
LEADER’S EDITION

Revelation Dennis E. Johnson



LEADER’S EDITION

Revelation

Dennis E. Johnson



Revelation: Leaders Edition

by Dennis E. Johnson

© 2021 Core Christianity
13230 Evening Creek Drive

Suite 220–222
San Diego, CA 92128

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,

electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system,

without permission in writing from the publisher.

Design and Creative Direction by Metaleap Creative
Cover Illustration by Peter Voth

Printed in the United States of America

First Printing March 2021



Contents

05 INTRODUCTION Why This Study? 

08 LESSON 1 The Unveiling to John: 
 A Bizarre Glimpse of Unimaginable Hope (1:1–8)

22 LESSON 2 The Son of Man in the Midst of his Churches (1:9–3:22) 
  

38 LESSON 3 Worthy Is the Lamb (4:1–5:14) 
  

52 LESSON 4 Seals Broken: 
 Just Vengeance and Vindication Foreshadowed (6:1–8:5)

68 LESSON 5 Trumpets Sounded: 
 Vengeance and Vindication Escalated (8:6–11:19)

82 LESSON 6 The Turning Point: Messiah and his Mother vs. the Dragon            
 and its Beasts (12:1–13:18; 17:1–18)

96 LESSON 7 Conquerors, Angels, Harvests, and Plagues (14:1–16:21) 
 

110 LESSON 8 Babylon the Prostitute: 
  Affluent, Violent, Shattered (17:1–19:3)

124 LESSON 9 The Wrath of the Lamb on the Beasts, the Dragon, and Their   
  Followers (19:4–20:15)

140 LESSON 10 All Things New (21:1–22:21) 
 

156 RESOURCES  
                                          





5

introduction

Why  
This  

Study?



6

Revelation

Introduction

To begin, we would like to thank you—students, congregants, church leaders, elders, pastors, and 
churches—for supporting and using this Bible study. We hope it enriches your Christian life, chal-
lenges your heart, and builds up your faith to the glory of God. 

Why Revelation?  

Revelation can be a difficult book. Heated debates erupt over the meaning and fulfillment of the 
book’s dramatic visions, resulting in deep divides even among committed Christians. Its rich sym-
bolism leaves us scratching our heads. And yet, Revelation is intended to bring comfort and hope 
to the believer, promising rich blessings to the one who hears and heeds its words (Rev. 1:3). It 
calls believers to patient endurance, infusing us with strength to endure the spiritual warfare we 
face every day. In this Bible study, we'll see that Revelation is for the everyday Christian as it lifts 
our eyes to the Lamb who was slain for our redemption and reorients us to the wonderful hope we 
have in our conquering King.

All of our studies are designed with several things in mind:  

1.      to AdVAncE tHE GoSPEL. 

The Pew Research Center reports a rapidly changing religious landscape in the U.S., with the 
percentage of those identifying as atheist, agnostic, or “nothing in particular” up nine percent 
in just the last 10 years.1 Almost 60 percent of our youth leave their churches as young adults, 
and this number is growing

Despite this unsettling news, the core message of Christianity—the gospel—is still capable of 
renewing our lives and the church.

Rather than worrying or acting out of fear and self-preservation, the best hope for Christians, 
the church, and people who feel pressure to abandon their faith is the historic Christian faith, 
the gospel announcement of what God has done through Jesus Christ for the world.

2.  to SPEAK to HonESt QuEStionS. 

Many in our evangelical, Baptist, Reformed, Lutheran, and Anglican churches have honest 
questions about faith and life that they may be afraid to ask. We shaped this study to address 
the concerns of long-time Christians, new Christians, Christians with wavering faith, and 
skeptics alike.

3.  to  E n G AG E  t H E  d r A M A  o F  S c r i Pt u r E ,  t E Ac H  t H E  d o ct r i n E  o F  H i Sto r i c 
c H r i S t i A n i t Y,  M oV E  u S  to  d oXo Lo GY  ( W o r S H i P ) ,  A n d  E n A B L E  H E A Lt H Y 
diSciPLESHiP. 

Our studies are written to show how doctrine naturally arises out of the Bible’s narrative of 
Jesus Christ and his saving work. We designed the reflection and discussion questions with a 

1 Pew Research Center, “In U.S., Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace: An update on America’s changing religious land-
scape,” October 17, 2019, https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/.
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practical emphasis to help you engage the material in a prayerful way that should inspire worship 
and lead to a fuller understanding of how to live as a disciple of Christ. 

