
New Testament—10th Bible

Unit 6: Revelation

Lesson 1: Revelation, A Letter to the Church

Materials: 
Student worksheets

(2 sessions)

Objectives 

• To investigate the authorship and date of the writing.

• To briefly research the recipients and purpose of the book.

• To discover how Jesus uses the distinctive character of each city to make his message more powerful.

• To examine how the book is a mixture of apocalyptic and prophetic writing.

• To observe that the book recounts the events between the first and second coming of Jesus Christ.

Do not make an outline for this section. Begin with lesson activities

Lesson Activities
1. Setting the stage

-Have students share their thoughts and questions about the return of Jesus Christ and the end of the world. 

-Record these on chart paper. 

-Share these with the entire class. 

Use the following sequence of questions:

• Who of you want to go to heaven? 
(Usually all students raise their hands.)

• Who wants to go tomorrow? 

(Usually only a few raise their hands.)

• What situations in this world do you long to see Jesus heal or renew? 

-That is the kingdom, the heaven, for which you long.

2. The book of Revelation contains many visions and symbols of fantasy (e.g., a beast with seven heads and ten horns) rather than of real things (e.g., salt). 

-Have students skim through Revelation and make a list of the fantastic imagery 

-Discuss why John may have written like this and what affect these symbols produce.

3. Ask students to identify their feelings associated with Christ's return. 

-Hopefully, they will mention anticipation, fear, hope, and uncertainty. 

-Have students read the following texts to show that these feelings are normal: 

-Luke 21:26-27; 

-Revelation 2:10 (fear); 

-Titus 2:11-14 (hope); 

-1 Thessalonians 4:13-17; 1 Thessalonians 5:4-11 (uncertainty).

4. Disclosure

In order to understand the message of Revelation, we need to become familiar with the genre, context (to whom it was written, why, and when) and content of the book of Revelation. 

-Have students read Revelation 1-3 and complete Student Activity 1. Discuss it together.

Lesson Overview

The book of Revelation is one of the most misunderstood books in the Bible. Full of strange symbolism, its exotic details easily confuse us. We must focus, however, on the overall message of the book. 

The fundamental truth of Revelation is the (eschatological) triumph of Christ over Satan. 

-All of the symbolism within the book points to and serves this tremendous message. 

-Set within the context of the biblical worldview of creation, fall, redemption and new creation, Revelation offers us a highly symbolic and sweeping picture of Christ's victory, and the message that Christ will return, and we can look forward to then complete renewal of God's kingdom.

The book of Revelation is a unique genre of literature. 

-First of all, most of it is apocalyptic literature. That means that it is cryptic and symbolic and concerned with God bringing an end to history. 

-It is also prophetic: The book had a message of comfort and encouragement for the churches who received it in their particular circumstances. 

-Finally, the book is written in the form of a letter to a specific audience, for a specific purpose.
To understand and interpret the book, it is important to delve into the various signs and symbols found in the visions. 

-Especially the number seven, signifying completeness of fullness, is an important symbol in the book. 

Furthermore, the book was written to the church in the first century A.D. and needs to be interpreted within the context of those historical times. There are several approaches to interpreting the book, each depending on the attitude taken toward the historical context of the writing.

However, the message of Revelation is not dependent upon a particular point of view. Instead, the book of Revelation is covenant history. It is part of the history of the redemption of God's people, and depicts events which occur between and during the first and second coming of Jesus Christ. Hence, it is intended to comfort and encourage God's covenant people in their struggle against Satan and his cunning ways: The slain Lamb is the ultimate and absolute victor in the battle between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan.

THIS IS SIMPLY FOR MY REFERENCE IN ANSWERING STUDENT QUESTIONS.
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Background

The book of Revelation is different in many ways from all the other books of the New Testament and is difficult to understand. "All the great interpreters of the past had difficulty with it. Martin Luther found it an offensive piece of work ... and John Calvin also had grave doubts about its value" (Drane, pp. 445-446). Interpretations have ranged widely, with most of them being political (e.g., Babylon represents Rome); Vanderwaal chooses a covenantal approach with Babylon representing Jerusalem (pp. 79-85).

Fortunately, the fundamental truths of Revelation do not depend on adopting a particular point of view. They are available to anyone who will read the book for its overall message and resist the temptation to become overly enamoured with the details. (The NIV Study Bible, p. 1924) 

Whatever interpretations we choose, covenant and kingdom must be the "enduring context" for reading Revelation and the biblical worldview of creation, fall, redemption, and new creation must inform our interpretations (Spykman, p. 538). Seen in this context, Revelation is a clear proclamation of Christ's triumph over Satan, and therefore serves as a source of comfort and encouragement to Christians who face antagonism and persecution for the sake of the kingdom.

