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1.1 — Copyright
This commentary is freely available and may be distributed with the following restrictions:

Copyright ©2004 by Tony Garland.

Anyone may reproduce and distribute unmodified copies of this commentary in any media provided
that this copyright notice is retained in full. Copyrighted images which appear herein by special
permission'™3! may not be extracted or reproduced for use in derivative works. In preparing this

commentary the writer has received help from many sources, some acknowledged and many
unacknowledged. He believes the material contained herein to be a true statement of Scripture
truth, and his desire is to further, not to restrict, its use. This commentary may be obtained free of
charge from www.SpiritAndTruth.org
(http://www.spiritandtruth.org/download/document/index. htm).

This copyright was registered with the United States Copyright Office effective July 8, 2004.

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture is taken from the New King James Version (NKJV). Copyright
©1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked A4SV used by permission of Thomas Nelson, Inc., original publisher of the
American Standard Version.

Scripture quotations marked NASB or NASB95 are from the New American Standard Bible, ©Othe
Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977.

Scripture quotations marked NIV are from the Holy Bible, New International Version® ©1973, 1978,
1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights
reserved.

Scripture quotations marked KJV are from the King James Version of the Holy Bible.
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hours proofreading the commentary and providing detailed suggestions.

Beryl Cahoon provided invaluable assistance spending many hours proofreading the commentary and
the associated slide shows. Steve Lewis reviewed an early draft of the introduction, provided numerous
corrections to the associated slide shows, and provided much-appreciated encouragement when the
work seemed overwhelming. Even though I have had considerable help in finding and correcting
errors, whatever errors remain are my responsibility.
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Several individuals and ministries granted permission for their copyrighted materials to appear within

this commentary. See Special Permission!'-!,

The developers of the Python Programming Language (http://www.python.org) are to be thanked for
an extremely productive scripting language. Without the Python language, converting the marked-up
original text into an extensively cross-referenced, formatted, final version would have been much more
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Notes

L' See www.conncoll.edu/visual/wetmore. htmi.

2 See www.conncoll.edu/visual/Durer-prints/index.html.

3 Donald Grey Barnhouse, Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1971).

4 E. W. Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1984, 1935).
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Clarence Larkin, The Book of Revelation (Glenside, PA: Rev. Clarence Larkin Estate, 1919).
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Walter Scott, Exposition of The Revelation (London, England: Pickering & Inglis, n.d.).

J. A. Seiss, The Apocalypse: Lectures on the Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1966).

Richard Chenevix Trench, Commentary on the Epistles to the Seven Churches in Asia (Eugene, OR: Wipf and
Stock Publishers, 1861).

John F. Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1966).
Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, rev ed. (Tustin, CA: Ariel Ministries, 2003).

[John MacArthur, Revelation 1-11 : The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Press,
1999)], [John MacArthur, Revelation 12-22 : The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago, IL:
Moody Press, 2000)].

J. Dwight Pentecost, Things to Come: A Study in Biblical Eschatology (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1958).

[Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1-7 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1992)] and [Robert L. Thomas, Revelation §-
22 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1995)].
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1.3 - Special Permission

We gratefully acknowledge the following ministries and individuals who granted permission to include
copyrighted materials herein.

® Ariel Ministries granted permission to include diagrams from [Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, The
Footsteps of Messiah, rev ed. (Tustin, CA: Ariel Ministries, 2003)].2

® Todd Bolen of www.BiblePlaces.com granted permission to include photos of places of
significance to the book of Revelation.

Because these materials are copyrighted, they may not be extracted from this commentary for use in
derivative works. See the Copyright!1],

Notes
' Armold G. Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, rev ed. (Tustin, CA: Ariel Ministries, 2003).
2 Ariel Ministries, P.O. Box 3723, Tustin, CA 92781. www.A4riel.org.
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1.5 - Revision History

