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JOHN'S REVELATION 
"The things that must soon take place"1 
 
 
John's Revelation, addressed to "the seven churches that are in Asia" (Revelation 1:4), records a 
vision John received from Jesus describing "things that must soon take place" (Revelation 1:1). 
While chapters two and three of the book address specific situations within the seven churches, 
the rest of the book pictures the larger spiritual conflict creating the challenges confronting 
those churches. Even though directed to churches facing difficulties within their culture, the 
book offers a glimpse into the more significant, underlying efforts of evil to disrupt God's people 
in the world. That perspective also includes God's assurances that He will not allow such evil to 
go unaddressed and affords readers a preview of His judgment against that evil and the blessings 
He promises to His people. 
  
 

The dragon and the beasts – Revelation 12-14 
Revelation chapters four and five record John's vision of God's heavenly throne room, where he 
sees God holding a scroll in His hand sealed with seven seals. Chapter six begins a ten-chapter-
long sequence of events initiated when Jesus opens the seals on the scroll. The series includes 
three sets of sevens – seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls – that announce God's 
escalating judgment against the world's evil. John records an interlude in chapters thirteen 
through fifteen that sits between the seven trumpets and the seven bowls. Using coded images 
in the interlude, John envisions the cosmic conflict troubling his audience and soliciting "the 
wrath of God" (Revelation 14:17-20).  
 
  

The woman and the dragon 
Revelation 12:1-6 – After the seventh angel blew his trumpet (Revelation 11:15), John saw two 
signs in heaven – a woman giving birth (Revelation 12:1-2) and "a great red dragon" (Revelation 
12:3). 

• John's description of the woman – "clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet" 
and "a crown of twelve stars" on her head (Revelation 12:1) – uses a combination of royal 
and divine imagery to portray her as the embodiment of God's people (cf. Isaiah 66:7-10; 
Micah 4:9-10; 5:3; Revelation 21:2) and a contrast to the woman representing the people 
belonging to the devil (Revelation 17:1-5).  

• John pictures the dragon using images from Daniel's vision of kingdoms hostile to God's 
people (Revelation 12:3; Daniel 7:7-8, 20, 24), which he will later interpret as references 
to Rome and its emperors (Revelation 17:1-14). 

 
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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• God defeats the dragon's attempt to "devour" a son born by the woman, a son John 
identifies as the messianic ruler through whom God promised to judge the nations 
(Revelation 12:5; Psalm 2:6-9; Daniel 7:1-14). 
 

 
Revelation 12:7-17 – The defeat of the dragon's plan to "devour" the woman's child led to a 
"war…in heaven" that resulted in the dragon being "thrown down to the earth." Furious over his 
defeat to devour the child (Revelation 12:4-5) and his attempt to destroy the woman (Revelation 
12:13-16), the dragon focused his hostility on attacking the rest of the woman's "offspring" 
(Revelation 12:17). 

• John identifies the dragon as "that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan" 
(Revelation 12:9). 

• John also identifies the woman's "offspring" as "those who keep the commandments of 
God and hold to the testimony of Jesus" (Revelation 12:17).   

• The description of the dragon as "that ancient serpent" combines with the woman's 
"offspring" to cast their conflict as the one God announced in Genesis 3:15. That 
portrayal makes an important point – the persecution troubling John's audience belongs 
to a larger pattern of spiritual conflict, one moving throughout the entire Bible. 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Illustration excepted from The Bible Project’s Revelation poster (www.bibleproject.com/downloads/posters) 
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The sea beast and the land beast 
Revelation chapter thirteen describes the "war" the dragon unleashes on God's people by 
picturing the two "beasts" that join him in his assault. Together, the dragon, the sea beast, and 
the land beast form an unholy trinity that attempts to subvert God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. 
 
Revelation 13:1-10 – Drawing on Daniel's vision of beasts in Daniel 7:1-8, John describes the first 
beast – the sea beast – as bearing the image and authority of the dragon (Revelation 13:1-4), 
which it used to "conquer" God's people (Revelation 13:5-8). 

• John compresses the four beasts of Daniel's vision into one 'super beast' (Daniel 7:1-8; 
Revelation 13:2), indicating that it represents an intensification of the hostility the devil 
unleashes against God's people through his control of kingdoms in the world (Daniel 7-
12; cf. Matthew 4:8-9; John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). 

• The description of the sea beast indicates that it bears the dragon's image (Revelation 
12:3; 13:1), possesses its authority (Revelation 13:4), and was killed and yet lived 
(Revelation 13:3, 14), revealing it to be a mockery of Jesus and his relationship to God. 

• The beast would use its authority to war against God's people, but John informed his 
audience that the beast would possess power only for a limited time (Revelation 13:5; cf. 
Revelation 11:3, 9; 12:6, 14; Daniel 12:4, 6-7; Luke 4:25; James 5:17). Given the severity 
of the beast's war and its limited duration, John wrote his description was a "call for the 
endurance and faith of the saints" (Revelation 13:10). 

