Theological Symbolism in the Book of Revelation

Introduction
The purpose of this essay will be to explore the Book of Revelation and gain a deeper understanding of its symbolic nature. Unlike many of the other books found within the Bible, Revelation should be interpreted symbolically unless forced to interpret literally. ‘The reader is to expect that the main means of divine revelation in this book is symbolic.’[footnoteRef:1] Written in the style of Jewish apocalyptic literature, it uses imagery, symbolic visions and cosmic metaphors to communicate its message. Bruce explains the definition of Jewish apocalyptic literature ‘the essential feature of all apocalypses—the “unveiling” to a human being by divine or angelic power of things not normally accessible to knowledge, such as the heavenly throne-room of God’.[footnoteRef:2] The themes of the book extensively draw on the Hebrew scriptures, suggesting that its author, John, had a deep understanding of the symbolism and prophecies of the Old Testament.  By examining these connections, this essay will seek to explore how Revelation uses symbols such as the serpent and the lion to convey theological statements about judgment and the authority and morality of God.  [1:   Gregory K. Beale, ‘The Purpose of Symbolism in the Book of Revelation’, Calvin Theological Journal, 41, (2006), 53 – 66, (p. 55) <https://www.calvin.edu/library/database/crcpi/fulltext/ctj/124804.pdf> [accessed 28 November 2025].]  [2:  F.F Bruce, ‘A Reappraisal of Jewish Apocalyptic Literature’, Review and Expositor, 72, (1975) <https://www.biblicalstudies.org.uk/pdf/re/jewish-apocalyptic_bruce.pdf > [accessed 5 December 2025].] 


Background
The book of Revelation is the final book of the New Testament canon. Many would naturally assume that this means that Revelation was the last book to be written chronologically, but this is not the case. Its authorship is commonly dated to around 95 AD, although scholars such as Mark Wilson argue that it was written earlier ‘...the historical and literary evidence instead favours an early date of around C.E. 69 rather than the late date.’[footnoteRef:3] 2 Peter is often considered to be the final New Testament book written, with the composition date being around 120 – 130 CE. Revelation was placed as the final book of the New Testament due to the apocalyptic nature that makes it a natural conclusion to the biblical narrative. 

Revelation relies heavily on its use of symbolism to convey its theological message, making it a daunting text that can be difficult to discern for anyone unfamiliar with Old Testament imagery. The very first example of this comes immediately in Revelation 1:1[footnoteRef:4], which declares that God ‘made it known’, an expression that alludes to Daniel 2:28-29[footnoteRef:5]. The verb translated “made it known” is the Greek esēmanen, “to signify, to communicate by signs,” which, Beale argues, indicates from the outset that the revelation will be mediated through symbolic imagery.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  Mark Wilson, ‘The Early Christians in Ephesus and the Date of Revelation, Again’, Neotestamentica 39.1, (2005), 163 – 193, (p. 163), <https://sevenchurches.org/the-early-christians-in-ephesus-and-the-date-of-revelation-again/> [accessed 28 November 2025].]  [4:  Revelation 1:1, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [5:  Beale, ‘The Purpose of Symbolism in the Book of Revelation’ p. 54.]  [6:  Gregory K. Beale, ‘The Book of Revelation’ (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), pp. 181-82.] 


Beale gives us an idea as to why Revelation was written so extensively through symbolism ‘Thus, the parables of the prophets served to judge intractably unrepentant people but shock the faithful remnant out of their spiritually numb and lethargic condition’[footnoteRef:7]. He notes that symbolic stories demonstrated to the reader the consequences of action, and non-action, and in this context is a far more effective form of communication than simply stating it directly. This pattern is well established in the Old Testament, for example, Isaiah 20:2-6 [footnoteRef:8]and the symbolic actions of Ezekiel 12[footnoteRef:9], where God communicates judgment through dramatic, enacted signs.  [7:  Beale, ‘The Purpose of Symbolism in the Book of Revelation’ p. 58.]  [8:  Isaiah 20:2 - 6, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [9:  Ezekiel 12, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).] 

Finally, we see in the New Testament that Jesus often teaches through parables and symbolism. Beale explains that Revelation is a continuation of this method, noting that ‘Just as Jesus began speaking in symbolic language to Israel on earth, he continues to do so through John to the seven churches.’[footnoteRef:10]
Understanding this, it is clear that John’s symbolic method is not simply a stylistic choice, but a deliberately chosen strategy that reflects a deep knowledge of the Old Testament. The book draws on the practices of the prophets of the Old Testament, as well as Jesus’ use of parables throughout the Synoptic Gospels, to reveal divine truths to those who already followed the word of God, while making the revelations accessible to those who were sceptical by allowing multiple layers of understanding.  [10:  Beale, ‘The Purpose of Symbolism in the Book of Revelation’ p. 60.] 


