
How to Read Revelation 
Session 2 – Revelation 1:1-20 
 
John’s Use of the Old Testament: 
 
In order to best understand Revelation, there are several key stories or sections of the Old 
Testament that you should be familiar with: 
 

• The story of creation and the fall (Genesis 1-3) 
• The exodus story and the plagues on Egypt (Exodus 1-20) 
• Isaiah’s vision of a new heaven and new earth (Isaiah 40-66) 
• Ezekiel’s vision of a final battle and divine judgment (Ezekiel 37-48) 
• Zechariah’s important imagery (Zechariah 12-14) 
• The Book of Daniel 

 
Revelation 1:1-3 
 
The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that must 
soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, 2 who bore witness 
to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. 3 Blessed is the 
one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep 
what is written in it, for the time is near. 
 
Key Texts: Dan. 2:28-30 
 
Notes:  
 
What is a revelation? It is a revealing of things not previously known (cf. Dan. 2:28-30; Col. 
1:26). 
 
What does it mean to say that the time is near?  
 
Are We Living in the Last Days? 
 
When most people think of the “last days,” they think of the events immediately preceding the 
second coming of Jesus. 
 
How does the New Testament talk about the “last days?” 

• Acts 2:17 
• Hebrews 1:2 
• 1 Peter 1:20 
• 1 John 2:18 

 
According to the New Testament, we have been in the “last days” for the past 2,000 years.  
 



Rather than providing us with detailed signs of the end, the Bible often uses the second coming 
of Jesus to cultivate watchfulness and urgency in followers of Jesus: 
 

• Texts: Rom. 13:11-12; 16:20; Phil. 4:5; 1 Pt. 4:7; Heb. 10:25; Js. 5:8; Rev. 3:3; 16:15 
 
Part of what it means to be a Christian is to learn how to live with the tension of the “already and 
not yet.” 
 
Oscar Cullmann argued that God has revealed himself in history through a series of redemptive 
acts. The first coming of Jesus is the great mid-point of history. 
  
Cullmann’s analogy is a stirring one because he compares the position of the disciple of Jesus 
with that of a person living between D-Day (June 1944) and V-Day (Spring 1945) during World 
War II. D-Day was when the allied troops invaded Europe and began to push the German army 
back to Germany, while V-Day was when they actually claimed victory:  
 
“The decisive battle in a war may already have occurred in a relatively early stage of the war, 
and yet the war still continues. Although the decisive effect of that battle is perhaps not 
recognized by all, it nevertheless already means victory. But the war must still be carried on for 
an undefined time, until “Victory Day.” Precisely this is the situation of which the New 
Testament is conscious, as a result of the recognition of the new division of time; the revelation 
consists precisely in the fact of the proclamation that that event on the cross, together with the 
resurrection which followed, was the already concluded decisive battle.”  
 
We live in an overlap of ages between the first and second coming of Jesus: 
 

• Christ has already won the decisive victory (Col. 2:15; Heb. 2:14), but we continue to 
fight in a spiritual battle (Eph. 6:10). 

• We’re already in the kingdom of God (Col. 1:13-14), but we await its final 
consummation (Rev. 11:15).  

• We already experience God’s presence (Eph. 1:13-14), but we will experience it fully in 
the future (Rev. 21:3). 

• We have already been resurrected (Rom. 6:1-10), but we await a final resurrection to 
come (Rev. 20:4-6). 

 
 
John’s reminder that one is blessed if they hear and keep these words reminds us of the book’s 
purpose. It’s not primarily about predicting the future. It’s about being a faithful disciple in a 
fallen world.  
 
Revelation 1:4-6 
 
4 John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from him who is and who 
was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are before his throne, 5 and from Jesus 
Christ the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth. To him who 



loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood 6 and made us a kingdom, priests to his God 
and Father, to him be glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen.  
 
Key Texts: Ex. 3:14; Isa. 41:4; 43:10; 44:6; 48:12; Zech. 4:2-7; Ps. 89:27; Jn. 3:32-33; Ex. 19:3-
6; Col. 1:15ff.; 1 Pt. 2:9; Gal. 3:7 
 
Notes: 
 
What significance does the number “seven” have in the book of Revelation? You see it 
everywhere.  
 
It means completeness or totality. Where do we get this idea?  

• Seven days of creation (Gen. 2:1-3) 
• The Sabbatical Year (Ex. 23:10-11) 
• The Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25:8-17) 

 
What does John mean by writing to seven churches? He’s writing to the entire church. Even 
though he’s writing to seven specific churches, he’s writing for the benefit of all followers of 
Jesus. Look at the conclusion to any of the letters (e.g., Rev. 2:7). 
 
There was likely 25-50 miles between each of these churches. 
 
John’s description of God – Who is and who was and who is to come 
 
Texts: Ex. 3:14; Isa. 41:4; 43:10; 44:6; 48:12 
 
What is being stressed? The eternality of God. The sovereignty of God. 
 
This was an important lesson for Christians facing persecution. He’s in control. 
 
However, this was also a shot at the Greek and Roman gods.  
 
We have examples of Zeus, the chief god of Greek mythology being described as: “Zeus who 
was, Zeus who is, Zeus who will be.” 
 
Throughout Revelation, John is going to borrow imagery and language from the broader 
religious culture, we’ll see this again in a second, to say that John’s God was the true God, not 
the false God’s that the Romans worshiped.  
 
The Seven Spirits before his throne: 
 
Again, what does the word seven mean? Fulfillment. Completion. 
 
This is another way of describing the Holy Spirit.  
 
This is an allusion to Zechariah 4:2-7. In verse six, we are told that this “fire” is the Spirit. 



