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Introduction

A common cartoon theme involves a person wearing a sandwich sign or
carrying a poster that proclaims, “Repent! The end is near!” What’s

implied is that some sudden, violent event is just around the corner and that
people need to brace themselves for whatever’s coming. And usually, the end
that’s near involves something nasty, if not totally devastating.

The idea of a dramatic and destructive end to the earth has been around for
ages. It’s the stuff of some really great sci-fi movies, and a lot of the elements
that go into these stories come right out of the Bible. In fact, terms such as
repent and Antichrist and Armageddon are direct references to messages, char-
acters, and events that make up the book of Revelation. When you examine
these themes and images in the context of religion, faith, and biblical history,
things get even more interesting.

But the book of Revelation is no easy read. Some people, after slogging
through Revelation, seem to suffer from what we call PTRRD: Post-Traumatic
Revelation Reading Disorder. Maybe you’ve had this experience. You start
reading with a rush of enthusiasm, and all goes well through the first three
chapters and their letters to the seven churches. Then things start to get
hairy: visions from heaven, creatures with eyes covering their bodies,
plagues, horses of different colors, angels everywhere. Seven seals are
opened, seven trumpets are sounded, seven bowls are poured out, and things
get really confusing. Throw in grapes of wrath, red dragons, giant hail, and
something called the rapture, and, well, you get the idea. Lost becomes more
than just the name of a television series — it’s the perfect descriptor of your
mental state.

Our intent is to help you avoid PTRRD. We act as your tour guides to help
you navigate the amazing book of Revelation. Even if you can’t figure out
every single detail, clues that open up large chunks of the text abound. We
promise you’ll come away with a better understanding of what Revelation is
about, as well as a ton of cool information that you can sprinkle into conver-
sations and impress your friends!

03_045213 intro.qxp  3/14/08  7:55 PM  Page 1



About This Book
The first thing you may discover is that there’s no one dominant or right way
to interpret the book of Revelation. About the only thing all serious students
of Revelation can agree on is that in the end, good wins over evil. Theological
views about what happens, when it happens, and to whom it happens vary
widely. In The Book of Revelation For Dummies, we introduce the leading
views and point you to some of the most likely meanings.

Revelation is arguably the most perplexing book in all the Bible, so our 
goal is to be clear and concise. Therefore, we aim for an easy-to-understand,
approachable discussion, without trying to bombard you with a lot of 
theological gobbledygook.

The topics in the book are logically ordered, so you can read from start to
finish if you want to. But this is a reference book, so don’t feel you have to
read it from cover to cover. You may prefer to browse the Table of Contents,
flip through the pages, or thumb through the index to locate a topic that you
find particularly engaging.

Conventions Used in This Book
To make sure you get the most out of this book, keep the following conven-
tions and definitions in mind.

Apocalypse
The word apocalypse has become associated with a devastating event,
including the end of the world. But the term actually means “to unveil” or 
“to reveal.” And so, Revelation is a revealing (apocalypse) of the biblical view
of how all things come to an end. People often refer to any literature that
addresses the end of the world as apocalyptic.

Bible references
The Bible verses we quote are from the New Revised Standard Version trans-
lation, unless otherwise noted. We cite passages using the standard conven-
tion, Book chapter:verse. For example, John 3:16 refers to John as the book of
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the Bible, 3 as the chapter of the book, and 16 as the verse of the chapter. If
you don’t see a colon in a Bible reference, the number refers to an entire
chapter; in other words, Rev. 4–5 means chapters 4 through 5 of the book of
Revelation.

When we refer to the Old Testament, we’re talking about those sacred scrip-
tures that Christianity shares with Judaism. Jews refer to these scriptures 
as the Tanak, or Hebrew Bible. For Protestants and Jews, these scriptures
consist of the same 39 books; Catholics include several additional books, 
collectively called the Apocrypha.

We occasionally refer to Jewish works that aren’t part of the Bible, such as 
1 Enoch. If you’re really interested in reading the book of 1 Enoch, check out
the English translation with introduction and notes by E. Isaac in James H.
Charlesworth, ed., Volume 1. The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha: Apocalyptic
Literature & Testaments (Doubleday).

Christianity
For the purposes of this book, historical Christianity, biblical Christianity, and
orthodox Christianity are interchangeable terms. Each speaks of beliefs that
the church has historically upheld for some 2,000 years. Simply, Christianity
is monotheistic (believing in one God), is based on the teachings of Jesus,
and embraces the entire Bible as truth.

