to the coming new age. "e #nal vision, played 
out in seven scenes, focuses on what John believed would come after: a new age 
in which God would create a new heaven and a new earth.

Although readers often assume that the visions should be read and inter-
preted chronologically, they are actually overlapping or even repetitive— 
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The “Seven Churches of Revelation” are in what 
is now western Turkey, called “Asia” in the New 
Testament. Note the island of Patmos at the lower 
left. Map courtesy of Accordance Bible Software. 
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looking at the same realities through di&erent images. "erefore, we should avoid  
approaching Revelation as a timetable for the last days, anticipating a carefully 
delineated sequence of events. 

Similarly, we should not interpret the characters and events in Revelation 
in a literal fashion, but realize that most of the book, by John’s own testimony, 
consists of visions. Such visions are typically characterized by abstract symbol-
ism and word pictures, complex metaphors designed to convey truth without 
being an actual description of events. Numbers such as three, seven, and mul-
tiples of ten or twelve are important because of their symbolic meaning rather 
than numeric value. Strange beasts and mythical creatures appear to symbolize 
persons, nations, or spiritual realities, but we are not expected to believe that the 
fearsome seven-headed dragons or bizarre patchwork monsters have (or will have) 
a literal existence.

While much of Revelation is cryptic, and while we can’t claim to understand 
it all, the book’s focus on current su&ering and future blessings provides a clear 
framework for John’s call to avoid assimilation into an idolatrous culture and 
remain faithful to God. While we do not live under an emperor who claims to 
be god, there is much about our own culture that is idolatrous in the extreme. As 
a result, as strange as it might appear, the book o&ers much in the way of pro#t. 

"e lessons that follow are not designed as a comprehensive commentary on 
Revelation. Rather, they o&er eight dips into the deep well of John’s apocalypse, 
studies based on representative texts that highlight the primary focus of the book: 
hard times may come and evil may be strong, but God will prevail and the future 
for God’s faithful people remains sure. For this we may be very grateful. 

OUTLINE4

I. Prologue (1:1-8)
II. "e “Son of Man” and his message to the churches (1:9–3:22)
III. Seven visions of shifting ages (4:1–22:5)
 A. God’s throne room; opening the seven seals (4:1–8:5)
 B. Blowing the seven trumpets (8:6–11:19)
 C. "e Roman Empire and Christian su&ering (11:19–13:18)
 D. Seven angels of judgment (14:1-20)
 E. Seven bowls of wrath (15:1–16:21)
 F. "e fall of “Babylon” (Rome) (17:1–19:5)
 G. Seven scenes of consummation: Christ’s #nal triumph (19:6–22:5)
IV. Epilogue (22:6–21)
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