How does John describe Jesus here?  
 

• He is the faithful witness and the firstborn of the dead. This language comes from Ps. 
89:27, 37. This Psalm speaks of David as an “anointed king” who would rule over all his 
enemies and whose seed will be established on his throne (cf. 2 Sam. 7:13-16). 

• Paul uses this language for Jesus in Colossians 1:18. 
• Jesus died, but he was no ruling and reigning. This was an important message for 

Christians facing the prospect of death. 
 
Jesus is also the ruler of kings on the earth (cf. Ps. 89). Do you understand how dangerous it 
would have been for John to make this claim? 
 
Through his death, Jesus has made us a kingdom and priests. 
 
Where does this language come from?  
 
It’s based on Exodus 19:6. What was true of Israel is now true of the church.  
 
As priests, how do we serve God?  
 
See 1 Peter 2:9 
 
We serve God through worship (Rom. 12:1; Heb. 10:19-20), and we have direct access to God 
(Heb. 10:19-20). 
 
When the church faced persecution, they needed to be reminded of who they were. 
 
Revelation 1:7-8 
 
7 Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, 
and all tribes of the earth will wail on account of him. Even so. Amen. 8 “I am the Alpha and the 
Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.”  
 
Key Texts: Dan. 7:13-14; Zech. 12:10; 14:17; Jn. 19:37; Matt. 24:30 
 
Notes:  
 
What is John describing here? What event is he referring to? 
 
Let’s go back to Daniel 7 and find out.  
 
What direction is the cloud taking this son of man? Not from heaven to earth, but from earth to 
heaven. And what happens when he arrives? He’s given authority and power (Dan. 7:14). 
 
This is the establishment of Jesus as king, but again, when did this happen? 
 



• Matt. 26:63-65; Acts 1:9; Matt. 28:16-20 
 
John isn’t yet talking about the future coming of Jesus. He’s reminding them who Jesus is. He is 
the one with authority and power.  
 
When did every eye see the one they pierced? Zech. 12:1; Jn. 19:37. 
 
There is a weird mix of pronouns in the Zechariah passage.  
 
Many commentators understand that God is pierced when his representative the Shepherd (Zech. 
13:7) is pierced. 
 
These seem to be tears of repentance. Matthew uses this imagery in Matthew 24:30. 
 
One day we will look on the crucified Messiah with contrition and despair. 
 
I am the Alpha and the Omega (the first and last letter of the Greek alphabet). Again, eternality. 
He is over all. He is sovereign.  
 
 
Revelation 1:9-11 
 
9 I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance 
that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus. 10 I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice 
like a trumpet 11 saying, “Write what you see in a book and send it to the seven churches, to 
Ephesus and to Smyrna and to Pergamum and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and 
to Laodicea.”  
 
Key Texts: Ex. 19:16; Ezek. 3:12 
 
Notes: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Revelation 1:12-16 
 
12 Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven golden 
lampstands, 13 and in the midst of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long robe 
and with a golden sash around his chest. 14 The hairs of his head were white, like white wool, like 
snow. His eyes were like a flame of fire, 15 his feet were like burnished bronze, refined in a 
furnace, and his voice was like the roar of many waters. 16 In his right hand he held seven stars, 



from his mouth came a sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining in full 
strength.  
 
Key Texts: Dan. 7:9; Dan. 10:6; Ezek. 1:24; Isa. 11:4; 49:2 
 
Notes: 
 
We know this is Jesus, but who does Jesus look like here? 
 
Again, we’re not done with Daniel 7 yet. Look back at Daniel 7:9. 
 
Jesus looks a lot like the Ancient of Days. What is John saying? Jesus is God.  
 
More of Jesus’s description here is found in Daniel 10:6; Ezek. 1:24; Isa. 11:4; 49:2.  
 
But what about the imagery of Jesus holding seven stars? Where does that come from. 
 
This image is of a coin the emperor Domitian had minted in the early 80s. He had a son die when 
he was young, and so on this coin he put his son, sitting on top of the world among…seven stars.  
 
The inscription around the coin reads, “Divine Caesar, Emperor Domitian.” 
 
And if this child’s father was divine, then what is he? Well, he’s a son of god in a position of 
power and authority.  
 
And yet, what image does John give us? Jesus is not a Son of God merely among the stars, he’s 
the one who holds them in his hand. 
 
Domitian is not god. This child is not son of God. It’s Jesus. 
 
Do you get how dangerous this was? This was scandalous imagery in the first century world. 
John was regularly subverting popular political propaganda. We’ll see this throughout the book. 
 
Revelation 1:17-20 
 
17 When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right hand on me, saying, 
“Fear not, I am the first and the last, 18 and the living one. I died, and behold I am alive 
forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades. 19 Write therefore the things that you have 
seen, those that are and those that are to take place after this. 20 As for the mystery of the seven 
stars that you saw in my right hand, and the seven golden lampstands, the seven stars are the 
angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches. 
 
Key Texts: Dan. 10:8-20 
 
Notes: 



The seven lampstands imagery comes from Zech. 4:2-6. It stands for the temple furniture that 
would give off light in front of the holy of holies.  
 
Now, we are the place where God’s presence is felt. We are the place where the Spirit is active. 
 
In Revelation 1:17, the fourfold pattern found in Daniel 10:8-20 is discovered: 
 

1. The prophet observes a vision. 
2. He falls on his face in fear. 
3. Subsequently he is strengthened by a heavenly being. 
4. Receives further revelation from him. 

 
John is placing his message on the same level as OT prophecy. His experience is like theirs. 
 
 
 
 