Revisions
Revision Date Description
2.1 December | Typographical corrections.
18,2006
2.0 November | Converted generic quotes to right- and left-hand quotes. Typographical
8, 2006 corrections.
1.28 September | Restructured the table comparing the The Structure of the Letters*1514] to
21,2006 | the Seven Churches3291 of Asia to work better with Libronix
(http://www.logos.com). Typographical corrections.
1.27 August 2, | Modified names of SwordSearcher book and commentary files to protect
2006 compatibility with future versions of SwordSearcher. Typographical
corrections.
1.26 July 22, Typographical corrections.
2006
1.25 July 10, Typographical corrections. Long-overdue update of print-format edition.
2006
1.24 May 18, Added quote from Irenaeus®?3* in commentary on Revelation 7:41374,
2006 Added citation from Waymeyer in Understanding Symbols and
Figures?741. Minor correction in Babylon is Jerusalem?!*1341,
Typographical corrections.
1.23 January 7, | Corrected missing cross-references within Topic Index*. Typographical
2006 corrections.
122 January 3, | Expanded commentary on Revelation 17:105'71%, Added citation from the
2006 Jerome Biblical Commentary to Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream and Daniel’s
Vision*311. Added chart describing Key Interpretive Issues in Revelation
20:1-6 to commentary on Revelation 20:112%11, Html versions of the
commentary now available with both short and long page sizes.
Typographical corrections.
1.21 November | Added accents to transliterations within SwordSearcher version.
12, 2005 Typographical corrections.
1.20 November | Corrected alphabetization of Glossary!®>?! entries. Restored secondary index
3,2005 entries in Topic Index>* which were omitted in some formats. Added new
section contrasting Babylon and the New Jerusalem7-1811, Moved
commentary at end of Revelation 17:431741 which was incorrectly placed at
the introduction of Revelation 173171, Added a citation by Dr. John Niemel
to commentary on Revelation 5:9%°1. Added book by Waymeyer to
Additional Resources on the Millennial Kingdom!*!'1%1. Typographical
corrections.
1.19 October 8, | Corrected problem which caused omission of entries in scripture index for
2005 books of Daniel and Zechariah in some formats. The Scripture Index-]

now lists each verse within a verse range, not just the first verse.
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Revision Date Description
Typographical corrections.
1.18 September | Corrected errors in section links for SwordSearcher version. Modified
15,2005 | instructions on how to use the commentary within SwordSearcher?2221,
Typographical corrections.
1.17 September | Revised the section on the Rejection> 1911 of the Book of Revelation to
6, 2005 remove an erroneous statement and citation indicating that the Westminster
Confession of Faith rejected the Apocalypse from the Canon!>%121,
Typographical corrections.
1.16 June 16, Added footnote to commentary on Revelation 13:331331, Fixed Automatic
2005 Lookup?2271 example. Added a citation to The Millennial Kingdom in the
Early Church*19], Typographical corrections.
115 April 14, | Added related passages to commentary on Revelation 12:1P'>1] Revised
2005 Revelation 19:20831%2% and Beast Worshipers are Uniquel**34),
Typographical corrections.
1.14 February | Added citation to Additional Resources on the Rapture!*14191. Corrected
10, 2005 missing section numbers from verse-by-verse commentary within the
Libronix PBB version
(http://www.SpiritAndTruth.org/download/libronix/index.htm).
Typographical corrections.
1.13 January 1, | Typographical corrections in automatic transliteration of Greek. Added
2005 notice of registration!"!1 with United States Copyright Office effective July
8, 2004. Moved mislocated paragraph to end of Revelation 14:203:14-20],
1.12 December | Added information to Babylon is Jerusalem?™ 1341, This is the first version
2,2004 available for use with the free e-Sword Bible study software. Corrected
Greek transliteration error where initial smooth breathing mark was not
being removed.
1.11 November | Corrected problem in SwordSearcher and Libronix PBB versions where
23,2004 verse ranges only included the first verse in the range.
1.10 November | Added topic milestone markers to the Topic Index!®*] so that topic index
10, 2004 entries operate in the active index of the Libronix PBB version.
1.9 November | Corrected heading levels in Topic Index'>* and Scripture Index!*>>! which
8,2004 were causing problems for the table of contents within the Libronix PBB
version.
1.8 October 31, | Corrected minor formatting inconsistencies concerning citations.
2004
1.7 October 30, | The HTML version and the Libronix Personal Book version now generate
2004 individual files for every section in the commentary. This greatly reduces
individual page size leading to improved performance loading a new page.
1.6 October 26, | First version available for use with the Sword Searcher
2004 (http://www.spiritandtruth.org/download/SwordSearcher/index.htm) Bible
study program.
1.5 October 15, | Modifications to improve operation of the Libronix PBB version
2004 (http://www.spiritandtruth.org/download/libronix/index.htm) of the
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Description