4.  to BE uSEFuL in A VAriEt Y oF SEttinGS. 

We wrote this study thinking of Sunday school classes, Bible study groups, informal gatherings 
among friends, and individuals who want to learn more about the Christian faith. Each lesson 
includes a series of short sections containing a reading and a set of reflection questions. The 
leader’s edition of this study has group discussion questions so that Christians can come 
together to share insights, ask questions, pray together, and be equipped to share what they’re 
learning with friends and family.

We recommend you work through one lesson per week. If meeting with a group, we suggest 
reading the lesson and answering the questions on your own first. 

Note to Leaders (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

Again, thank you for supporting and using this Bible study. Here are some tips for doing this 
study with a group:

• Encourage every group member to get their own copy of the Bible study so they can read the 
lesson in advance and answer the reflection questions in preparation to share their thoughts 
with the group each week.

• Prepare in advance to lead the discussion. Your leader’s edition has additional sections 
(highlighted with gray boxes) to help you lead your time together. It also contains page 
numbers for the study book to help leaders cue the correct page.

• Though it’s common for discussion to stay at the intellectual level, the questions in this study 
are aimed at being practical. Help and encourage your group members to think about how the 
truth of God’s word intersects with their daily lives by modeling your own personal reflection 
and application.

• Be patient with your discussion time. Leading a group discussion is hard! It takes practice, 
and it can take time for people to feel comfortable sharing. It can also be frustrating when 
people come unprepared, but your grace and patience will help people to continue showing up.

• Invite people to participate by asking for volunteers to read a passage of Scripture or a section 
of the study, or by closing in prayer at the end. Welcome their thoughts and reflections. 
Invite questions. The more people participate in the study, the more they will enjoy their 
time, and the more they will learn. 

• Keep in mind that you don’t have to follow the lesson exactly as it’s written. The written 
materials are designed to aid you, not lock you into a certain mode. Feel free to change things 
to fit your context and level of experience in teaching. 

Ultimately, remember that it’s God who is at work in his word, and he is faithful!



“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.”  

Revelation 1:3
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A Bizarre Glimpse of 
Unimaginable Hope
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Pray (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

O Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come, seated on the throne of the universe, we 
desperately need the sevenfold blessing you’ve promised to those who hear and keep all you 
revealed to your servant John on Patmos! We inhabit a world gone wrong in every way imaginable, 
broken and soiled by our human sin, infected by injustice and abuse, rage and violence, disease 
and disaster and death. Through the prophetic visions you granted to John, our brother and 
partner in tribulation, kingdom, and patient endurance in Jesus, open our eyes to perceive the 
age-old spiritual conflict underlying this world’s visible woes. More importantly, unveil to us the 
glorious triumph of Jesus, the Lamb who was slain to redeem us, and who now lives and reigns 
forever. In the name of the One who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, Amen.

Read Together: Revelation 1:1–8 (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

Opening Reflection Questions (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

1. What situation in world news, church life, or your own experience makes it hard for you to 
believe, deep down, that an almighty, all-wise, all-good God is “on the throne,” controlling 
everything that happens?

2. What’s your “gut reaction” to the book of Revelation? Some gravitate to Revelation, expect-
ing it to help them anticipate the events and timing of the end of the world. Others avoid 
Revelation, since its imagery is confusing and the book breeds controversies. What are your 
expectations when you open this last book of the Bible?

3. From your previous acquaintance with the book of Revelation, how would you explain the 
practical usefulness of this book in Christians’ everyday lives?
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Read Revelation 1:1–8 (BIBLE STUDY P. 10)

Why Study Revelation?

