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The Book of Revelation makes for interesting reading. Its bizarre images and apparent lack of logical order make it, arguably, the most confusing book of the Bible. Questions abound. Does Revelation describe the end of the world? Does it predict major historical events from the first coming of Jesus until his return? Does it present general religious principles that are true of all moments in every age? Does it only address the problems and concerns of the people who first read it? Does it have anything to offer believers in the twenty-first century? 
Attitudes toward Revelation vary greatly. Some consider it to be the most important book of the Bible. Others think that the best course of action is simply not to open it. Still, Revelation is God’s word; therefore, it demands our attention. It is our responsibility to discover what it might say to us. To make sense of the Book of Revelation we must first recall that, like the other biblical books, it was written in a particular historical context and it was written in a particular literary form. 
Historical Context
Revelation was written during the final decade of the first century AD. At that time the Roman emperor Domitian posed new and difficult questions of conscience for Christian communities. He required emperor worship, demanding that he be called “lord and god”. Consequences for Christians who chose not to participate in activities honoring Roman gods and the divine emperor included alienation and possible imprisonment or martyrdom. A case in point is John, the author of Revelation. He was imprisoned on the island of Patmos because of his uncompromising Christian conviction (Rev 1:9). While on Patmos John wrote to seven churches in Asia Minor (modern Turkey), sharing with them the message that he received from God in a series of visions (Rev 1:1–2).
Literary Form and Message
Understanding the message of the Book of Revelation requires an understanding of the apocalyptic literary form. Apocalyptic literature is a style of writing prevalent from about 200 BC to AD 200. It is a crisis literature intended for those who experience helplessness and hopelessness during times of great trial, persecution, pessimism, and despair. When it appears that the world is ruled by evil and nothing can be done about it, apocalyptic literature gives encouragement to those attempting to remain faithful to God. 
Revelation offered Christians suffering persecution under Domitian hope and comfort, assuring them that God will intervene decisively to destroy evil, end history as we know it, and establish his rule over all. The present evil age is real, but temporary; whereas, the age to come, an age of righteousness and happiness under God, will be everlasting. God’s intervention brings salvation to the faithful and judgment upon the unfaithful. Therefore, complacency and compromise are sins to be avoided. Fidelity, no matter the cost, and hope, even in the face of evil, are virtues to be embraced. Martyrs are held up as models of faithful discipleship (Rev 6:9–11). The suffering Christian community repeats the victory of Christ, the Lamb who was slain but is living (Rev 5:6–14). It shares Christ’s victory and life insofar as it is willing to share Christ’s death. Throughout Revelation examples of hope emerge. Oppressive human empires come to an inglorious end (Rev 18). Martyrs rise in glory (Rev 11:1–12). The saved are too numerous to count (Rev 7:9–17). The end of the world does not mean its destruction; but its transformation into paradise—where there is no mourning, no crying, and no pain because death has died and God dwells with his people forever (Rev 21). 
Symbolism

Warning! A significant feature of apocalyptic writing is the use of disguised, cryptic, and highly symbolic language, which should not be taken as literal descriptions. As wave after wave of fantastic images wash over the reader, meaning is hidden in symbolic numbers, time frames, colors, names, beasts, and elements of nature. Revelation’s message is couched in imagery that is powerful, but sometimes confusing and/or disturbing. Therefore, using a bible with good notes is highly recommended. 

Also, it’s important to note that the movement of Revelation is not logical or chronological. It cannot be read like a novel that tells one story having a natural beginning, middle, and end. The movement of the book is more circular as the same themes are revisited multiple times. The letters to the seven churches (Rev 2–3) introduce the book’s primary themes and then the succeeding series of symbolic visions repeat these themes from different perspectives.
The Book of Revelation concludes with Jesus’ announcement, “Yes, I am coming soon!” and the appropriate Christian apocalyptic response, “Amen, come Lord Jesus.” Union with God is presently hidden; but it will be made manifest. Revelation encourages us to hold fast and remain faithful—to endure. The power of God will make us victorious.

Questions for Reflection—The Book of Revelation
1. Many first-century Jews and Christians felt that the end of the Jerusalem temple would be the end of the world. What would make you feel like it was the end of the world for you?
2. Christian apocalyptic writings use dramatic imagination to picture a God who will triumph over evil. How do you imagine the triumph of God over evil?

3. Based on your reading of Revelation 1–3, how would you describe the portraits of God and Jesus given by the author?
4. Based on the descriptions of the seven churches in Revelation 2–3, which of these churches most reminds you of your parish community? Why? Which of these churches most reminds you of your own faith response? Why?

5. As you try to live a Christian lifestyle today, how do you reconcile the martyr’s cry for vengeance in Revelation 6:10 with the advice Jesus gives in Luke 6:27?
6. Based on your reading of Revelation 19:11–16, who is Jesus and what are the works that he does?
7. How does the last judgment scene of Revelation 20:11–15 differ from that of Matthew 25:31–26?  What do you think is the main message of each version?

8. A common understanding of the Book of Revelation is that it outlines a countdown to Judgment Day, thus stirring up fear and anxiety in the reader. What explanations can you give to argue that this book is really meant to strengthen Christian hope?

9. The Bible begins and ends with visions of Paradise. What passages in Revelation 22 are reminiscent of the Genesis account of the Garden of Eden?
10. Why do you think that the Book of Revelation is so popular with some religious groups today?

Summary and Reflection Questions offered by Mr. Gene Giuliano, M.A.

Gene Giuliano is the Director of the Catholic Biblical School at the University of Dallas School of Ministry. He has over 30 years experience in the area of adult faith formation. Gene currently teaches adult faith formation classes and deacon formation classes for the dioceses of Dallas, Fort Worth, and Tyler, Texas. He teaches scripture classes using The Catholic Biblical School Program, which he co-authored for Paulist Press. There currently are more than 550 adults participating in this program both on-site in the Dallas/Fort Worth area and online. Information about The University of Dallas School of Ministry and The Catholic Biblical School Program is available at www.udallas.edu/academics/ministry. Gene is also the author of the introductions to the twelve Minor Prophets in the St. Mary's Press College Study Bible. He has given missions and numerous presentations and workshops in parishes and is a speaker at diocesan conferences. 