Given to "his servant John," this book is "the revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place" (1:1). Accordingly, Jesus himself revealed the content of the book to John for him to pass on, first of all, "to the seven churches in the province of Asia" (1:4), and secondly, to all Christians everywhere.

The Author and Date

It is not clear who the John of Revelation is. Based on oral tradition, it is commonly assumed that the apostle John was the author. However, there are some doubts as to John's authorship because the grammar and Greek used in Revelation is inferior to that of the Johannine gospel and letters. But that does not necessarily mean another John wrote Revelation. Gundry is of the opinion that the differences in grammar and language could be because, "as a prisoner on the Island of Patmos in the Aegean Sea, John did not have the advantage of an amanuensis [professional writer] to smooth out his rough style, as he apparently had for his Gospel and Epistles" (p. 345).

Other scholars, such as Morris and Tenney agree with Gundry. According to Tenney, "The so-called grammatical mistakes are chiefly unidiomatic translations of Hebrew or Aramaic expressions, which would be impossible to render literally into Greek" (p. 721). Moreover, the writer was "in the Spirit" (1:10). "Written in excitement ... we must not expect calm, detached, polished prose" (Morris, p. 31). Whatever the case, the author was a well-known figure among Christians of the first century. "The use of the name John without qualification may point to the apostle as author .... Only one John was great enough among the Christians to need no description" (Morris, p. 27).

There are two main views regarding the date of the writing: during either the time of Emperor Nero (A.D. 54-68) or the time of Emperor Domitian (A.D. 81-96). Both of these emperors persecuted the Christians and it is evident from 2:10,2:13, and 3:10 that the book was written in a time of persecution. To support the Nero date, the number 666 (13:18) has been applied to indicate Nero because the numerical value of the letters in Nero Caesar add up to 666 (see Morris, pp. 168-169 for more details). However, "others take 666 as a symbol for the trinity of evil and imperfection - each digit falls short of the perfect number 7" (footnote, 13:18, The NW Study Bible). Some also suggest that the book was written after the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 because of the reference to the New Jerusalem.

Most authors appear to accept the later date of Domitian (A.D. 81-96). 

This "allows time for the growth of declension that is presupposed by the letters to the churches, and it fits better with the historical conditions of the Roman empire depicted in the symbolism" (Tenney, p. 721). Furthermore, "the early church father Irenaeus ... a protege of Polycarp who had sat under the tutelage of John himself ... dated the writing of Revelation during Domitian's emperorship" (Gundry, p. 345; see also Drane, p. 452).

Vanderwaal accepts the early date when Nero was emperor because his covenant interpretation sees Babylon as representing Jerusalem; the judgment prophesied was carried out in A.D. 70 when Jerusalem was destroyed by the Romans.

Recipients and Purpose

The book was written "to the seven churches in the province of Asia" (1:4): Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea. They are listed in this order perhaps because a messenger from John, crossing from Patmos to the mainland, would have taken a circular route, visiting them in this order (Eerdmans' Handbook to the Bible, p. 646, map). The churches were enduring or anticipating persecution from hostile Jews ("the synagogue of Satan," 3:9) and/or from the Romans, perhaps because of their refusal to participate in emperor worship. Each message contains words of praise and warning appropriate to the unique situation of each church.

Jesus gives a message suiting each specific church.

• The church at Ephesus (2:1-7) is praised for its perseverance, but warned because of its indifferent attitude towards the gospel.

• The church in Smyrna (2:8-11) is praised because of its perseverance against slander and encouraged to continue to be faithful "even to the point of death."

• Pergamum (2:12-17) is praised for its faithfulness but is rebuked for allowing heretics to be in its midst: Pergamum was the centre of emperor worship in the province of Asia.

• The church in Thyatira (2:18-29) is commended for its perseverance and zeal, but scolded for its tolerance of sexual immorality and pagan practices. Thyatira was an industrial city with many trade guilds which required that its members participate in heathen activities as part of the guilds' activities.

• The church in Sardis (3:1-6) pretends to be alive, but is dead; yet there are some loyal and faithful members who will be "dressed in white, for they are worthy." Sardis was noted for its clothing industry.

• The church in Philadelphia (3:7-13) was small ("little strength"), but endured patiently; Jesus does not rebuke them, but promises to keep them "from the hour of trial."

