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LESSON 8: 

Rightly Reading the Book of Revelation— 
Interpretive Positions and Structure 

Key Text: Revelation 1:1-4 

I.  Review and Introduction 

The previous lesson began our transition to Revelation by looking at the 
difference in presuppositions about how the Old and New Testaments relate to 
each other which shape the fundamental interpretation of Revelation.  In this 
lesson we will get into issues of literary genre, structure, and interpretive 
approaches.  This also will help orient us to rightly read Revelation. 

II. The Genre of Revelation 

There is no denying that Revelation is a confusing 
book to interpret, and this is tied to how literarily 
stylized it is.  John himself tips the reader off to the 
importance of this in Rev. 1:1 when he speaks of the 
revelation as being “made known” by an angel.  The 
Greek for this carries the connotation of being “signified” 
(and is so translated in the text of the KJV, NKJV, and the 
margin note of the NASV).  With most books of the Bible, 
the literary genre helps one know how to read it 
appropriately.  For example, 1 and 2 Samuel are historical 
narratives and therefore we those books differently than 
the Psalms, which are poetry.  With Revelation, however, 

the genre categories are not helpful.  Most commentators 
acknowledge that Revelation is a combination of 
apocalypse, prophecy, and epistle (or letter), and some 
have even described it as “a prophecy cast in an 
apocalyptic mold and written down in a letter form.”  
That may be a comprehensive and accurate description, 
but it gives us no guide for how to actually read the book.  
In fact, it begs the need to clarify exactly we mean by 

prophecy and apocalypse. 

The popular understanding is that prophecy is a foretelling of future 
events, a kind of code that needs to be properly deciphered.  Such a view is both 
obscurantist and biblically inaccurate.  God no doubt meant for His word to be 
understood by His people.  Biblically speaking, the Old Testament prophetic 
books involved the proclamations of the Lord through His specially called 
messengers, the prophets, to convict His people of their sins and of their 
unfaithfulness to His covenant, to warn them of His judgment, and to call them to 
repentance and faithfulness.  The prediction of future events was certainly part of 
biblical prophecies, mostly to show the certainty of the Lord’s intention to carry 
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out judgment on His people for breaking the covenant.  This is consistent with 
how secular covenants were implemented in the ancient Near East.  In the 
relationship between a suzerain overlord and his vassal king, the suzerain would 
typically send messengers to the vassal to remind the vassal of his obligations 
under the covenant, along with the promises of blessedness for obedience and 
curses for disobedience.  The suzerain might do this in response to reports that the 
vassal was flirting with changing his allegiance, was being slow to render what 
was due to the suzerain or was coming under pressure from other kings.  In the 
Bible, such messengers were the prophets, who were nothing less than God’s 
lawyers pressing His demands upon His people to adhere to His covenant. 

An apocalypse is a special form of prophecy.  It goes beyond the call for 
repentance and looks toward the Final Judgment, the final vindication of God’s 
people through the direct, supernatural intervention of God.  Thus, apocalypses 
are eschatological.  From a literary viewpoint, an apocalypse is marked by 
extensive symbolism and vibrant imagery often involving some kind of vision the 
writer had of the heavenly realms.  In a prophecy God starts from His people’s 
situation and directs their vision both forward to the end of things and 
backward to the covenant.  In an apocalypse, however, the prophet sees matters 
from God’s perspective at the end of all things.  As a literary genre, the 
apocalyptic started emerging in the latter part of the Old Testament, mostly during 
Israel’s exile.  This can be seen in the biblical books of Daniel, Ezekiel, and 
Zechariah, and some extra-biblical writings like 1 Enoch.  Revelation is the only 
apocalypse in the New Testament, and, just as Daniel, Ezekiel and Zechariah 
closed out the Old Testament period, so too Revelation closes out the New 
Testament period.  Not surprisingly, Revelation is rich with allusions to these Old 
Testament books—indeed, Revelation contains more allusions—clear, probable, or 
possible—to the Old Testament than any other New Testament book. 

