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1

LOOKING AT 
INTRODUCTORY 

MATTERS

The book of Revelation is easy to understand. Well, perhaps 
“easy” is not the right word. But this book really is designed to 
be understood. And it can be, if we will adhere to some basic 

interpretive guidelines. John even began the book by saying that this 
is “the revelation” of Jesus Christ (Rev. 1:1); meaning, it is the unveil-
ing or revealing (not concealing) of our Lord Jesus. John used the 
word “revelation” (apocalupsis) and stated that the Book of Revelation 
is both from Jesus and is about Jesus. It is given so that we can under-
stand more about the Lord Jesus and His control of end time events. 
When John wrote, he used many images from the Old Testament. He 
seemed to make the assumption that his readers were pretty knowl-
edgeable of the Old Testament scriptures.  Today, that assumption is 
likely not so valid, as many of God’s people know very little about the 
OT, particularly the prophets. And this is what makes Revelation a 
little less “easy” to get a grip on.
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 The purpose of this little book of ours, “Understanding the 
Book of Revelation” is to walk us fairly quickly through this last book 
of the Bible, in order to get the basic picture and general flow of Revela-
tion. Time will not be taken to debate a lot of details, such as, who/what 
is “Great Harlot” of Revelation 17, or in discussing the many views of 
the two witnesses of Revelation 11; as to whether they are two OT char-
acters (such as Moses, Elijah or Enoch) or two men (maybe Charlie and 
Harry) raised up for that special work during the Tribulation period. 
Such matters can be dealt with by the individual once the interpretive 
foundation is laid.

 To accomplish our purpose, we will need to look at several in-
troductory matters, especially the interpretive approach to Revelation. 
We need to see what is essential to our understanding of this powerful 
and important book, but also what we need to avoid in our interpreta-
tion of it. Let’s begin our interpretive journey. 

DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO 
INTERPRETING REVELATION

 As we watch television pastors and teachers, or as we check out 
the various “internet prophets”, we wonder how these teachers can be so 
wildly different from one another as they discuss prophecy. One reason 
for these differences is that their starting points differ. Regarding Reve-
lation, they generally launch their teachings from one of the following 
four launch pads. Frankly, for many people, these four approaches are 
often not of great interest. But we at least need to mention them in order 
to account for some of the great differences existing among theologians, 
as well as among Bible students.

(1) The IDEALIST approach denies the inspiration and the canonicity of 
Revelation, viewing it as a purely human composition. It is seen to be 
a book filled with Jewish apocalyptic imagery and containing errors 
of various kinds. The book of Revelation was simply given to repre-
sent the ongoing conflict between good and evil, but is not seen as 
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referring to any specific persons or events. It is a completely allegori-
cal approach. Conservative Bible students absolutely reject this view.

(2) The PRETERIST (“past”) view sees the contents of Revelation as 
factual but having been fulfilled in the destruction of Jerusalem 
in AD 70. When John wrote Revelation (in their view, around AD 
64-65), it was written as prophecy. But to arrive at this position, 
Preterists must employ allegorical interpretation alongside of liter-
al interpretation. And the interpreter decides which is going to be 
used in any given verse. There are actually three viewpoints within 
Preterism, but each one sees most or all of Revelation as having 
been fulfilled already in the AD 70 judgment of God on Jerusalem 
and the Temple. (Details of this view can be found in my book, “Un-
derstanding End Times Prophecy”). Their use of this dual herme-
neutic (trying to combine literal with allegorical), once again makes 
the interpreter the final authority, instead of the Scriptures being 
the final authority.

(3) The HISTORICAL approach sees Revelation 4-19 as a picture 
of the course of church history. It is a symbolic presentation of 
church history and relies heavily on the allegorical approach in 
its interpretations. The TOPICAL approach is similar to the his-
torical in that it is seen fulfilled in the history of the church---but 
more in trends than in specific events. This approach is subjective 
to the extreme, as the meaning of Revelation depends almost en-
tirely on the interpreter. This view was once quite popular but is 
less so today, as many realize that any real objectivity in finding 
the meaning of Revelation is simply missing.

(4) The FUTURISTIC view is that Revelation 4-22 focuses on the last 
period of world history. These chapters speak of things yet to come; 
with chapters 6-19 being fulfilled in the coming seven years of 
tribulation, in the Second Coming of Christ and in His one-thou-
sand year reign on the earth (Revelation 20). The Second Coming 
of Christ inaugurates the future kingdoms of God, both millennial 
and eternal (Rev. 20-22). This is the approach we take in this study.
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 It should be noted that there have been attempts to combine 
the above approaches, but these have only produced interpretive con-
fusion.  The major problem with the first three views is that when all is 
said, the interpreter is the final authority, instead of the Scriptures. And 
these approaches so often obscure Revelation to the average believer, 
who would like to get a grip on this important book.  Remember that 
God wants us to understand this book. He is desirous of unveiling truth 
to us, not in concealing it from us.

