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DRL Note: The material below is from a booklet used for lecture notes in the study of Revelation in 

1982 at Brown Trail PTS.  The title was: Revelation Simplified, and it was written by Roy Hardeman 

Deaver. 

 

Two Important KEYS to Understanding Revelation 
by Roy Hardeman Deaver 

 

ONE:  The Historical Setting of the Book. 

 

The Roman Empire had long sought a means for unifying its far-flung territories and diverse peoples.  

Military power could conquer large groups of people without winning their love and loyalty, so the 

emperors were faced with the task of creating a sense of oneness among them.  One of many attempts 

to achieve this purpose involved the use of religion. 

 

The Pantheon was built in Rome to house all the major gods of the empire.  Beyond this, the emperors 

of Rome were routinely elevated to the status of deity upon their death; anyone worshipping a 

deceased emperor would be less likely to exhibit disloyalty to the empire in his behavior.  This cult of 

the emperor was never very popular or taken very seriously in the early days of the empire. 

 

The emperor cult came to be taken quite seriously in the closing days of the first Christian century, 

however, and grew powerful enough to pose a serious threat to the existence of the church of Christ.  

Although Nero (A.D. 54-68) had led a persecution of Christians in and around Rome during the last 

year of his reign, it was Domitian (A.D. 81-96) who has the dubious distinction of being the first 

Roman ruler to lead an empire-wide persecution of the church.  Not content to wait until death for the 

senate to confer deity upon him, he proclaimed himself dominus et deus (Latin, “Lord and God”) and 

required worship from his subjects.  One’s willingness to offer such worship was taken (rather naively) 

to signify the supplicant’s loyalty to the empire Domitian headed; one’s unwillingness to worship at an 

imperial shrine was regarded as both irreverent and treasonous. 

 

Long before Domitian’s elevation of the emperor cult, Paul had enunciated the principle which made 

conflict with it inevitable on the part of the church.  To Christians at Corinth, he wrote: “For though 

there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or on earth; as there are gods many, and lords 

many; yet to us there is ONE GOD, THE FATHER, of whom are all things, and we unto him; 

and ONE LORD, JESUS CHRIST, through whom are all things, and we through him” (1 

Corinthians 8:5-6).  Although the Jewish people were exempted from the requirement of emperor 

worship because of their long-recognized monotheism, the Christians were held liable to it.  So when 

faithful Christians refused to acknowledge Domitian as “Lord and God” and refused to put incense on 

his altar, they became objects of hatred and persecution…  Believers in Christ became liable to arrest, 

economic boycott, and even death (cf., Revelation 13:5-10). 

 

The human penman of the Apocalypse, the apostle John, was himself in exile on a barren island in the 

Aegean Sea when he received the Revelation (Revelation 1:9).  While in that lonely place and 

separated in his old age from the Christians for whom he bore such consuming concern, he was given a 

series of messages and visions about the struggle between Rome and the church which were to be 

communicated to the believers of the Roman province of Asia. 

 

One cannot expect to understand Revelation divorced from this sort of information about the 

circumstances of its production.  Christians were facing the grim ordeal of persecution, and this book 
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was given them to reveal the “things which must SHORTLY COME TO PASS” (Revelation 

1:1). 

 

TWO:  An Acquaintance with Apocalyptic Literature. 

 

01. The Book of Revelation falls into a distinct class of writing known as “apocalyptic literature.” 

 

02. The Greek title of the Book, apokalupsis, literally means an unveiling, hence the English 

translation “Revelation.”  God, through John, is revealing something. 

 

03. Though apocalyptic literature is found in a wide variety of religious and ethnic backgrounds, 

Judaism is especially abundant as a source of apocalyptic writing, most of which was written 

between 200 B.C. and A.D. 200. 

 

04. Apocalyptic writing always had its roots in extremely troublesome times.  Severe trials, 

suffering, sorrow, and despair were the conditions which called forth the apocalyptic writing.  

In such conditions, the immediate need was that of encouragement through the assurance of a 

future that would see the end of suffering and sorrow. 

