
INTRODUCTION

Revelation is possibly the most fascinating book in the Bible, It was written in the form
of apocalyptic literature, which makes use of symbols and figures to express spiritual
concepts. Sometimes the figures described are almost beyond our ability to visualize. Yet,
God gave these symbols to the apostle John to be written down for our study and
understanding. We know these symbols are understandable because 22:9 says that we can
keep the sayings of this book” and 22:14 says that those who “do his commandments”
will he blessed. Certainly God will not promise to bless us with sayings which cannot be
understood.

Because the meanings of these symbols are so misunderstood, Revelation is becoming
widely used in the “Christian world” today as the basis for beliefs which are totally
contrary to the teachings of the New Testament. There are almost as many theories about
the meanings of these symbols as there are writers who attempt to interpret them. There
are premillennial theories, postmillennial theories, and a host of individual interpretations
within each of these. With so many different interpretations of the book, a great deal of
confusion surrounds it, so much so that many people avoid studying it altogether.

Many who seek to interpret the book give the symbols such fanciful meanings that they
cannot possibly have any scriptural foundation. It is impossible to interpret Revelation
correctly without first having a proper understanding of the New Testament and God’s
plan of salvation for man. Revelation is inspired by God, and we must treat it
accordingly. We must not arbitrarily apply meanings to these symbols without some
biblical or historical authority.

This book is not intended to be a comparison or refutation of the many different
interpretations being proposed today. It is an attempt to derive the meaning of the
symbols by examining how they are used throughout the Bible and applying that meaning
to these symbols as they are used in Revelation. It may also be necessary to rely on
secular history to determine the meaning of certain symbols, especially the numbers that
are used throughout the book. These numbers will be interpreted strictly in accordance
with their usage by the people at the time of the writing of the book In some cases it may
be possible to actually determine the meaning of certain symbols and numbers from their
usage in the text. By doing this, we hope to arrive at some logical meanings of the
symbols used in Revelation.

These are interpretations, not proofs. We believe these interpretations are correct and
that they will serve to strengthen our faith in and knowledge of God’s Word. We hope to
provide an understanding that will enable Christians to combat those who challenge our
beliefs with the unbelievable interpretations. We cannot expect to “prove” this to the
world, but, hopefully, it will strengthen our faith by giving us a better understanding of
God’s Word.

Many people believe that we cannot arrive at the true meanings of Revelation, but we
must remember that the term “revelation” means to reveal, not to conceal. God has
revealed many things to us in this great book. We must not let them remain hidden by
leaving its covers closed. The lessons contained in Revelation are hidden from many
people, but not because God desires this to be so. They are hidden because of man’s own
misunderstanding of the New Testament. (See 2 Cor. 4:3)

This presents a major problem in researching this book. Many people who have written
books interpreting Revelation do not have the correct understanding of the New
Testament. Also, many writers who are correct in their beliefs concerning the Scriptures
are greatly influenced by those who are not. This is understandable because in our
attempts to learn more about God’s Word, we read and study those materials that we have
available. Therefore, we have a situation in which most of the literature available



concerning Revelation is written without using the Bible as a basis for determining the
meaning of these symbols. Without using biblical definitions of these symbols, it is
impossible to arrive at their correct meanings. We will strive to use the Bible as the basis
of all interpretations.
The King James Version was chosen as the text in this book because more people are
familiar with its reading than any other translation. In passages where there is some
question concerning the translation, the American Standard Version will also be quoted.

A METHOD OF INTERPRETATION

Different methods are used to interpret Revelation. Four of the most widely accepted are:
(1) futurist, (2) preterist, (3) historicist, and (4) philosophy of history. It is not within the
scope of this book to explain these different methods of interpretation. For further
information, two good sources are: (1) James Burton Coffman. Commentary on
Revelation1 and 2) Ray Summers, Worthy Is the Lamb.2 A fifth method is the parallelist.
Coffman uses this method as does William Hendriksen in his book, More Than
Conquerors.3 About the parallelist method Coffman states: “As yet, this is not a widely
recognized ‘school’ of interpretation,”4 but it will be “far more widely received in the
future than at present.”5 This is the method of interpret we will follow.

The parallelist method divides Revelation into separate and distinct visions covering
the entire Christian age from the first coming of Christ until judgment. Each vision,
though it covers the same period of time, has a separate meaning from all other visions.
Each vision will describe different things, both physical and spiritual, taking place during
this present Christian age. It is important to understand this parallelist method because it
vastly differs from the methods that have been used for years. Many of the writers of
recent times have used the historicist method. It basically says that the events described in
Revelation have already been fulfilled by certain events that have occurred in past history.
In contrast, those using the parallelist method say that the book is being fulfilled
continually throughout the entire Christian age. According to this method, the visions
describe general principles that have application for all Christians of all ages and do not
necessarily represent some specific event that has already occurred or will take place in
the future.

By using this method of interpretation, we will undertake to show that the hook of
Revelation was written to Christians of all ages. We believe that Revelation has the same
meanings for Christians today as it did for Christians in the time of the apostle John. We
realize that Christians at the time of the writing of Revelation may have had tremendous
advantages over us in understanding the book: (1) They were near to the time of Christ.
(2) They may have still possessed special gifts from God. (3) They were also familiar
with the Hebrew language and its usage of symbols and numbers. If Revelation does
apply to Christians today as it did to those in the first century. that makes it even more
important that we study and understand this marvelous book.

