An overview of the book of Revelation
An alien visiting our planet at Christmas time might wonder why we humans purchase presents for our loved ones, but then conceal them with wrapping paper and hide them away. But we know that it’s the nature of a surprise to be kept hidden until it’s time for it to be revealed. Jesus has said, “Hidden things are meant to be brought out into the open, and things that have been kept secret will one day be revealed” (Mark 4:22). ‘The Revelation Of Jesus Christ’ is found at the end of our Bibles because, while its mysteries have been hidden during past ages, they have now been revealed to us through Jesus Christ. 
Like a beautifully wrapped gift, Revelation is a book that is colourfully presented. Its author, the apostle John, tells us that he received this revelation in a vision. But this vision so overwhelmed John that it’s more accurate to say, ‘A vision engulfed John’, rather than, ‘John had a vision’. As we read Revelation, the vivid pictures that John saw and experienced will also fill our hearts and minds. But our challenge is to find the hidden meaning behind the images we encounter. It’s good for us to be aware that most of the imagery in Revelation can also be found in other parts of Scripture. Therefore, the Bible itself will prove to be our most faithful commentary on this intriguing finale to the Scriptures. (1:1 – 3)
John’s vision begins with a glorious description of our risen Lord as he walks among seven lamp stands, holding seven stars in his hand. The lamp stands represent seven churches in first century Asia, to whom John was instructed to write. Each of the stars represents an angel that God assigned to watch over one of the churches. At the time that John addressed them, some of these churches were thriving, some were suffering persecution, and some were becoming worldly. John’s seven letters found at the beginning of Revelation also encourage churches today to: stay alert; persevere; and faithfully await Christ’s return. (Chs. 1 – 3). 
Having finished writing down Christ’s messages to his churches, John looks up and sees an open doorway into heaven and hears Christ’s invitation to, “Come up here, and see what must take place.” John then finds himself in the throne room of God, surrounded by wonderful things that humans aren’t usually permitted to see. John approaches God’s throne and is handed a scroll sealed with seven seals. This scroll represents God’s word, which reveals the mysteries of ages past and also tells us what is to come. But no one could be found who could break the seven seals and reveal the contents of the scroll. For this reason John begins to weep, until he is told that The Lion of Judah can break the seals. John turns to behold this mighty lion, but instead he sees a lamb that was once slain, but who now rules from the throne of God. Both the lion and the lamb represent Jesus. He reveals God’s word to us because he is ‘The Word of God’ (Chs. 4 - 5)
As each of the first four seals is broken, a horse and rider appear to John. The first rider charges out to conquer the world. The second rides forth to take peace from the earth. The third declares that a litre of barley will now cost a day’s wage. The fourth rider is named ‘Death’, and he carries the grave with him. As we encounter each of these horsemen we should recall Jesus’ warning in the gospels that sin, suffering, and death will continue and grow right up to the time of his second coming. As the fifth seal is broken John hears the souls of Christian martyrs desperately crying out, “How much longer Sovereign Lord?” The sixth seal is broken and there is a mighty earthquake, the sun turns black, the moon turns blood red, and the sky is rolled back like a scroll... But then similar cycles of plagues and tribulations continue following the breaking of the seventh seal. Sometimes it seems like the end will never come. During this terrible period of suffering John is allowed to see with his own eyes the spiritual battle that Satan, the ancient dragon, is waging against the people of God. We mustn’t forget that there is more to the world events that surround us than meets the eye. However, John is also shown how God will keep his children safe during this time by placing his seal on them. This seal is reminiscent of the Passover blood that spared ancient Israel from God’s final plague on Egypt. But now it’s the blood of Christ that saves us from God’s final judgement on the earth. (Chs. 6 – 18). 
Then John looks up and sees a final rider on a white horse bursting through the clouds. The great multitudes of heaven’s armies come thundering behind him. Across his royal robe is written, ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’. This rider brings with him eternal life. But first John watches as Christ judges the earth, imprisons Satan, and defeats sin and death once and for all. Jesus finally marries heaven and earth, declaring, “God’s home is now with humanity!” To all this John cries out, “Come quickly Lord Jesus!” Amen. (Chs. 19 – 22).
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