KEY PRINCIPLES IN INTERPRETING 
THE BOOK OF REVELATION

 This section is perhaps the most important section of this little 
book. We want to get to a proper understanding of Revelation. Today, 
as we drive from one point to another, we often depend on the Global 
Positioning Satellite (GPS) systems to keep us from getting lost. It is 
terribly frustrating to wander around confused in unfamiliar territory. 
We need our guidance system. And in studying Revelation, we want to 
arrive at the correct meaning of this book. And to do this, of absolute 
necessity, is the “guidance system” that will get us there. The following 
guidelines will chart our course and will bring us to a basic understand-
ing of what the Apostle John was attempting to get across. Here are five 
essential guidelines. 

Five Basic Principles in Interpreting the Book of Revelation

•	 Interpretive Principle #1 - Interpret Revelation literally (normal-
ly) as you would the rest of the Scriptures. 

 We approach the Book of Revelation as we would the rest of 
Scripture, letting language be language. It is usually referred to as the lit-
eral, grammatical-historical approach. Words, tenses of verbs, sentence 
structure and other grammatical matters are understood according the 
accepted laws of language. This approach leads us to the plain meaning 
of the text, and keeps us from wandering into the wilderness of mystical 

interior.indd   4interior.indd   4 09/02/2022   16:29:0809/02/2022   16:29:08



Understanding the Book of Revelation   | 5

meanings.  Literal (normal) interpretation helps set limits on the inter-
preter and keeps the student from ending up with “never before been 
seen” interpretations. Literal interpretation, of course, recognizes that 
there are figures of speech. We use figures of speech in our everyday 
communication. But our figures of speech, like those in Revelation, are 
figurative of well-defined facts. 

•	 Interpretive Principle #2 - Interpret figurative language scripturally.

Figures of speech and symbols represent something actual and 
cannot mean whatever the interpreter might want them to mean. For 
example, the “two wings of the great eagle” (12:14) cannot represent 
the Jews fleeing to safety onboard United Airlines, El Al or Lufthansa. 
The symbol comes from Exodus 19:4, where God’s deliverance from the 
Egyptians is in view. The symbol communicates the truth that God will 
sovereignly protect and deliver His people. It has nothing to do with 
airline travel, but simply stating that God will protect His people.

 Figurative language was used because it quickly, concisely and 
memorably communicated important truths. Sometimes the immedi-
ate context will open up the meaning, as in Revelation 12:3 where a 
“great red dragon” appears. This symbol is quickly interpreted for the 
reader in 12:9, where it represents Satan. More often, the larger context 
of the whole of the Scriptures must be examined. There are two matters 
to keep in mind when coming to these figures of speech.

(1) Observe John’s use of comparative language. When John records 
something beyond his experience, he often used hos (16x) or ho-
mois (22x). These are translated “like”, “as” or “like as”. (e.g. Rev. 
8:8-9; 9:7-10). So, for example, when John talks about the second 
trumpet judgment, he sees something “like a great mountain burn-
ing with fire” hitting the earth (8:8). He does not say it is a comet or 
meteor. Assuming John knew about those things, this is apparently 
something significantly different and beyond his experience. But 
when this “mountain” hits the earth’s oceans, they become blood 
and 1/3 of the sea creatures die. He does not say the oceans become 
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“like” blood, but that they become blood (which is something clear-
ly supernatural and cannot be explained in any naturalistic way, and 
is verified by the angel in 16:3-7). And furthermore, the number 
one third does not represent something mystical, but is commu-
nicating the actual fact that 33% of sea creatures perish in this one 
tremendous judgment. Attention must be given, therefore, to John’s 
use of comparative terms. Their presence, or absence, assists greatly 
in understanding what he is communicating about Jesus the Judge.

(2) Symbols and figures of speech represent something actual and main-
ly come from the Old Testament. (e.g. 11:4; 12:14; 13:1-2; 17:1). 
Dr. Merrill Tenney, in his book “Interpreting Revelation”, believes 
that there are about 350 quotes or allusions in Revelation that come 
from the Old Testament. Quotes we understand. But by “allusion”, 
he means that something is not directly a quote, but its language 
is so unique that it can be traced back to its Old Testament source. 
For example, John speaks of the two witnesses who are said to be 
“the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the 
Lord of the earth” (11:4). This is not an OT quote, but the words are 
unique and take the reader back to the night visions of Zechariah 
(Zech. 4:3-14). Tenney suggests that there are 57 quotes or allusions 
traced back to the Pentateuch; 11 from the historical books; 45 from 
the Psalms and Proverbs; 235 from the Old Testament prophets. 
(Some scholars believe Tenney is too conservative in his number 
of 350). But even using this “conservative” estimate, it become very 
clear, very quickly that a student who lacks a good grip on the Old 
Testament is going to have a very difficult time really understanding 
what John is saying. This is especially true of the O.T. prophets.

•	 Interpretive Principle #3 - Interpret by comparing prophecy  
with prophecy.

(1) God did not give all truth at one time. Conservative Bible students 
understand the truth of the progress of revelation; that is, as time 
went on God added to our knowledge of doctrine after doctrine. 
So, it is with prophecy. For example, in Daniel 7, God introduced 
the first truth about that key man of the end times that we refer to 
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