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JOHN’S REVELATION 
“The things that must soon take place”1 
 
 
What do we do with a book about a dead-yet-alive lamb, four horsemen of the apocalypse, a 
dragon, and harlot riding on a seven-headed beast? Those images (all found in the book of 
Revelation) hardly seem like they could co-exist in the same world inhabited by Jesus ‘pleasant, 
moral’ teachings. 
  
 

Introduction to Revelation 
While scholars debate the identity of the John who wrote Revelation and when he composed it, 
consensus exists on two aspects of Revelation important to our study: 

• John used an apocalyptic writing style for his message. 

• John’s apocalypse relies on his diverse and nuanced use of the Hebrew Bible. 
 

Apocalyptic writing 
John’s Revelation belongs in the category of Jewish apocalyptic literature, a genre of writing 
popular within a narrow period of history (ca.250 BC – AD 150). “Apocalyptic”, a transliteration 
of the Greek word Ἀποκάλυψις (Apokalypsis) that means “revelation, unveiling”, typically uses 
symbolic language to reveal God’s actions and coming judgments. For example, John introduced 
his message by informing his audience that his book’s imagery of spiritual conflict explained how 
the challenges confronting them related to God’s purposes in heaven.  
 

REVELATION 1:1 – THE REVELATION OF JESUS CHRIST, WHICH GOD GAVE HIM TO SHOW TO HIS SERVANTS THE 

THINGS THAT MUST SOON TAKE PLACE (“REVELATION” - Ἀποκάλυψις) 

 
But we should not make the mistake of assuming the label “apocalyptic” refers only to a literary 
style; “apocalyptic” also refers to the world view motivating that symbol-rich writing. 
Jesus disclosed to John what would “soon take place” (cf. Revelation 1:1, 3; 22:6, 10) using 
symbol-rich imagery largely drawn from the Hebrew Bible that narrates spiritual realities directly 
impacting John’s world. The intersection of spiritual and physical realities in John’s revelation 
points to a common assumption held by John and his readers – heaven and earth are not 
spatially and temporally separate from one another, but instead exist as two overlapping, 
interlocking realms of God’s creation in which God was working to set everything right (cf. 
Genesis 1:1; Ephesians 1:10; Colossians 1:19-20).  
 
 

 
1 Revelation 1:1. All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text 
Edition, Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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John’s use of the Hebrew Bible 
As mentioned in the paragraph above, John’s Revelation relies on the Hebrew Bible. Many 
readers recognize Revelation’s dependance on the Old Testament, but the extent to which its 
contents build themselves on the Hebrew Bible may not be clear to all readers. For example, 
Revelation includes more references to the Old Testament than any other New Testament book, 
but John did not use a fulfillment formula like Matthew employed throughout his gospel (cf. 
Matthew 1:22-23). Rather, he alludes to his source material, assuming readers to will understand 
his references.  
  
In addition to his indirect use of the Hebrew Bible, John uses several techniques when 
referencing the Old Testament. Consider the following list put together by G.K. Beale in his book 
John’s Use of the Old Testament in the Book of Revelation.2 Even though he offers a long and 
somewhat technical list of uses, I believe the list makes a valuable point – John uses the Hebrew 
Bible in diverse and nuanced ways, reminding us to interpret his material carefully and 
meditatively. 

• Sometimes John uses segments of the Old Testament as literary prototype. John models 
his own material after patterns he sees in the Old Testament. For example, John uses 
Daniel 2 and 7 to create Revelation 13 and 17. 

• John uses the Old Testament in a thematic way. John’s composition draws on a range of 
thematic materials from the Hebrew Bible such things as its images of God as a divine 
warrior, earthly cataclysms as divine judgment to portray God’s conflict with Satan. 

• John uses the Old Testament in an analogous way. John repurposes imagery from the Old 
Testament for his message like, for example, his use of the plagues God sent against 
Egypt in Revelation 8:6-12; 16:2-13 (cf. Exodus 7:14-12:51). 

• Sometimes John universalizes Old Testament theological content. John, on occasion, 
takes material that applies to Israel and recast it as if it were written to the entire world 
(cf. Exodus 19:6; Daniel 7:14; Revelation 1:6; 5:9-10). 

• John occasionally employs informal, indirect prophetic fulfillment uses of the Old 
Testament. John’s indirect uses of the Hebrew Bible indicates he understood its 
prophetic materials to find some level of fulfillment in Jesus and the events connected to 
him (cf. Zechariah 12:10; Revelation 1:7). 

• John also uses indirect typological fulfillment. John used non-prophetic material in the 
Hebrew Bible as “types” (a “type” is a biblical event, person, or institution that serves as 
an example of, or pattern for, other events, persons, or institutions). See Isaiah 22:22 and 
its use in Revelation 3:7b.  

• John sometimes inverts the Old Testament. Sometimes John uses passages from the Old 
Testament that in ways that seem contradictory to its original setting. A deeper 
reflection, however, reveals that John uses the passages in ways that could be in the 
original passages, but ways that require meditative reflection. Consider Isaiah 45:14; 
49:23 and their use in Revelation 3:9 (cf. Romans 2:28-29; 9:6-8). 

 
2 Gregory K. Beale, John’s Use of the Old Testament in Revelation (Sheffield Academic Press). 
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• John also employs stylistic uses of Old Testament language. For example, John’s Greek in 
Revelation includes several grammatical mistakes (some claim it contains more than any 
other Greek document from the ancient world). G.K. Beal thinks John’s ‘mistakes’ are 
evidence of his deliberate attempts to express Hebrew Semitisms or Septuagintalisms (he 
manages to follow grammatical rules most of the time, signaling the intentionality of the 
‘mistakes’ he does make). 

• John quoted most often from the prophets and Psalms. He includes 85 references to the 
Torah but hundreds to the prophets and Psalms. 

 

Tentative class outline 

The following class outline follows the outline proposed by the Bible Project (see the attached 
illustrated outline at the end of the handout, www.bibleproject.com).  

• Introduction to Revelation. 

• Revelation 1-3 - Jesus’ identity and message to the seven churches 

• Revelation 4-5 - the throne of God and the lion/lamb  

• Revelation 6-16- three sets of divine judgment.  
o Revelation 6-8a - seven seals  
o Revelation 8b-11 - seven trumpets 
o Revelation 12-14 - seven signs 
o Revelation 15-16 - seven bowls 

• Revelation 17-19a - the fall of Babylon 

• Revelation 19b-20 - the final battle 

• Revelation 21-22 - the marriage of heaven and earth 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Applications 
John introduced and concluded his message by noting its urgency (Revelation 1:1, 3; 22:6, 
10). Given the immediacy of his message, why do you think he wrote it such a complex way? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Considering that John tied the content of his message to “the things that must soon take 
place” (Revelation 1:1, 3; 22:6, 10), what benefits do you think the book will hold for us? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
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Notes 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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