The Lion and the Lamb 
Within the New Testament, an almost paradoxical image of Christ is displayed, oftentimes describing him as the Lamb of God, and other times as the Lion. These themes are explored heavily throughout Revelation, giving us a clearer idea of how these two images can co-exist. These images are revealed to John to present Christ as both one who suffered to redeem humanity and the victorious ruler, suggesting that a divine victory is achieved not through force but love. 

To analyse the symbolism of the lamb, first an examination of its roots in the Bible will be undertaken, predominantly by understanding the Passover lamb and the sacrificial lamb presented respectively in Exodus 12[footnoteRef:11] and Isaiah 53[footnoteRef:12]. In Exodus 12, the Israelites are instructed to take a lamb that has no defects, sacrifice it, then spread the blood on the door of the house where they eat the lamb. The reason for this is that God states that he will pass through Egypt and strike down every firstborn of both people and animals, and will bring down judgment on the gods of Egypt. God declares that he will avoid the houses of those who have the blood of the lamb smeared upon them.[footnoteRef:13] Just as Christ is called to sacrifice himself for humanity, the lamb dies to save others. Isaiah 53:7 portrays the suffering servant as a lamb, feeling oppressed and conflicted in his fate, yet remaining silent in the face of death, showing acceptance of his fate despite his fears, foreshadowing Christ’s willingness to sacrifice himself as the Lamb of God.  [11:  Exodus 12, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [12:  Isaiah 53, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [13:  Exodus 12, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).] 

In stark contrast to the lamb imagery, Revelation describes Christ as the Lion of the tribe of Judah.[footnoteRef:14] The lion is symbolically representative of courage, strength, victory and authority, and is the most frequently mentioned animal in the Bible[footnoteRef:15], being associated with other biblical figures such as Judah, Samson and David, either as a symbol of power, or their encounter with lions.  [14:  Revelation 5:5, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [15:  John Roskoski, ‘The Lions of Judah’, The American Journal of Biblical Theology, 2023, <https://www.biblicaltheology.com/Research/RoskoskiJ06.pdf> [accessed 2 December 2025]] 

[bookmark: _Int_jvjOonr9]The symbolism of the lion and the lamb highlights the mystery of the nature of Christ, combining opposing imagery into a unified divine being. Revelation shows that true authority and victory are intertwined with humility and sacrifice, portraying a power that is both compassionate and powerful. 
The Serpent and the Dragon
The serpent is one of the first beings introduced in the Bible, appearing in Genesis 3, where it convinces Eve to eat the forbidden fruit and disobey God’s command.[footnoteRef:16] It is reasonable to assume that the two beings are ultimately the same, and although Genesis never explicitly states that the serpent is Satan, later biblical texts, such as Revelation, associate the serpent with Satan. We can understand that Satan takes on this form to instigate conflict between God and evil, which, later on, in Revelation 12:9[footnoteRef:17], is portrayed through the dragon[footnoteRef:18]. 
 [16:  Genesis 3, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [17:  Revelation 12:9, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).]  [18:  Thomas Constable, ‘Expository Notes on Revelation 12’, StudyLight.org, [n.d] < https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/eng/dcc/revelation-12.html> [accessed 4 December 2025]] 

The apocalyptic symbolism of the dragon within Revelation is rich. Revelation 12 presents the dragon as the embodiment of chaos and evil, the cosmic adversary of God, and the original deceiver. Revelation 12:15 states ‘Then from his mouth the snake spewed water like a river, to overtake the woman and sweep her away with the torrent.’[footnoteRef:19] This is almost a mirror of Genesis 6-9, where God casts his judgment upon the world and sends a flood to begin humanity anew through Noah. Where God sent the flood to purify the world, the dragon’s motives are sinister, his motivation being to destroy ‘the woman’ who is interpreted by some scholars to represent the Church. As with the vast majority of Revelation, the symbols are a direct link to the Old Testament, with the dragon being a parallel of the Leviathan found in Isaiah 27, Job 41, and Psalm 74; the Leviathan represents evil and opposition to God.  [19:  Revelation 12:15, New International Version. (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 2011).] 



Conclusion
The book of Revelation is densely packed with theological symbolism, each verse containing rich and powerful imagery. The author John clearly had a deep understanding of the Bible, with many of the symbols having ancient roots in the Old Testament, particularly in books such as Genesis, Exodus, Ezekiel and Daniel. Revelation presents a story about the end of days, and accomplishes this through its use of dramatic, apocalyptic imagery, requiring months or even years to fully unpack its meaning. The themes within the book, such as justice, conflict and redemption, remain relevant across centuries, and inspire reflection among readers on morality, divine justice and the importance of perseverance in faith. The symbols throughout the book, from the serpent to the dragon, continue to convey these profound theological truths, and have largely remained consistent throughout the centuries, despite changes within culture, society and time period.
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