Dates
When we refer to dates, we use the newer designations BCE (before common
era) and CE (common era) rather than the more traditional BC (before
Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, in the year of the Lord). If you’re unfamiliar
with the newer terms, no sweat. The year 34 BCE is the same as 34 BC, and
1050 CE is equivalent to AD 1050.

Names of God
Although God has many names, we generally use God and Lord in this book.
Also, in accordance with historical usage, we use the traditional masculine
pronoun he to refer to God.

3Introduction
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Prophecy and prophesying
People often think of prophecy as being limited to future events. But from 
a biblical perspective, prophecy is a noun that refers to something more 
general: the act of speaking the mind and counsel of God. Biblical prophets
were, in a sense, the mouthpiece of God, delivering important information 
to God’s people. Biblical prophecy, among other things, addressed current
events, offered guidance on behavior, revealed elements of the character of
God, reassured God’s people, and often predicted future events. Sometimes,
prophecy about the future was conditional: If bad behavior continued, bad
things would happen; if behavior was brought back in line with God’s will,
bad things would be averted. The point is that biblically speaking, all 
prophesy isn’t just about foretelling the future.

Note that prophesy is the verb usage of the word: Prophets prophesy
prophecy!

Formatting
In order to draw your attention to particular words and phrases, we use 
the following formatting conventions:

� Italics highlight terms that we define.

� Boldface indicates keywords in explanatory bulleted lists.

� When we provide a cross-reference to another chapter within this 
book, we capitalize the word Chapter before the chapter number; 
however, when we’re referring to a book of the Bible, the word chapter
is lowercased.

What You’re Not to Read
Although we focus on what you need to know about the book of Revelation,
we also include some additional topics that, although informative, you can
skip during your first read-through of the book. These include sidebars, the
shaded boxes that show up every so often throughout the book. Sidebars
deal with subjects related to the chapter, but they aren’t necessary reading.

You can also bypass text with a Technical Stuff icon beside it — this icon indi-
cates technical, theological, or historical bits of info that’s helpful but more
advanced. If your eyes start to glaze over in reading them, you can pass over
them without missing the basics.
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Foolish Assumptions
In writing this book, we didn’t assume any particular religious faith leanings
for the reader. You may be a Christian, Muslim, Jew, or atheist. But regardless
of your faith background, we believe you’re generally curious about biblical
prophecy and the book of Revelation.

Although we don’t assume you have previous knowledge of the Christian
Bible, we figure you have access to one — either in print or online — so you
can check out our references to specific Bible passages.

How This Book Is Organized
The Book of Revelation For Dummies is divided into four parts. Here’s a
glimpse of each one.

Part I: Revealing the End 
of the Biblical Story
Part I begins with an overview of Revelation and its major themes, side
detours, and often-confusing symbolism. You then explore who the book’s
author is and when he likely wrote it. Rounding out the discussion, Part I
helps you better understand the prophecy of Revelation by diving into the
Old Testament prophetic writings and exploring the characteristics of apoca-
lyptic literature, a genre of Jewish and Christian literature that claims to fore-
tell catastrophic events that’ll transpire during the last days of the world.

Part II: Interpreting the 
Book of Revelation
In Part II, we introduce you to the sticky topic of interpreting Revelation.
Within the Christian church, four views on how to understand Revelation
have been long dominant. We explain each of these perspectives and com-
pare and contrast them, noting their strengths and weaknesses. After that, we
begin to show you how to make sense of all the symbolism that runs through-
out the book’s 22 chapters.
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Part III: Taking a Grand Tour 
of the Book of Revelation
Part III is, in many ways, the heart of this book. In it, we take you on a guided
expedition through each and every chapter of Revelation. We identify the key
themes and explain the likely meaning of the underlying symbolism along 
the way.

Part IV: The Part of Tens
In the final part, we explain ten confusing terms that often stymie people
when they read Revelation. We then give you ten practical tips to think 
about when you’re reading and studying Revelation and the Bible as a whole.
A glossary of terms follows the Tens chapters for easy reference.

Icons Used in This Book
The icons in this book help you quickly identify specific kinds of information
that may be of use to you:

The Remember icon highlights important ideas for you to keep in mind to
deepen your understanding of Revelation.

This icon draws attention to important points that help you make sense of
Revelation’s prophecy.

Steer clear of the pitfalls we flag in the Warning paragraphs.

The Technical Stuff icon indicates more-advanced or scholarly information
about the topic being discussed. It’s useful but not essential for an overall
understanding of the discussion.
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Where to Go from Here
Now that you’re at the end of the introduction, you have your boarding pass
and are ready to begin your travel into the apocalyptical world of Revelation.
You have several routes to choose from as you begin your trip:

� If you’re interested in reading the book from cover to cover, turn the
page and proceed to Chapter 1.