commentary: (1) Section titles at the top of each page no longer use H1
formatting codes which confused Libronix’s notion of levels in the table of
contents; (2) Replaced navigation buttons which appear in each section with
text links to work around what appears to be a problem with linked images
within the Libronix PBB compiler. Typographical corrections, including
corrections to numerous Bible addresses with incorrect chapter or verse
numbers.

1.4

October 12,
2004

[1.2

Moved Acknowledgments!'-2, Special Permission!'31, Copyright!'1, About

the Author''*, and Revision History under a new Prefacel'l section at the
beginning of the table of contents. Modified the Topic Index>*! for Libronix
PBB versions to limit the number of entries at each topic. (The full index is
available on the web at www.SpiritAndTruth.org/id/reve.htm? Topic_Index
(http://www.SpiritAndTruth.org/id/reve.htm?Topic_Index).)

1.3

October 8,
2004

Greek transliteration now includes macrons to differentiate eta from epsilon
and omega from omicron. Hebrew transliteration now differentiates between
various vowels. Collapsed abbreviated Table of Contents (0). Added citation
by Svigel to Revelation 3:14133141. Expanded Additional Resources on the
Rapturel*14191 Added a citation to the section titled Book of
Mormon!*17-24.211 which discusses DNA evidence against the idea that
Native Americans are descendants of a lost tribe of Israel. Fixed citations in
Revelation 9:713°7). Expanded commentary on Revelation 1:73-171,
Typographical corrections. This is the first version available in Libronix
PBB format for use with the Libronix Bible Study program
(http://www.spiritandtruth.org/download/libronix/index.htm).

1.2

April 22,
2004

Removed diagram of Daniel’s Outline of the Future which previously
appeared in the section titled Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream and Daniel’s
Vision!*311. We obtained initial permission to include this image in digital
versions of the commentary, but were unable to procure permission for
printed media. Copyright notices are now directly marked on all copyrighted
images. Typographical corrections.

1.1

April 14,
2004

Related topics are now in alphabetical order. Added new section: Tables
and Figures?®3. Typographical corrections.

1.0

March 27,
2004

First draft of completed commentary. Revised Beasts, Heads, and Horns'*)

diagram so it can be more easily printed. Glossary and topical index items
are now included in the expanded table of contents so they will be found in
searches. Fixed capitalization within Scripture passages. Rearranged related
topics to be in alphabetical order. The scripture index is now separated into
a separate file for each Bible book. Added new section
Acknowledgments!-?), Typographical corrections.

0.26

March 20,
2004

Added new section: Revelation 2213221, Typographical corrections.

0.25

March 14,
2004

Added new section: Revelation 213211, Typographical corrections.

0.24

March 07,
2004

Added new section: Revelation 2083201, Added new section: Millennial

4.11

Kingdom!*"1, Typographical corrections.