 

05. The nature of apocalyptic work, produced in adversity, always described the difficult 

conditions of the present, but in contrast to them, it presented a picture of the future as a time of 

deliverance and triumph.  This was expected to come through the intervention of God in human 

affairs, bringing judgment upon unrighteous powers and setting up His own government. 

 

06. The PURPOSE of these writings was to stress the virtue of loyalty and to stimulate faith by 

showing in a vivid and picturesque way the certainty of the overthrow of evil and the final 

victory of God’s righteousness. 

 

07. One of the most prominent features of the Jewish apocalyptic writing is the use of the “vision” 

to introduce the message of the writer.  (NOTE: A close study of the Book of Revelation 

indicates that the visions described in the book were objectively real to John).  John actually 

saw these visions, rather than making them up. 

 

08. In the case of Jewish apocalyptic, specific political conditions called forth an influx of 

apocalyptic literature: 

1) Exile of the Jews in Babylon (cf., Daniel and Ezekiel). 

2) Persecution under Antiochus Epiphanes (Jewish revolt under the Maccabees). 

3) Persecution under Roman emperors—Nero and Domitian. 

 

09. Apocalyptic literature was written in dangerous times.  The personal safety of both the writer 

and the reader was endangered if the persecutors understood the true meaning of the book.  For 

this reason the message of the apocalypse was written so as to conceal and reveal… 

1) To conceal the message from the persecutors. 

2) To reveal the message in unmistakable terms to those for whom it was intended. 

 

10. Apocalyptic literature possessed certain definite characteristics… 

1) It always possessed a HISTORICAL significance. 

2) Writer usually used a false name (i.e., not his own name). 

3) Contained visions. 
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4) The PREDICTIVE ELEMENT was always present. 

5) There was prevalent use of SYMBOLS. 

6) It had a DRAMATIC character. 

 

 

Questions on Two Important KEYS to Understanding Revelation 
 

True/False 

01. _____ Someone who would worship a deceased emperor would be less likely to be disloyal to 

Rome. 

02. _____ Nero reigned over Rome from A.D. 81-96. 

03. _____ John was in exile when he wrote Revelation. 

04. _____ The Jews were not very familiar with apocalyptic literature. 

05. _____ The message of Revelation was so written to conceal and reveal. 

Fill in the Blanks 

06. The ________________  _____________ was always present in apocalyptic literature. 

07. John _______________  _________ these visions, rather than ____________  __________ up. 

08. The Greek title of Revelation is _________________, which means an _______________. 

09. Christians were facing the __________  ____________ of persecution, and this book was given 

them to ____________ the things which must _____________ come to pass. 

10. Domitian declared himself dominus et deus, which is Latin for __________  ______  

_________. 

Multiple Choice (Select the BEST Answer) 

11. _____ Rome used religion as one means to: (a) control the people; (b) unite the people; (c) 

influence the people. 

12. _____ At which period of time was emperor worship taken more seriously: (a) A.D. 30-40; (b) 

A.D. 60-70; (c) A.D. 90-100. 

13. _____ One’s unwillingness to worship at an imperial shrine was regarded as: (a) irreverent; (b) 

treasonous; (c) a & b; (d) none of these. 

14. _____ Which passage of Scripture made/makes conflict with emperor worship a sure thing for 

Christians: (a) Revelation 13:5-10; (b) 1 Corinthians 8:5-6; (c) Revelation 1:9. 

15. _____ While on the Isle of Patmos, John was given a series of messages and visions about the 

struggle between the church and: (a) the Jews; (b) Rome; (c) God. 

16. _____ Apocalyptic writing always had its roots in extremely: (a) troublesome times; (b) happy 

days; (c) prosperous times. 

17. _____ The purpose of apocalyptic writing was to stress the virtue of loyalty by showing that: (a) it 

cost something to be loyal; (b) evil would be overthrown; (c) God’s righteousness 

would finally be victorious; (d) a & b; (e) b & c. 

18. _____ Which of the following times was NOT a time of increased apocalyptic writing: (a) 

Babylonian exile of the Jews; (b) the time of Noah; (c) the time of Antiochus 

Epiphanes. 
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19. _____ Did writers of apocalyptic literature usually sign their names to their work: (a) YES; (b) NO. 

20. _____ Apocalyptic literature generally had: (a) a dramatic character; (b) a tragic character; (c) a 

comedic character. 