� If you’d like to know who this guy called John is (who wrote the book),
go to Chapter 2.

� To get a perspective on the major ways people interpret Revelation,
check out Chapter 4.

� If you’d like to use this book as a companion guide as you’re simultane-
ously reading your Bible, turn directly to Part III.

� If you like to read the last page of a novel first, then read Chapters 14
and 15. They tell you how it all turns out in the end!
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03_045213 intro.qxp  3/14/08  7:55 PM  Page 7



8 The Book of Revelation For Dummies 

03_045213 intro.qxp  3/14/08  7:55 PM  Page 8



Part I
Revealing the End
of the Biblical Story
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In this part . . .

The book of Revelation may be about the “end of all
things,” but we have to start somewhere. This part

gets your apocalyptic feel wet, so to speak, by introducing
you to the book’s author, the original recipients of the
book, and the world in which it was written. 

After you’ve immersed your feet in the waters around
Patmos (where the author wrote the book), you’re ready
to dive into biblical prophecy, which is essential to a solid
understanding of the symbolism in Revelation. We introduce
you to biblical prophecy, taking it step-by-step so you don’t
get the bends. After that, we provide a first look at
Revelation, giving an overview of the book’s structure and
timeline. So come on in, the water’s fine . . . though we do
seem to recall a certain beast that may be lurking in the
sea! (But you have to wait for Revelation 13 for that.)
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Chapter 1

One Man’s Visions,
All Humans’ Fate

In This Chapter
� Understanding why Revelation is important

� Getting a big-picture look at Revelation

� Discovering the five natural divisions of the book

� Looking for clues to the chronology

Many people love fantasy stories populated with strange apparitions.
Others love a good mystery. And still others love an adventure story

full of action and battle scenes. If you fall into one of those camps, you’re in
luck. The book of Revelation is all these and more.

But Revelation is a challenging book. Those fantastic beasts and creatures
are symbols for individuals, nations, governments, and the like. The storyline
of the book twists and turns in on itself, not following a straight, chronological
narrative. And the whole package is a prophetic vision that’s related to what’s
actually supposed to happen when the world comes to an end, at least from a
biblical perspective.

This chapter doesn’t try to explore the symbolism behind the events that are
chronicled throughout Revelation (we save that for Chapter 5). It also doesn’t
pore over the details of these events, personalities, and issues (that’s what’s
Part III is all about). In this chapter, we get you started in the right direction.
We begin by painting broad strokes of the structure and content of the final
book of the Bible. As we do so, we point you to parts of this book where you
can find more details on each specific subject.
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Why Read Revelation, Anyway?
Humans have always had an insatiable curiosity to know their future and
what’s going to happen in the “last days.” That’s at least part of the reason
the Left Behind series was popular and why new Nostradamus documentaries
show up almost every year. For many, the appeal in reading and understand-
ing Revelation is, quite frankly, not altogether different from the desire to
peek into a fortuneteller’s crystal ball. Understanding how it all ends can give
you a sense of what your purpose is now.

Revelation can be tough going because of its structure and symbolism and
the many ways in which scholars interpret the book. You can easily become
discouraged and wonder why you should read Revelation, anyway. Here are
several reasons many people consider Revelation to be essential reading:

� It helps explain the biblical view of God and his relationship with
humans. Many people turn to Revelation in search of definitive answers
about what will happen. But Revelation is far more about grasping the
nature of God and the close relationship that exists between God and
people who believe in him.

� It gives readers a glimpse of heaven. The Bible offers few specifics on
what heaven will be like. The Old Testament says very little. Jesus and
Paul offer more in the New Testament. As if saving the best for last, the
final chapters of Revelation offer a rare glimpse into the new heaven and
new earth (see Chapter 14).

� It offers a message of hope. It’s easy to be a little freaked out by the gloom
and doom warnings of the book. But in spite of all of the battles and judg-
ments depicted, Revelation is really all about hope. It portrays, in vivid
detail, the biblical view of good triumphing over evil and suffering.

Taking a Whirlwind Tour 
through Revelation

A major challenge in reading Revelation is sorting out and identifying the
overall themes and messages while images — seals, trumpets, bowls, beasts,
witnesses, and so on — are ever coming at you. But if you take a step back
and get a solid understanding of the big picture, you can begin to dive into
the details and make sense of how they all fit together.
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