This background clarifies how we should read Revelation.  As a 
prophecy—rather than as some kind of “future history”—the book is a call to 
covenantal faithfulness.  As an apocalypse, John shows his readers that God will 
preserve His people through the judgment He will bring upon the world.  It is 
a reminder that the Lord, whom the readers are confessing in the midst of the 
harassment and persecution, is the Lord of all history who will defeat the world 
with all of its unrighteousness.  This was key for John’s readers.  The hassles and 
threats Christians were enduring made it tempting for them to give up on Christ 
and give in to the world, as can be seen in chapters 2-3.  In this, Christ calls His 
people to persevere.  Instead of being a code to be understood by those at some 
future point, Revelation applies to all of God’s people from John’s day to now. 

As Revelation draws heavily on the books of Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and 
Zechariah, two key characteristics of these books are worth noting: first, they all 
have vibrant imagery and the images are largely self-contained; and second, the 
narrative flow of the books is fairly loose—that is to say, while there is a 
progression in the development of the book from beginning to end, there is not a 
strong sense of narrative in the way that there is in the Pentateuch, the Historical 
Books, or the Gospels.  Revelation shares these genre characteristics. 
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III.  The Traditional Interpretive Positions 

Almost all scholarly commentaries on Revelation 
regardless of perspective acknowledge that there are 
traditionally four exegetical positions taken on the Book:  
Historicist, Preterist, Futurist, and Symbolic or Idealist.  
While the Futurist view predominates among modern 
American evangelicals, this has not been the case 
historically throughout the church.  Needless to say—and 
despite what some commentators may claim—the unique 
nature of apocalypse as a literary genre makes it difficult 
to stereotype any given view as biblically “liberal” or 
“conservative” per se. 

In teaching Revelation, one faces the choice 
between being comprehensive in covering all the 
alternative perspectives or in building a sufficient 
framework to help people understand one perspective 
well.  The approach taken in this study has focused on the 
latter.  There is an obligation to convey to students the truth as best as I understand 
it, and to be comprehensive without first establishing what one believes to be the 
truth risks presenting the student with a plethora of concepts and then in effect 
saying, “You figure it out.”  That said, Revelation is one area where the theology 
is sufficiently complex that we need to be patient with each other in wrestling 
through it.  Here I want to provide a basic description the different interpretive 
approaches and explain how these relate to each other. 

a. The Historicist View 

This view sees Revelation as a forecast of events unfolding from the first 
century until the end of time.  The strength of this perspective, according to its 
adherents, is that readers could see the progressive fulfillment of God’s 
prophecies.  This view originated in the Middle Ages and was popular with both 
Catholic and Protestant theologians from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries.  
Virtually no contemporary commentators, however, hold this perspective as 
encompassing the entire book.  More common, especially among Dispensational 
commentators, is to see the seven letters to the seven churches in chapters 2 and 3 
as representing distinct epochs in the history of the Christian church.  The main 
problem with this is its inherent subjectivity—indeed, even arbitrariness—in 
dividing the history of the church into different periods.  Commentators holding 
this view have typically assumed that they are at the end point of history and are 
therefore able to discern the different periods in retrospect.  As history progressed, 
however, this has led to continual revisionism as the “end points” keep changing.  
In practice, there is no consensus among advocates in defining either the historical 
periods or the critical events “foretold” by Revelation.  It is for this reason that is 
little modern support for this view. 
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b. The Preterist View 

Functionally, then, there are really only three major views that have had 
any lasting traction to this day: Preterism, Futurism, and Symbolism.  The Preterist 

view began to emerge during the Catholic Counter-Reformation and applies the 
contents of the Book of Revelation to the first century church, either mostly (partial 
preterism) or entirely (full preterism).  It sees the Book’s prophecies fulfilled in the 
destruction of the Temple during the Jewish War in AD 70 (or alternatively, with 
the Fall of Rome in AD 430).  As with historicism, advocates of this view believe 
the book gives Christians confidence that God’s prophecies have already been 
fulfilled, and, more so than with historicism, it takes seriously the original context 
and readership.  Still, it is problematic.  If the prophecies in Revelation were largely 
fulfilled with the destruction of the Temple, then the victory gained—as seen in 
the subsequent centuries—is far from decisive.  It is in fact anticlimactic and begs 
the question as to whether this is all that there is.  Preterism, like Historicism, risks 
reading a particular fulfillment into the text retrospectively. 