• The church in Laodicea (3:14-22) consisted of wealthy people who were concerned about their appearances and possessions more than anything else. The city was known for its prosperous banking industry, the manufacturing of black sheep wool, and its medical studies, especially the curing of eye diseases. Christ warns them that their affluence will destroy them, and advises them to acquire spiritual richness instead.

Churches with the characteristics of the seven churches of Revelation have existed throughout history, from the hard-working apostolic church to the lukewarm, increasingly worldly one; from the persecuted church to the one with an emphasis on doctrine but a lack of spiritual vitality. Consequently, Jesus' warnings speak to the church of all ages and occasions.

A Unique Genre of Literature

The book of Revelation is a unique type of literature. Filled with rich and diverse symbolism, it deals with future events, but these events are set in a recognizable first-century context. In form, Revelation is written as a letter to seven churches. According to Fee & Stuart, Revelation is a "unique, finely blended combination of three distinct literary types: apocalypse, prophecy and letter," though it is "primarily on apocalypse" (p. 206).

Apocalypse

1. Born either in persecution or in a time of great oppression, it concerns itself with God bringing an end to history, the end being the triumph of right and the final judgment of evil.

2. Apocalypses are literary works from the beginning, not spoken oracles. Prophets were told to speak; John, on the other hand, is told to "write what you have seen" (1:19).

3. Apocalyptic literature is filled with visions and dreams, and its language is cryptic and symbolic. Most apocalyptic literature was written under the pseudonym of an ancient worthy (e.g., Enoch) and given the appearance of great age ("seal it up" for a later day, i.e., now when it is being read).

4. The images were often forms of fantasy (a beast with seven heads) rather than of reality (salt).

5. They were formally stylized, neatly packaged into times and events, often using symbolic sets of numbers.

Prophecy

The Revelation to John fits most of these characteristics but it is clearly more than apocalypse: The apocalypse is intended to be a word of prophecy to the church. The book is not pseudonymous: At the very outset the identity of the writer is revealed. Furthermore, he is told not to seal up the prophecy of this book "because the time is near" (22:10). The other apocalytics wrote when prophecy had ceased and they awaited the end when the Spirit would come. John is not simply anticipating the end. He knows that it had already begun with the coming of Jesus. Crucial to this understanding is the advent of the Spirit ... John was 'in the Spirit' (1:10) when he was told to write what he saw. He calls his book 'this prophecy' (1:3) and says that 'the testimony of Jesus' (1:9), for which he and the church are suffering, is the 'spirit of prophecy' (19:10). This probably means that the message of Jesus, attested by him and to which John and the churches bear witness, is clear evidence that the prophetic Spirit had come. (Fee & Stuart, p. 208)

John clearly intends this apocalypse to be a prophetic word to the church. His book was not to be sealed for the future. It was a word from God. " ... to some churches in the latter part of the first century who are undergoing persecution from without and decay from within" (p.208).

Letter

Thirdly, the book of Revelation, is presented in the form of a letter, with all the characteristics of the letter form (see Unit 3, Lesson 1). It has a salutation, a praise to God (1:4-7) and a parting blessing (22:21). Moreover, John uses the first person pronoun and addresses his readers with the second person pronoun. This means that there was a specific occasion for the writing, namely the needs of the churches to which it is addressed.

Therefore, we must try to understand the book of Revelation in its original historical context. The book is covenant history and completes the story of the drama of salvation. Set in the first century A.D., it discloses "what is now and what will take place later" (1:19). In other words, it recounts the events between the first and second coming of Jesus Christ, between D-Day, when Jesus rose from the grave, and V-Day, when Satan will be completely and absolutely defeated.

Unit 6, Lesson 1

Student Activity 1

Revelation: A Letter to the Church

1. Read Revelation 1:1-3 and identify whose revelation the book is, to whom it was given, and why.

2. In 1:3, we read the first of seven beatitudes in the book. Who are "blessed"? Why? 

The other six are listed below in. Read each and tell why people are blessed.

14:13
16:15; 

19:9; 
20:6; 

22:7; 
22:14

3. Identify John, the writer, and the purpose that the island of Patmos served in those days.

4. The book of Revelation is a blend of three types of literature: apocalypse, prophecy, and letter. What characteristics of each of these do you find in chapters 1-3? 

Characteristics of apocalypse in the book

Characteristics of prophecy in the book

Characteristics of letter in the book

5. Sketch a map of the province of Asia and the seven churches mentioned in 1:11 (The NW Study Bible, p. 1928). Draw the route a messenger from Patmos would have taken to the seven churches in the order in which they are listed.

7. Read 2:1- 3:22 and briefly describe why each church received a letter from Jesus Christ, via John.
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