The book of Revelation is the last book in the Bible, both in the order it appears and probably in 
the date of its composition. It’s the fitting finale to the whole story of redemption that began in 
Genesis, with creation, humanity’s fall into sin, and the promise of a woman’s offspring who, through 
his own suffering, would defeat and destroy Satan (Gen. 3:15). Revelation has appropriately been 
called, “the climax of prophecy,”1 because the themes of judgment and salvation, proclaimed by God’s 
messengers throughout history, converge in the visions shown to John on the island of Patmos 
where he is imprisoned for the sake of the gospel. As the tree of life was in the paradise of God in 
the beginning, so the tree reappears in the New Jerusalem as the story reaches its end (Gen. 2:9; 
Rev. 21:3; 22:2). God’s archenemy, who seduced Adam and Eve through a serpent (Gen. 3:1–13), 
reappears in Revelation as the dragon, “that ancient serpent, who is called the devil and Satan” 
(Rev. 12:9; 20:2). And Revelation portrays this evil enemy’s two-phase defeat: first, the blood of 
the Lamb has already disbarred the accuser from pressing charges against those who maintain 
the testimony of Jesus (12:10–11); and finally, the Lamb is still to come as King of kings and Lord of 
lords, to destroy the serpent-dragon forever (19:11–21; 20:7–10).

But many Christians and non-Christians today find Revelation to be a daunting, difficult book. Unlike 
other New Testament books, it’s filled with dramatic visions—mini-narratives—that are loaded with 
symbolism. Some symbols are explained (1:20), but many are not. Even some of the explanations of 
symbols (for example, 17:7–18) are not clear to us, reading at a distance of over 1900 years from 
when John received this message of hope. As a result, Revelation seems to breed controversy. 
Debates over its meaning and fulfillment often generate more heat than light, more conflict than 
comfort among followers of Jesus.  

Moreover, although the story offers hope and ends well, the path that leads to the bliss of the New 
Jerusalem in a new heavens and earth is strewn with violence and bloodshed, warfare and destruction, 
human hostility and divine wrath. This forecast of “things that must soon take place” (1:1) is not for 
the faint of heart. It’s not the place to turn in our Bibles for a cheerful mood-lifter when we find 
ourselves in a dark place. To compound the problem, Revelation, like many of the Psalms and the Old 
Testament prophets, announces without embarrassment or apology that the true and living God is 
a just judge who will hold every human being accountable for our thoughts, words, and actions. In 
fact, the same Lamb who was slain to redeem people from sin, guilt, and eternal death is the Lamb 
whose righteous wrath will so terrify his enemies that they’ll beg mountains to crush them, to hide 
them from his fiery justice (Rev. 5:9–10; 6:16–17). 

Why, then, should we invest hard work to try to understand this difficult and discomforting document 
that stands at the end of our Bibles? Three reasons: 

First, its opening words—“the revelation of Jesus christ”—promise a glimpse of the source of true 
joy, the subject of our heart’s deepest longing. “Revelation” reflects the Greek word apokalypsis, 
a compound term that paints a vivid picture: the taking “away” (apo) of a “veil” (kalymma), so that 
what (in this case, who) stands behind the veil can be seen. Revelation “unveils” Jesus. It makes 
visible his glory as the Lord of all history and his grace as the redeemer of his people, who cling to 
the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. 

Revelation is “of” Jesus in two senses. First, it’s revealed by Jesus—a series of scenes of the age-old, 

1 Richard Bauckham, The Climax of Prophecy: Studies on the Book of Revelation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1993).
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behind-the-scenes conflict between God and Satan that finds expression in the wars and woes 
that litter world history and our daily experience. As Revelation 1:1–2 explains, God entrusted this 
“unveiling” to Jesus, so that he could “show his servants the things that must soon take place.” 
He conveyed it through his angel to John, who in turn testified to “all that he saw.” So, Jesus is 
the revealer. But Jesus is also the revealed, the one whose true identity is displayed through this 
book: his divinity and humanity, his humiliating suffering, and sovereign command of everyone and 
everything. When the Lamb receives the scroll—God’s agenda for establishing his kingdom fully and 
finally, vanquishing every enemy—from the hand of the Enthroned One (Rev. 5), his opening of its 
seals (Rev. 6:1–17; 8:1) shows he’s not a mere messenger. The Lamb not only unveils but also executes 
the Father’s agenda for global, in fact universal, history. In the long run, what Revelation shows us 
about Jesus is even more important than what Jesus shows us about our history and experience in 
Revelation! More crucial than a map of what the future holds is deeply knowing who holds the future!