More importantly, Preterist insistence that the prophecies of Revelation 
(and hence, the writing of the book itself) were fulfilled prior to AD 70, can force 
the Bible into contradicting itself.  This is particularly the case with the descriptions 
we find of the church at Ephesus as noted earlier.  On a more fundamental level, 
it is an open question as to how significant the destruction of the Temple really 
was for Christianity.  Scholars of all stripes have been fascinated by the possible 
impact that the Temple’s destruction had for the development of the early church, 
but apart from Jesus’s statement in Matt. 24:1-2 (and its parallels in Mark and 
Luke) and John 2:19, there is no explicit reference to the destruction of the Temple 
anywhere in the New Testament.  This is a questionable foundation upon which 
to argue that the destruction of the Temple is the major fulfillment of Revelation. 

c. The Futurist View 

Futurism (known historically as chiliasm, from the Greek word for a 
‘thousand’) and Symbolism have the longest antecedents historically, although it 
can be safely said that neither exclusively dominated the early church.  The ancient 
view of Futurism is not the same thing as the modern Dispensationalist view, 
despite claims to the contrary.  In particular, the early church did not make the 
hard separation between the people of God in the Old Testament (ethnic Israel) 
and the people of God in the New Testament (the church) as modern 
Dispensationalists do.  The Futurist view holds that Revelation (at least from 4:1 
onwards) applies entirely for the generation living at the culmination of the Age.  
Assuming that contemporary readers are the last generation, the Book applies 
directly to them.  While the Futurist view highlights more starkly the Second 
Coming of Christ than the two previous views, its chief problem is that it is largely 
irrelevant to everyone but the last generation.  There are two possible responses to 
this.  The modernist critical view would hold that John and his readers thought 
they were the last generation, but circumstances subsequently proved them 
wrong.  Obviously, that denies the inerrancy of Scripture.  A conservative view, 
however, has to grapple with the question of why the book was written in the first 
place, given the delay in its fulfillment.  The importance of eschatology for the 
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original readers was not in satisfying their curiosity about the future, but in giving 
them comfort in the present.  The end towards which history is moving imparts 
meaning to the struggles of the present.  For the original readers, who were facing 
the loss of property, freedom, or life for being Christians, it would have been a 
cold comfort to know that after a few millennia God would vindicate His people 
and establish His rule.  If the Futurist view is correct and the events in Revelation 
are almost entirely future, then it is an open question as to the significance of the 
book for the church before that point. 

d. The Symbolic/Idealist View 

The Symbolic (or Idealist or Spiritual) approach applies Revelation to the 
entire Church in all ages and illustrates the spiritual events or dynamics that 
characterize this period between Christ Jesus’s First and Second Comings.  Since 
this guide develops this view, only a few additional comments are needed here.  
This view has been variously described over time.  Some have preferred to say that 
it describes the timeless principles (“ideals”) that God acts upon throughout 
history, but this characterization comes close to reducing Revelation to mere moral 
teaching.  Likewise, to call this the “spiritual” view could imply that the other 
views are not spiritual or that this approach is either allegorical or poetic, neither 
of which really fit the actual text of Revelation.  There is a genuine sense that 
Revelation is concerned with real history, and as conservative Christians we need 
to see Revelation is not some kind of fiction but is a true narrative which grounds 
our hope for where God is moving all of history.  Perhaps a better characterization 
would be that while Revelation describes real events that have happened, are 
happening or will take place, the Book’s pervasive use of symbolism abstracts 
these events to underscore the fact that the key issue is our Lord’s working.  As 
with other symbols (like the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Table), there is 
a unity between the symbol and the reality it represents.  John himself suggests 
this at the opening of Revelation when he says that the vision he has received was 
“sent and signified” (Rev. 1:1 KJV and NKJV) to him by an angel from Christ.  For 
this reason, while most commentators prefer to call this interpretive view 
“idealist” or “spiritual” it is perhaps better to call it “symbolic.” 

IV. The Structure of Revelation 

This leads to a curious observation: although commentators dutifully put 
all these terms out there, they often are uneven in synthesizing how they all relate.  
This can be seen in various ways.  There is the tendency among commentators to 

explain their own positions in hyphenated terms, e.g., Futurist-Symbolic, or 
Idealist-Amillennial, etc.  That suggests the existing terminology is inadequate for 
explanatory purposes.  More importantly, taking such a hyphenated approach 

makes things more complicated than needed.  Not only is this confusing, but 
commentators usually do not explain is how the specific millennial views correlate 
to the interpretive approaches.  The relationship between the terms is rarely, if 
ever, articulated and this ultimately undermines a sense of coherence in trying to 
understand Revelation. 
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This still leaves open the question as to how to understand Revelation’s 
structure.  On this, there is little consensus among scholars.  Scholarly studies 