SYMBOLISM

Realizing that Revelation is a book of symbols is an important concept to understand
before entering into our study. These symbols must not be taken literally, but should be
thought of as a description of events God is revealing to us. Most writers who interpret
Revelation apply figurative meanings to at least some of the symbols; others interpret
them literally. We must keep in mind that these symbols are figurative in nature, and we
must search the Scriptures to find their correct meanings. We must take care to have a



biblical reason for the meaning of these symbols and not arbitrarily apply any meaning we
might like in order to make it fit our interpretation.

Revelation is difficult to study verse by verse because many times the meaning of a
symbol used in one passage may have to be derived from a passage not yet studied. There
are also symbols that may be best understood by collectively studying all passages
dealing with them. For these reasons, we are including in this introduction the meanings
of some of the most important symbols. We will not attempt to give reasons for arriving
at these particular meanings in this introduction because they will be discussed in detail in
the text. It will be helpful to study these definitions along with the passages in which they
are used before entering into a verse by verse study of the book.

Another important concept to understand concerning these symbols is that more than
one symbol may be used to describe the same thing. Just as we might describe an item by
giving its size, color, and shape, several symbols may be used to describe the same force
operating in this world. Each symbol is used to identify different characteristics of that
which is being described.

Some of the major symbols along with reference passages, definitions, and definition
passages when applicable are these:

Symbol Reference Passage Definition Passage Definition

Babylon the     18:2, 10 The great city;18:3; 1 Chron. 9:1
great Religious powers

which control the
lives of many people

Beast out of 11:7; 13:11; Religious powers Dan. 7; 13:15
the earth 17:8, 11 which control the

lives of many people
upon the earth

Beast out of 13:1; 17:8, Civil governments Dan. 7
the sea 11 which rule this

world

Bride 21:9 The church Rom 7:4

False prophet 16:13; Religious powers 2 Pet. 2:1
19:20; which practice false
20:10 teachings

First 20:5 Spiritual resurrec- Eph. 2:5, 6

resurrection tion; Baptism

Great city 11:8; 17:18; Those people who 17:2, 18
18:10 worship God but

not according to
the teachings of the
Bible; The apostate
church

Holy city, Holy 2 1:2,10; The church Heb. 12:22, 23
Jerusalem, 22:19
New Jerusalem



Lamb 5:6,12 Christ Jn. 1:29

Mountains 6:14; 8:8; Great governmental Amos 4:1
17:9 powers which rule

this world

Overcome 1; 2; 21:7 Obedience to the 1 Jn. 5:4, 5
gospel

Second death 20:14; 21:8 Spiritual death; 21:8
Destruction in hell

Sun, moon, 6:12,13; Lights of the world; (See

and stars 8:12; 12:4 Those forces which comments

direct the physical on 6:12)

and spiritual lives

of people

Temple 11:1, 19; The church; The 1 Cor. 3:16;
15:8 dwelling place of 2 Cor. 6:16

God

White robes 3:4,18; 7:9, The righteousness 19:8
13-14; 19:8 of saints

1/4 part of 6:8 The physical part of (See comments
man man’s being on 6:8.)

1/3 part of 8; 9; 12:4 The spiritual part of (See
man man's being introduction

to the series of
seven 
trumpets.)

1000 years 20:4, 6 The Christian dis- (See 
pensation; The comments
gospel age on 

introduction
to chapter 20.)

NUMEROLOGY

To correctly interpret Revelation, it is also important to understand how numbers are
used in the book. They, like symbols, have figurative meanings instead of literal. Most of
the numbers are used as a description of something rather than as having an absolute
numerical value. For example, the number “144,000” is used to represent the entire
redeemed from the earth, not a literal “144,000” people. The Christians of the first
century probably had a better understanding of these numbers than we have some two
thousand years later, but we can determine the use of many of these numbers by studying
how they were used in the Hebrew language. Summers states: “In that early day, when
language was primitive and the vocabulary meager, one Hebrew word sometimes was



compelled to do duty for a score of diverse meanings. Under such conditions men came
naturally to use numbers as we use words.”6 Numbers came to have a certain descriptive
meaning just as words do. We do this to a certain extent in our language. For example,
we tend to associate the number “13” with being unlucky. The following is a brief
explanation of some of the numbers used in Revelation. Others will be discussed later as
they appear in the text. (For further information, Summers has an excellent section on
numerology.)

Number Definition

1 Unity or the ability to stand alone. God is 1.

2 Strength or courage. 2 are stronger than 1. The
disciples of Jesus went out by 2’s.

3 Deity. The divine or spiritual number. The Godhead
is 3fold in nature: God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit.

4 This physical world in which we live. The 4 winds
and 4 corners of the earth are frequently used. There
are also 4 directions of the earth: north, south, east,
and west

.
7 Perfection. A sacred number; the perfect divine

number, “3,” plus the perfect number of this 
physical world, “4,” equals “7” or total perfection.

10 Completeness. If a person has all 10 fingers and 
toes, he is humanly complete. The number “5” is 
used in connection with this to mean half complete 
or more specifically, incomplete or short of 
perfection.

1000 10 x 10 x 10 Ultimate completeness.

12 Organized religion. There were 12 tribes of Israel

and apostles. These represent the two laws which

God gave man to follow.

6 Evil. This number falls short of the perfect number,
“7.” It carries with it the idea of impending doom or
destruction.

3½ A time of despair or confusion. This number is 
expressed several ways such as time, times, and half
a time, 1260 days, and 42 months.

144,000 The entire redeemed from the earth; all God’s 
people of all ages.
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