Second, God promises to bless those who hear and heed revelation. We’re familiar with Jesus’ 
beatitudes in the Sermon on the Mount, his surprising announcement that the poor in spirit, the 
mourners, the meek, and the persecuted are the truly happy people, blessed under the favor of God 
(Matt. 5:2–12). The same Jesus who spoke those blessings on earth now speaks seven blessings on his 
faithful followers from heaven. The first of these (Rev. 1:3) assures “the one who reads” and “those 
who hear and keep” the things written in this book of prophecy. This wording implies the way the first 
generations of Christians received God’s word in Revelation and other New Testament books: since 
they had a single hand-written copy, one would read aloud to the congregation, while everyone else 

nAMES And titLES oF JESuS in tHE BooK oF rEVELAtion 

1. Jesus (1:1–2, 5, 9; 12:17; 14:12; 17:6; 
19:10; 20:4; 22:16, 20–21)

2. Christ (Messiah) (1:1–2, 5; 11:15; 
12:10; 20:4)

3. The faithful witness (1:5; 3:14)

4. Firstborn of the dead (1:5; see 22:16)

5. Ruler of the kings of the earth (1:5)

6. Him who loves us and has freed us 
from our sins by his blood (1:5)

7. One like a son of man (1:13)

8. The first and the last, and the living 
one (1:17–18; 2:8)

9. The Son of God (2:18)

10. The Amen, the faithful and true 
witness (3:14)

11. The Lion of the tribe of Judah (5:5)

12. The Root of David (5:5)

13. The Lamb who had been slain (5:6, 
9, 12–13; 6:1, 16; 7:9–10, 14, 17; 8:1; 
12:11; 13:8; 14:1, 4; 17:14; 19:7, 9; 21:9, 
14, 22–23, 27; 22:1, 3)

14. The woman’s male child (12:4–5, 13)

15. Faithful and True (19:11; see 1:5; 3:14)

16. The Word of God (19:13)

17. Lord of lords and King of kings 
(17:14; 19:16)

18. The Alpha and Omega, the first and 
the last, the beginning and the end 
(22:13; see 1:17–18; 2:8)

19. The root and descendant of David 
(22:16)

20. The bright morning star (22:16; see 
2:28)
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listened intently, eagerly taking in what they heard. That original scenario greatly helps us, who hold 
Bibles in our hands and can read them for ourselves, especially in two ways. First, since God’s people 
could receive God’s blessing by taking in and “keeping” the message of Revelation simply by hearing 
it read aloud, we can be confident that God has given us this book not to confuse us or to hide his 
truth, but rather to “unveil” to us realities that will bring us his blessing. Second, since Revelation 
was designed to be consumed by hearing, we can appreciate the effectiveness of its pervasive use 
of visual symbolism. John’s descriptions of what he saw paint vivid, dramatic pictures on our own 
imaginations, so we can recall the scenes and reflect on what they mean. The Lord Jesus’ promise 
of blessing to all who hear and heed Revelation’s message makes our quest worthwhile.

SEVEn BLESSinGS in rEVELAtion

• 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. (1:3)

• Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on. “Blessed indeed,” says the Spirit, 
“that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them!” (14:13)

• Blessed is the one who stays awake, keeping his garments on, that he may not go about 
naked and be seen exposed! (16:15)

• Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb. (19:9)

• Blessed and holy is the one who shares in the first resurrection! (20:6)

• Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book. (22:7)

• Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of 
life and that they may enter the city by the gates. (22:14)

third, we are under attack. Revelation shows how much we need God’s blessing by bringing out 
of the shadows vicious, violent, deceptive enemies who can easily destroy us if left to ourselves. 
Symbolic visions in the heart of Revelation (chapters 12–18) show graphically how cunning and 
ruthless the church’s enemies—the dragon, the beast, the false prophet, the whore—really are. The 
dragon, Satan, has been defeated decisively by the death and resurrection of Christ (Rev. 12). In his 
desperation and frustration, Satan still wages war against Jesus’ people through violent persecution 
(the beast), religious deception (the false prophet), and sensual seduction (the whore). Unmasked 
through John’s visions, their horrific hostility is unmistakable. And Jesus’ letters to the churches (Rev. 
2–3) show what these foes look like in everyday life: plausible heresies, social harassment, sexual sin 
masquerading as Christian liberty, complacency in the illusion of affluent self-sufficiency, and so on.