tend to emphasize either the cyclical patterns in the (e.g., seven churches, seven 
seals, seven trumpets, seven bowls, etc.) or some kind of linear progression.  Most 
scholars acknowledge the book contains both patterns and that a proper 
understanding will combine the two, but then, more often than not, they focus on 
one pattern or the other as the structural backbone to Revelation.  The issue of 
structure is of more than just academic precision.  It affects how one interprets 
the Millennium in chapter 20, and more broadly, one’s attitude toward the book 
as a whole.  If one stresses a linear reading, then Revelation seems like a future 
narrative, and this would be inconsistent with the imagery-based approach typical 
of the prophetic books.  On the other hand, if the cycles are over emphasized, then 
the book’s sense of progression is lost.  Worse, there is the tendency to see the 
cycles as all saying the same thing in different ways and that leads to an almost 
allegorical reading of the text. 

A book heavy on symbolism not surprisingly 
makes literary structure key.  So, what can we say about 
the book’s structure?  The challenge for interpreters of 
Revelation is that it is easy to discern the short passages 
(i.e., pericopes) of Scripture throughout the book, but 
harder to discern the overarching structure.  There are 
four basic patterns most scholars see in the text, even as 
they disagree over how these form the book’s structure.  
First, there are several sequences of seven throughout the 
book.  Second, the book frequently uses contrastive 
parallelism (i.e., images earlier in the book are paralleled 
by those later in the book, albeit in a way that highlights 
notable differences).  Third, the narrative high point of the 
book seems to be in chapters 12-14.  Lastly, there are four 
repetitions of the phrase, “In the Spirit” associated with 
major scene shifts. 

Perhaps the key to understanding the organization of Revelation is the 
idea of a chiasm.  A “chiasm” is a literary device used commonly throughout 
Scripture and the term comes from the Greek letter “chi,” which looks like the 
Latin letter “X.”  Unlike modern writing, which develops a theme in a linear 
manner from the introduction to the body and then to a final conclusion, in a 
chiastic arrangement the central, interpretative heart of a text is in the middle (i.e., 
at the center of the ‘X’), with what proceeds and what follows paralleling each 
other.  The frequent use of chiasms in Scripture may be partly didactic, helping 
people remember the outline of a passage or book.  Such devices probably would 
have been important in the ancient Near East in light of the fact that most people 
would likely hear the text read aloud rather than read it themselves, given the 
limited literacy that existed at the time.  In addition, chiasms would have aided in 
interpreting a book by identifying the central point clearly while allowing the 
parallel “wings” of the chiasm to reinforce the main point or to highlight contrasts.  

Observation 

4. What are some keys 
to the literary 
structure of the Book 
of Revelation? 
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The chiastic structure best explains why most interpreters regardless of what 
interpretive position they hold see chapters 12-14 as the center of the book. 

Within this overarching chiastic structure, there is a thematic narrative 
progression that goes from the beginning to the end of the book.  This is most 
clearly demarcated by the phrase, “in the Spirit,” which appears in 1:10, 4:3, 17:3, 
and 21:10, and the intervention of an otherworldly guide 
(in this case, the Holy Spirit) parallels examples in extra-
biblical apocalyptic literature.  The four “In the Spirit” 
phrases serve as something akin to “portals” through 
which John travels over the course of his vision.  He 
starts with the portal of this age and this world (“on 
Patmos”), where he sees Christ among His churches.  
The first three chapters form a contrast between the 
glorified, risen Christ in chapter one and His struggling, 
at times compromising, churches in chapters two and 
three.  Jesus’ presence among the churches has echoes of 
the promise He made to His disciples in the Great 
Commission where He said, “and lo, I am with you always, 
even to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20).  Jesus’s seven 
letters to the seven churches in Asia are a call to the 
totality of the church to be His faithful witness. 

