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Book of Revelation: An Overview

The Book of Revelation — also called the Apocalypse of John — is the last of the Christian New Testament books and is possibly the most mystifying and translated of all Christian Bible literature. The Book of Revelation was written by John of Patmos in the late 1st Century AD, using the apocalyptic genre — a genre that includes other works of Jewish apocalyptic literature such as Daniel and 1 Enoch. It describes the visions John saw while exiled on Patmos Island, a collection of symbols, prophetic imagery, and visions that have been the focus of fascination and frustration for almost 2000 years.
Historical Background and Authorship
John says he received his visions when he was in exile on the island of Patmos (Rev 1:9), and scholars agree that the writing probably occurred between 95-96 AD during the time of the Roman Emperor Domitian. Some scholars suggest it could have been written before that during the time of Nero’s persecution of Christians. Although there are many debates among scholars regarding the authorship of the Book of Revelation, most scholars believe the writer was part of the Johannine community and based his ideas and themes on those found within that group.
As noted by Richard Bauckham, "this [book] is a form of Christian prophecy that takes up the traditions of Jewish apocalyptic." [3] The Book of Revelation shares commonalities with Jewish apocalyptic literature in the way it uses vivid and symbolic language, numbers and visions to convey the message of God to the world. In addition to using apocalyptic elements, the Book of Revelation contains seven letters to the churches of Asia Minor (Chs 2-3), and then develops into elaborate visions of the cosmic struggle between good and evil (Chs 4-20), ending with a vision of a new creation (Chs 21-22).
Symbols abound in the Book of Revelation — including the famous number 666, the four horsemen, the woman clothed with the sun, and the beasts that rise from the sea and the earth — that have led to numerous interpretations throughout Christian history. These symbols are based upon Old Testament prophetic writings — particularly Ezekiel, Daniel, and Isaiah — creating a web of inter-textuality that can be studied through close literary analysis.
Major Themes of Theology
At the center of the theology of the Book of Revelation is the idea of God’s sovereignty and the victory of Christ over all evil forces. The Lamb Who Was Slain (Rev 5:6) sits beside God in heaven and represents the paradox of how sacrificial love conquers oppressive force. According to Christopher Rowland, "the central thrust of Revelation is the conviction that God's purposes will be fulfilled in history." [4] This conviction gave hope to Christians living under the overwhelming power of Rome.
The Book of Revelation critiques the idolatrous nature of the Roman Empire — specifically the Roman Imperial Cult — through the image of Babylon the Great (Rev 17-18). All forms of economic injustice, religious persecution and political oppression were major targets of John’s prophetic critique. The vision of the New Jerusalem coming down from heaven (Rev 21:2) provides an alternate social imagination — a place where God lives among people; death is gone; and people no longer cry.
Methods of Interpretation
Four methods of interpretation have dominated Christian thought throughout history: Preterist (believing the text is mainly concerned with issues of the 1st Century); Historicist (seeing it as a prediction of Church History); Futurist (believing it is prophecy of the End Times); and Idealist/Symbolic (believing it is a statement of timeless spiritual truths). Contemporary scholarship recognizes the complexity of the text, and employs a variety of scholarly methodologies, including literary, social scientific and post-colonial approaches.
The Book of Revelation has had a profound impact on Christian theology, worship, art, and popular culture. The powerful images of cosmic warfare, divine judgment and ultimate redemption continue to speak to contexts of suffering and oppression around the world — giving hope that God will ultimately bring justice and restore creation.
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