John’s mention of the island called Patmos, the site of a Roman prison compound in the Aegean Sea (Rev 
1:9), signals the conflict in which Christ’s churches find themselves. He and his hearers are partners 
in tribulation (in the present), kingdom (here now, but yet to come in its fullness), and patient endur-
ance—the faith-fueled quality that leads to triumph over tribulation and coronation with the Lamb in 
his eternal kingdom. Revelation is worth the effort because we need its illusion-piercing insight in order 
to survive the spiritual warfare in which we find ourselves every day.
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Questions for Reflection (BIBLE STUDY P. 13)

1. In your experience, why do some Christians gravitate to the book of Revelation? Why are others 
uncomfortable with, or even reluctant to engage this book? 

2. How does Revelation’s realistic message that Jesus’ followers are under attack bolster our 
courage, alert us to error, and sustain our hope? 

Read Revelation 1:1–3; Genesis 37:1–11;            
Daniel 7:1–28 (BIBLE STUDY P. 13)

How Can We Understand Revelation?

As foreign as Revelation’s symbolic scenes may seem to us today, God had been unveiling his plans 
in vivid, visual imagery long before John reached Patmos. Joseph’s and Daniel’s dreams and visions 
illustrate this (Gen. 37; Dan. 7–12). God also spoke in pictures to other Israelite prophets such as 
Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah, and even to pagan rulers, though they needed God’s spokesmen to 
interpret their disturbing dreams (Gen. 41; Dan. 2). These biblical precedents to John’s visionary 
experience and the genre of his book introduce three principles that will guide us reliably as we 
seek to understand Revelation:

First, to get revelation’s message, we need to grasp both the distinction and the connection 
between the scenes that John sees and the realities they represent. At the start (1:1) John 
uses two verbs “show” and “make known” (KJV “signify”) that prepare us to expect a message 
conveyed in visible form, through signs or symbols. The first verb echoes Daniel’s explanation to 
King Nebuchadnezzar that the king’s dream is the way that God in heaven, who “reveals” mysteries, 
has shown what must take place in the last days (Dan. 2:28, 45). The second verb anticipates the 
identification of specific figures in John’s visions as “signs” (Rev. 12:1, 3; 15:1). The point of this “sign” 
language is to draw a distinction between things John saw in his visions and the realities to which 
those images pointed. Driving to an unfamiliar address, we do not confuse a metal street sign on a 
post with the road itself, but we know it points to the strip of asphalt that leads to our destination. 
The images in John’s visions, both those labeled “signs” and the many that are not, function in the 
same way, pointing us to the realities they represent. That means, as we meet symbols in Revelation, 
we need to answer two questions. First, there is the straightforward (but not always easy to answer) 
question, “To what reality is this symbol pointing?” Then, we try to answer the related question, 
“What is this symbol saying about the reality to which it points? Why is this picture, and not some 
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other, used to represent that reality?” As we face this challenge of tracing the right connections 
between Revelation’s symbols and the realities to which they point, the second principle helps us. 

Second, the dreams of Joseph and daniel are just two of many examples of old testament passages 
that give us a key to unlock the symbolism we meet in revelation. The imagery of sun, moon, and 
stars in Joseph’s dream represented his parents and brothers, who constituted God’s covenant 
community at that point in history. The meaning was obvious to Joseph’s jealous brothers and even 
to his doting father Jacob. The same imagery—sun, moon, stars—reappears in Revelation 12:1, where 
John sees the covenant community portrayed as a mother who gives birth to the Messiah. Daniel’s 
dream and vision showed four vicious beasts, followed by a son of man who receives everlasting 
dominion from the Ancient of Days. Aspects of the beasts reappear in Revelation’s description 
of the beast that wages war on God’s saints (13:1–9). Before that horrific scene, however, John 
sees Jesus, the church’s champion, radiating glory as “one like a son of man” (1:12–18). Throughout 
the Old Testament, not only in visions granted to prophets but also in history’s concrete events 
(Creation, Exodus, etc.), the Spirit of Christ was introducing a symbolic “vocabulary” that he would 
employ in the visions to John, the “climax of prophecy.” It’s tempting to look to 21st century current 
events for clues and cues to unlock Revelation’s mysteries. But the reliable keys that fit the locks 
are those that God embedded in his ancient Scriptures, as accessible to Revelation’s first-century 
hearers as they are to us today.