Beginning with chapter four, however, John is taken into the second 
portal (“in Heaven”).  This is the longest and most complex section in the entire 
book.  It is essentially a view “behind the scenes” of the earthly struggle the 
Church is experiencing.  Just as John’s vision of the risen Christ was the 
foundation for chapters 1-3, his vision of the throne room of Heaven (chapters 4-
5), forms the foundation for chapters 4-16.  It draws on and elaborates on imagery 
from Daniel 7:13-14 where it is written, “I was watching in the night visions, and 
behold, One like a Son of Man coming with the clouds of heaven!  He came to the Ancient 
of Days, and they brought Him near before Him.  Then to Him was given dominion and 
glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations and languages should serve Him.”  Here, 
we see that the Christ who is with His people is the same Christ who sovereignly 
inherits an everlasting Kingdom after defeating the enemies of God.  The vision of 
the Throne Room of Heaven is the prelude to the opening of a series of seals, a 
sequence is consistent with the signs of Christ’s coming, and the end of the age 
given in the Olivet Discourse of Matthew chs 24-26.  Seals are typically used as 
confirmation of the contents of a document, and the seal sequence signifies that 
the actions leading to the Final Judgment have been unleashed (chapters 6-7). 

God’s judgments on mankind surround the chiastic center of the book.  
Partial judgments of warning are sent forth in the trumpet sequence (chapters 8-
11), paralleled by final judgments in the bowl sequence (chapters 15-16).  The bowl 
judgments fall into two sets of three, the first (16:1-17) showing judgment without 
a response from the unrepentant, and the second (16:8-14) marked by the 
blaspheming responses from the unrepentant.  The seventh bowl actually can be 
broken into four parts:  the great earthquake, the destruction of Babylon, the 
disappearance of islands and mountains, and rain of huge hail.  This makes the 

Reflection 
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overarching narrative 
of Revelation? 
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total sequence consist of ten items and is in many ways evocative of the Ten 
Plagues on Egypt (Exodus 7:14-11:10), God’s earlier definitive judgment on the 
oppression of the world system of that time (i.e., Egypt) leading to the deliverance 
of His people.  This leaves 12:1-15:4 as the heart of Revelation, which is consistent 
with what most commentators assess.  In apocalyptic narratives, the seer typically 
is led to the point at which he perceives the key to all things.  This section, then, 
functions as the “inner sanctum” of the book.  It provides the spiritual reality 
underlying the conflict that the hearers of Revelation—and by extension, all in the 
Church age—were experiencing.  For that reason, this sequence does not have a 
prelude, unlike those of the seals, trumpets, and bowls. 

After seeing the behind-the-scenes reality of spiritual warfare, John is 
brought to the third portal (“in the wilderness”) to see the triumph of Christ 
(chapters 17-19 and 21:1-8).  In the Old Testament, the wilderness was a place of 
testing and trial for God’s people, but in the New Testament, the wilderness was 
the site of Christ’s triumph over Satan.  This connotation carries forward into 
Revelation, where it is expanded upon in the description of the famed downfall of 
Babylon and the Wedding Feast of the Lamb. 

Lastly, John is brought to the final portal (“on a great and high 
mountain”) in which he glimpses the eternal blessedness (21:9-22:5), namely, 
the New Jerusalem and the return to the River and Tree of Life.  There is thus a 
thematic progression of the book, from chapter one until its culmination in chapter 
22.  That narrative development succinctly captures the bottom-line message God 
wanted to convey to His people, both in John’s day and our own: that Christ is 
united with His people, calls on them to reflect His image, promises them He will 
return, shows them that while judgments may be partial now at some point there 
will be a Final Judgment and that with that they will be glorified with Him. 

This structure is more organic and exegetically sound than the popular 
(i.e., Dispensational) approach to see Revelation as structured in a threefold 
manner.  Some popular commentators believe Jesus’ command to John to write in 
1:19 is threefold, covering past, present and future.  Thus, “the things which you 
have seen” cover the vision of chapter 1, “the things which are” cover chapters 2-
3, and “the things which will take place after these things” cover the remainder of 
the book.  This framework is then put into a chronological schema, so that chapters 
2 and 3 are a recapitulation of Church history until the last days and chapters 4 
through 22 exclusively cover those last days.  This framework is not borne out by 
the Greek text.  The Greek for this verse makes a twofold distinction, namely, what 
is and is to come.  Properly understood, this mixes the now and the not yet.  
Following from this, chapters 2-3 are a picture of the church in its totality.  John 
was writing about real churches that existed in his day, but these churches and the 
problems with which they were struggling are symbolic for the kinds of churches 
and problems in any age.  Moreover, chapters 4-22 are not relegated to a future 
end time but are applicable to us today. 

 
 

 