 
Revelation 13:11-18 – "Another beast rising out of the earth" follows the sea beast and performs 
signs to deceive people so that they would worship the beast. John ends his description of the 
land beast by cryptically identifying him as "666".  

• Empowered by the dragon and the first beast, the land beast performs miraculous signs 
to motivate people to "worship the first beast" (Revelation 13:11-14). John's vision of the 
second beast casts it in a role like the one occupied by the Holy Spirit (cf. John 15:26-27; 
16:12-14; 1 Corinthians 12:4-11), joining it to the sea beast and the dragon to form an 
unholy trinity. 

• In a twisted version of Deuteronomy 6:4-6, the beast marked those it deceived with "the 
name of the beast" to pressure those who resisted its message (Revelation 13:16-17). 

• In a well-known statement, John encouraged his readers to think carefully about the 
beast's identity "for it is the number of a man, and his number is 666" (Revelation 13:18).   

o The Jews commonly associated a numerical value with letters, a practice called 
gematria (see the chart on the next page).   

o While debate exists about what name equals 666, most people associate Nero 
with the number. For example, a coin minted in the first century bore the 
inscription NRWN KSR, the Hebrew spelling of Nero Caesar that totals 666 (N=50, 
R=200, W=6, N=50, K=100, S=60, R=200). 

o While we may struggle to identify the referent for John's "666", we do know that 
he believed his readers could determine the person's identity – John signaled to 
his audience that it referred to a Roman emperor who represented the devil's 
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efforts to harm the church during his readers' lifetime (cf. Revelation 13:8; 17:9-
12).   
 
 

Value Letter  Value Letter  Value Letter 

 ק 100  י  10  א 1

 ר 200  כ 20  ב 2

 ש 300  ל  30  ג 3

 ת  400  מ 40  ד 4

 ך 500  נ 50  ה 5

 ם 600  ס 60  ו  6

 ן  700  ע 70  ז 7

 ף 800  פ  80  ח 8

 ץ 900  צ 90  ט 9

 
 

God's protection of His people and His judgment of Babylon 

After witnessing a vision of the war waged against God's people by the unholy trinity of the 
dragon, sea beast, and land beast (Revelation 12-13), John experiences another vision depicting 
God's response to the beasts and their followers (Revelation 14). 
 
Revelation 14:1-5 – John's vision opens with a return of the Lamb and his army of 144,000 
"Israelites" (Revelation 14:1-5; 7:1-14). As before (cf. Revelation 7:3-4, 9), John describes the 
Lamb's army using contrasts. Notice: 

• Purity, not military prowess, defines the Lamb's army; those who refuse to worship the 
beast populate its ranks (cf. Revelation 13:5-8; 14:8).  

• The Lamb's army engages in worship rather than conflict; they sing a "new song" before 
God like the divine beings in John's vision of God's throne room (Revelation 14:3; 5:9). 

 

HEBREW ALPHABET AND THEIR NUMERICAL VALUES 
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Revelation 14:6-13 – The announcement of God's judgment on "Babylon" opens with three 
angels declaring the nation's impending demise (Revelation 14:6-13; cf. Revelation 17:1-9). 

• The first angel urged people to glorify God "because the hour of His judgment has come" 
(Revelation 14:6-7; 6:9-11). 

• A second angel offered details of the judgment by calling out, "Fallen, fallen is Babylon 
the great," employing Daniel's account of God's judgment of Babylon's arrogant power to 
symbolize His judgment of Rome (Revelation 14:8; 17:1-9; Daniel 4:30). 

• The third angel extended the judgment to include everyone who aligned themselves with 
Rome (Revelation 14:9-11), offering their harsh judgment to encourage Christians to 
persevere (Revelation 14:12; 13:10). 

 
Revelation 14:14-20 – Following the angels' proclamation of Rome's judgment (Revelation 14:8; 
17:1-9), John saw a shockingly graphic vision depicting that judgment (Revelation 14:14-20). 

• John's vision began with Jesus' harvesting the faithful people from the earth (Revelation 
14:14-16; Matthew 9:37-38; Mark 4:26-29; John 4:25). 

• Next, an angel harvests the unfaithful people who he throws into "the great wine press of 
the wrath of God," crushing them and producing a deep, 200-mile-long river of blood 
(Revelation 14:17-20). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Applications 
What references to the Hebrew Bible do you see in John’s vision of the dragon and beasts and 
how do you think those references help interpret their meaning? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
In what ways do you think the dragon and the beasts deceive the world and why do you think 
the world falls for their deception (cf. Revelation 12:9; 13:11-14)?  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Notes 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Next week 
Revelation 15-16 – the seven bowls 

Applications 
In what ways do you think the dragon and beasts “conquered” Christians in John’s day and how 
do you think they conquer Christians today (cf. Revelation 13:5-7)? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Why do you think John used coded language (“666”, etc.) to communicate his important 
message (cf. Revelation 9:20-21; 11:4-13)? What challenges does his use of that technique 
create for us? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 