third, the dreams associated with Joseph and daniel show that, as God unveils his purposes by 
painting pictures, he often provides a three-dimensional image through multiple visions that 
offer complementary perspectives on the same events. Two dreams, not one, portrayed Joseph’s 
eventual exaltation and his family’s humble dependence on him. Daniel’s vision of the four beasts, finally 
defeated and destroyed by the son of man (authorized by the Ancient of Days), retells the story of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a towering image layered in four metals, precious gold to common iron, 
head to heel, an idol that is shattered by a stone sent by the God of heaven (Dan. 2:31–45). Both 
dreams symbolize four successive global empires (Chaldean, Medo-Persian, Greco-Syrian, Roman) 
and the inauguration of God’s kingdom as the fourth kingdom of man dominates and subjugates the 
suffering people of God. This retelling of the story in successive visions from varying viewpoints is 
called reduplication. You can think of reduplication as being like several video-replays from different 
camera angles of the same game-winning score in a televised sport. We’ll see it often in Revelation. 

Two brief examples: First, John hears that the Lion of Judah is worthy to open the scroll in the 
hand of God (Rev. 5:5). What he sees is a Lamb who is worthy to open the scroll because his shed 
blood has redeemed people from all nations (Rev. 5:9). The Lion is the Lamb, and he conquered by 
being slain. And, of course, both “lion” and “lamb” are symbols, not literal descriptions of what Jesus, 
the crucified and glorified Lord, looks like as he sits at God’s right hand in heaven. Second, at the 
heart of John’s book (Rev. 12) are two scenes that show the turning point of the age-old conflict 
between God and Satan from distinct perspectives. In the first, the dragon’s plot to destroy the 
promised Messiah is thwarted, Messiah is enthroned in heaven, and Messiah’s mother (God’s people 
on earth) flees for protection (12:1–6). In the second, the dragon is banished from heaven, his right 
to accuse “our brothers” is thwarted by the blood of the Lamb, and Messiah’s mother, pursued by 
the frustrated dragon, flees for protection (12:7–17). Because reduplication is at work, the order 
of John’s visions is not necessarily the order of the events they symbolize.
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Questions for Reflection (BIBLE STUDY P. 15)

1. Think about the use of symbolism in Psalm 23 (“The Lord is my shepherd”) or John 10 (“I am the 
good shepherd”) or John 6 (“I am the bread of life”). Rightly interpreting Scripture’s symbols 
often takes more effort than grasping a doctrinal proposition, but symbols can also give us a 
more “three-dimensional” message. How does the Bible’s use of symbols enrich its revelation 
of God, his actions, and his attitudes toward his people?

2. When we consider the original audience of Revelation, identified in Rev. 1:4, 11, why does it make 
better sense to read John’s visions in the context of the Old Testament, rather than focusing 
on 20th- and 21st-century political and military events?

Read Revelation 1:4–8 (BIBLE STUDY P. 15)

The Gospel in Revelation

Revelation is obviously about a vast and violent war in which there are winners and losers. Not 
surprisingly, the term “conquer” appears 16 times in Revelation. Of these, the Lamb or his followers 
are the conquerors 12 times, and the beast conquers the saints twice (killing them to silence their 
witness, 11:7; 13:7). (We’ll touch on the other two appearances of “conquer” in Rev. 6:2 in Lesson 
4.) Amid its graphic scenes of disasters and bloodshed, Revelation leaves no doubt: the ultimate 
victory belongs to the Lamb and his people. In fact, the Lamb has already won the victory in the 
decisive battle which is the turning point in the whole war that spans the ages, from Creation and 
Fall to Consummation. 

The dragon and its allies wage war with weapons of violent coercion and deception. The Lion who 
is the Lamb, on the other hand, “has conquered” by yielding himself to suffer violence, to be slain 
in order to ransom people for God through his blood from every tribe, language, people, and nation 
(Rev. 5:5, 9–10). This glorious good news is the theme of the doxology that opens Revelation: “To 
him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood . . . be glory and dominion forever and 
ever. Amen” (1:5–6). Jesus Christ is “the firstborn from the dead” (1:4). He’s the ever-living one 
who died and came to life again, passing through death and Hades and seizing their keys (1:17). The 
paradoxical power of this gospel—the triumph of the Lamb through laying down his own life for us—is 
the heart of Revelation’s message of hope for all who cling to the word of God and the testimony 
of Jesus (1:2). John’s visions dramatically affirm the paradoxical truth proclaimed elsewhere in the 
New Testament: “The word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God” (1 Cor. 1:18). Christ shared in our flesh and blood “that through death 
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he might destroy the one who had the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who 
through fear of death were subject to lifelong slavery” (Heb. 2:14–15). John sees Satan, “the accuser 
of our brothers,” expelled from heaven, since “they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and 
the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death” (Rev. 12:7–11). In other 
words, when Christian martyrs keep testifying to the truth of Jesus right up to their deaths, they 
have defeated Satan himself. Christ’s people win the war by losing their lives, if need be, because 
the Lamb conquered by laying down his for us. 