 

Answers to Intro #1 Questions: (1) False-Ezekiel, Daniel, Zechariah; (2) True; (3) True; (4) True; (5) 

False; (6) taking, veil, discover, hidden; (7) crisis; (8) truth, righteousness, all, its, foes; (9) 

first, century, readers; (10) early, shaky, ground; (11) c; (12) c; (13) d; (14) b; (15) a; (16) e; 

(17) b; (18) a; (19) c; (20) d. 

 

DRL Note: The following material is from Phil Sanders’ work, The Book of Revelation, which is 

available online. 

 

Symbols in Numbers 
Apocalyptic writers attributed concepts rather than giving a literal, numerical value to numbers. 

 

One (1) Unity or independent existence (Deuteronomy 6:4). 

Two (2) Strength, energy, courage (Ecclesiastes 9:4). 

Three (3) Deity, Divinity, heaven, God. 

Four (4) The world (four corners, four winds, four angels, four horsemen). 

Five (5) 
The perfect (five fingers, five toes), well-rounded man with all 

members intact. 

Six (6) 

Evil; a sinister number; since it is short of seven, it lacks something; 

it fails to measure up to seven, not great enough.  It is like our 

number 13. 

Seven (7) (3 + 4 = 7) heaven and earth combined equals completeness. 

Ten (10) The number of completeness, ten commandments. 

Twelve (12) 
3 x 4 = 12) organized completeness; 12 tribes; 12 apostles; 

12 x 12 = 144 

3 ½ Years 

42 Months 

1260 Days 

Since 3 ½ is half of seven, it is incomplete, imperfect.  It has restless 

longings not yet fulfilled.  A period of time. 

Multiples Indicates intensiveness (for instance, 666 intensively evil). 

Thousand 

Ten is the complete number and 1,000 is a high multiple of ten.  The 

number is to be understood as an idea of completeness, not to be 

taken literally (Note: Psalm 50:10; 105:8). 

 

Ten Principles to Guide a Study of Revelation 

01. The primary meaning of the Revelation is what John intended it to mean, which in turn 

must also have been something his readers could have understood it to mean. 

 

02. The rich and varied cultural context of the ancient world must be the frame of reference for 

interpreting the names and symbols of the book, but also with a sensitivity to how creatively 

they are used in the book. 

 

03. The visions and symbols should not be pressed into allegory in which every detail has some 

meaning; most often the meaning is in the entire vision and its impact rather than every detail. 
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04. Apocalypses (or writings modeled after them) do not intend to give a detailed 

chronological map of the future; the message is much more historically conditioned, and 

much more theologically oriented.  Rather than a map of the future, it is an encouragement for 

the present. 

 

05. The Bible is the best and basic interpreter of itself.  All guidance that the Book of 

Revelation gives to its own meaning should be followed. 

06. The larger context should always interpret the immediate context since the Bible 

possesses unity.  To attempt to understand one isolated unit apart from the whole is to 

misinterpret the book.  The immediate context should be taken into consideration only after 

looking at the larger context. 

 

07. Do not make difficult passages in the book the key to the meaning of the entire book.  

Difficult passages should always be understood as being in harmony with plain passages. 

 

08. The principle of anticipation.  John tends to allude to a matter only to explain it at a later 

point.  For instance “the second death” is mentioned in 2:11 but not explained until 20:14. 

 

09. The principle of recapitulation.  While this book was primarily written to first century 

Christians, it contains specific blessing to everyone who reads and hears its message (1:3).  It 

addresses the entire Christian age and covers it, but not in continuous succession.  The principle 

of recapitulation holds that the book looks at the same period and the same events under 

different aspects in its different parts.  For instance the final judgment seems to be referred to in 

6:12-17; 11:15-18; 14:14-20; 16:17-21; 19:11-21; and 20:11-15. 

 

10. The New Testament should be allowed to interpret the Old Testament.  Revelation uses 

Old Testament terminology with New Testament meanings. 

 

[Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible for all It’s Worth, p. 209, quoted in Phil Sanders’ work] 

  

For a puzzle based on the two sections above from Phil Sanders’ work, click H-E-R-E. 
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