This paradox—triumph through voluntary loss, life through death—is stunningly good news, which 
we would never come up with on our own. It changes hearts and lives, families and communities, 
around the globe and across the ages. It gives grounds for hope amid the worst of circumstances. 
It draws the nations to the feet of King Jesus, the triumphant Lion-Lamb, in awestruck adoration.  

Responding to Revelation

Jesus hasn’t given us the book of Revelation to provide raw material for constructing a last–days’ 
timeline, nor to arm us with ammunition for arguing with other Christians. We’re enmeshed in a greater 
conflict with eternal consequences, threatened by venomous, vicious, aggressive, deceptive foes. 
In this battlefield crisis, we must respond to what Christ reveals about himself, ourselves, and our 
enemies in ways that align with our Lord’s purposes. Let’s begin with three responses introduced 
in Revelation 1:1—9: 

Hear and keep. The first of Revelation’s seven blessings combines reading and hearing with keeping 
“what is written in” this prophecy (1:3). “Keeping” blends recollection with obedient action, extending 
over time. Followers of Jesus “keep” the commandments of God (12:17; 14:12). But Revelation contains 
more than commands to be obeyed. Its larger purpose is to open the eyes of our hearts to a wider 
panorama, a deeper perspective on reality itself. John’s visions take us behind the scenes to glimpse 
unseen forces whose conflict is reflected in the events of history and our daily experience. We are 
blessed as we “keep” what we hear also in the way that Mary kept, “treasured,” all that the angels 
had told shepherds about her newborn son, “pondering them in her heart” (Luke 2:19). Remember, 
reflect, let Revelation reconfigure your horizons, and reorder your affections.

Endure and stay pure. The enemy’s objective is to undermine our lifelong allegiance to Jesus through 
intimidation, bullying us into cowardly renunciation; through deception, leading us into theological 
confusion; and through seduction, luring us into pleasurable complacency. Over against these 
assaults, Jesus calls us to endure and to stay pure. We’re partners with John in endurance under 
affliction (1:9). Persecuted churches like those in Smyrna and Philadelphia hear Jesus’ encouragement 
to endure. Jesus redeemed us to consecrate us as priests, to serve God his Father (1:5–6; 5:10). 
Purity is imperative for those privileged to stand and serve in the presence of the holy God (3:4; 
7:13–17). Compromised churches like those in Sardis and Laodicea need Jesus’ rebuke and summons 
to stay pure. All churches need to hear what the Spirit is saying to each church (2:7, 11, 17, etc.), 
to recognize Satan’s strategies that target us in our time and place, and to resist every assault in 
the strength of the Lamb.

We endure suffering and resist temptation not only because Christ’s blood has freed us in the past, 
but also because in the future “he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him” (1:7). At his 
glorious appearance, those who once pierced him will lament over their rebellion (alluding to Zech. 
12:10). The certainty of Christ’s return is guaranteed by the word of the Creator who lives eternally 
and reigns as sovereign over all his creatures. As Revelation opens, the Lord God identifies himself 
as the Alpha at history’s dawn and the Omega at history’s consummation, “who was and is and is to 
come” (1:8; see vs. 4). At the book’s conclusion, it will be Jesus who promises, “I am coming soon” 
and identifies himself as the divine “Alpha and Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the 
end” (22:13; see Isa. 44:6).
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Worship. The ultimate key to our survival and triumph in this spiritual warfare isn’t a discerning 
recognition of our aggressive opponent, as important as that is. More important is a clear, heart-ab-
sorbing gaze at the glory of Christ our champion. Revelation’s sobering scenes of disaster on 
earth are punctuated by radiant portraits of heavenly worship. God is the ruler, seated in glorious 
majesty, controlling everything everywhere in his creation, and receiving ceaseless adoration from 
innumerable admirers surrounding his throne. Revelation opens not only with blessings on God’s 
beleaguered people (1:3–5), but also with a doxology, an announcement of the glory of Christ: “To 
him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood…be glory and dominion forever and 
ever. Amen” (1:5–6). This is the first of many invitations to worship interspersed throughout the 
book. (Lesson 3 lists the songs of praise to God and the Lamb throughout the book of Revelation.) 
As we work through John’s visions, we’ll pause and ponder how these worship scenes and songs lift 
our hearts’ eyes from all-too-visible troubles that beset the church on all sides, to focus our gaze 
on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith (Heb. 12:1-3). 

Questions for Reflection (BIBLE STUDY P. 17)

1. Which of the weapons wielded by the dragon—beast (persecution), false prophet (deception), 
whore (sensual pleasure)—poses the greatest temptation to you and to the church in your 
part of the world? Which weapons threaten the church elsewhere? How can members of the 
global body of Christ support and encourage each other to stand fast, each at their post on 
the battlefield?

2. Since absolute justice is coming, why is it essential that we hear and trust the gospel expressed 
in Revelation? Why is it essential that Jesus’ witnesses not only hold fast their testimony—even 
to the death (12:11)—but also hold forth their testimony to people who are currently under 
the judgment of God?



19

Lesson 1

Questions for Discussion (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)

1. Revelation shows that absolute justice is coming. No wrongdoer, whether small or great, 
will escape (13:16; 19:18; 20:12). 

• Why are people today, inside and outside the church, offended at the prospect that our personal 
misdeeds will be judged? 

• Why are people today, inside and outside the church, attracted by the prospect that society’s 
injustices will finally be put right? 

• In our world of pandemic, injustice, and brokenness (in families, among races, etc.), how can 
we help others welcome Revelation’s message, that when the King comes, justice will prevail 
and wrong will be set right?

2. Are any of the three interpretive principles introduced in this lesson—the predominance of 
symbolism, Old Testament roots, reduplication—new ideas to you? Are you eager to apply 
all three to our study of Revelation together, or do you have reservations about any of them? 

3. From this lesson’s introduction to the book of Revelation, how would you explain the 
practical usefulness of this book in Christians’ everyday lives?



Notes
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REVELATION → Leader's Edition

Here is a call for  
the endurance  
of the saints
How should Christians discern the signs of the times? Why hasn’t Christ returned 
yet? Who is the Antichrist? What will happen at the final judgment? These are 
questions we often receive at Core Christianity. And whether you’re a new believer 
or have been walking with Christ for decades, Core Christianity’s Revelation Bible 
study will help you understand the Bible’s final book, as you experience the comfort, 
hope, and blessing promised to those who hear and heed its words.

At Core Christianity, we strive to help people understand the core truths of the 
Christian faith. Every time we answer a caller’s question on our daily radio show, 
every article we run on corechristianity.com, and every resource we produce seeks 
to help people gain a clearer understanding of the gospel—the core message of 
Christianity.

We wrote this study thinking of Sunday school classes, Bible study groups, informal 
gatherings among friends, and individuals who want to learn more about the Christian 
faith. Designed for groups to move through in 10 weeks, this study is perfect for a 
semester or quarterly study. Each weekly lesson includes selected passages from 
the Bible, explanations of the key themes revealed in that passage, and reflection 
questions. This leader’s edition includes prayer suggestions, leader’s notes, and 
additional reflection questions that will help leaders facilitate edifying discussions 
each week.

We pray this study will help you to better understand how to approach this mys-
terious and often misunderstood book of the Bible. And we hope it will strengthen 
your faith and confidence as you look to Jesus and heed his call to persevere.

dEnniS E. JoHnSon  (Ph. D., Fuller Theological Seminary) is Professor Emeritus 
of Practical Theology of Westminster Seminary California and Assistant Pastor of 
Westminster Presbyterian Church (PCA) in Dayton, Tennessee. He is the author 
of Him We Proclaim: Preaching Christ From All the Scriptures, The Message of 
Acts in the History of Redemption, and Triumph of the Lamb: A Commentary on 
Revelation. He and his wife have four married children and 15 grandchildren.

“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.”

Revelation 1:3