0.23

February

Added new section: Revelation 191319, Added new section: Marriage of the
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Revision Date Description
29,2004 | Lamb!*1%, Revised commentary at Revelation 1:13111, and Revelation
1:2B-121 concerning the testimony of Jesus. Typographical corrections.
0.22 February | Added new section: Revelation 185'8]. Typographical corrections.
21,2004
0.21 February | Added new section: Revelation 17%'7). Added new section: Babylon and the
14,2004 Harlot*1. Added new section: Audio Course>!1. Added new map to Sheep
in BozrahB1%%11, Typographical corrections.
0.20 February 8, | Added new section: Revelation 1651%). Added new section: Campaign of
2004 Armageddon™*3). Typographical corrections.
0.19 February 3, | Added new section: Revelation 15751, Typographical corrections.
2004
0.18 January 30, | Added new section: Revelation 1414, Added new section: Finding Your
2004 Way Around2221. Added buttons to verse-by-verse commentary which
provide access to the audio teaching associated with each verse. Added new
diagram from Charting the End Times to Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream and
Daniel’s Vision!*311. Typographical corrections.
0.17 January 23, | Added new section: Revelation 131131, Revised section: Nerol*12],
2004 Typographical corrections. Added new Glossary!>?] entries which point to
their corresponding articles under Related Topics!®.
0.16 January 17, | Added new section: Revelation 123121, Added new section: Beasts, Heads,
2004 and Horns™*31. Typographical corrections.
0.15 January 7, | Added new section: Revelation 1111, Added new section: Temple of
2004 God*191. Added new section: The Plagues of Egypt and the
Tribulation®1371. Added new section: Events of the 70th Week of
Daniel>1334 Added new section: Prophetic Year!>'332], Revised existing
section: Supernatural Origin?*7! Typographical corrections.
0.14 December | Added new section: Revelation 10831%1. Typographical corrections.
24,2003
0.13 December | Added new section: Revelation 91, Added new section: Five: Provision,
18,2003 Fullness, Grace!>7>3*_ Added new subsection concerning the Beast®>>):
Relation to the Pope**®l. Typographical corrections.
0.12 December | Added new section: Revelation 81*3). Added new section: When Does the
4,2003 Day of the Lord Dawn?>'3311_ Typographical corrections.
0.11 November | Fixed problem with links between files under Netscape (URL’s contained
28,2003 DOS back slashes which are now converted to forward slashes).
Typographical corrections.
0.10 November | Added new section: Revelation 717). Added new section: Ten Tribes
24,2003 | 7 gpo1417, Typographical corrections.
0.9 November | Added new section: Revelation 611, Added new section: Zechariah’s
18,2003 [4.19

Horses*""]. Added wood cut images by Albrecht Durer. Typographical
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Revision Date Description
corrections. Added parallel companion bible viewer. Added ability to open
bible from commentary for each verse.
0.8 November | Added new section: Revelation 5. Added new section: Camp of
11,2003 | fopgettd 721, Typographical corrections.
0.7 November | Added new section: Revelation 4341, Added new section: Four Gospels'*.
5,2003 Typographical corrections.
0.6 October 30, | Added new section: Revelation 3131, Added new section: Rapture!* !4,
2003 Added new section: Book of Lifel**]. Typographical corrections.
0.5 October 20, | Added new section: Revelation 232, Added new section: Crowns!*©l,
2003 Added new section: Jezebel*?l. Added new section: Worldly Churches® 8,
Added new section: Who is the Overcomer?'*13131 Revised Seven
Churches of Asia*'3]. Added new picture of Domitian Gold Coins to
Failure in Fulfillment*1231. Typographical corrections.
0.4 October 9, | Added a section titled Automatic Lookup!>22"! which describes how to
2003 automatically open the commentary at a specified section or verse. Added
first draft of verse-by-verse commentary for Revelation 111 Added first
draft of a section titled the Seven Churches of Asia*'>). Added first draft of
a section titled Imminency!*®l.
0.3 September | Added support for automatically opening the HTML commentary by chapter
15,2003 and verse, section number, or fragment of the section title. Some examples:
index.htm?2.1 opens the commentary at section 2.1; index.htm?symbols
opens the commentary at the first section which has the word ‘symbols’ in
its title; and index.htm?1:10 opens the commentary at chapter 1 and verse
10.
0.2 September | Incorporated feedback from reviewers. Added a new section on the
08,2003 | symbolic meaning of the number twol>75311_ Added new diagrams
illustrating the recapitulation and sequential views of the Literary
Structuret> .
0.1 August 16, | First draft of all introductory subjects. Introduction without verse-by-verse
2003 commentary.
0.0 May 2003 | Began background study for introduction.
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2.1 - Audio Course
A companion audio course on the book of Revelation is available over the internet from

s
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http://www.SpiritAndTruth.org/teaching/5.htm

The course includes audio recordings of many of the background topics as well as verse-by-verse
teaching through the entire book of Revelation. The course is available in a variety of formats and can
be download to your computer for more convenient access or future reference.
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2.2 - As We Begin

2.2.1 - An Invitation

We invite the reader to journey along with us as we explore what the last book of the Bible, the book

of Revelation' has to say concerning a simple carpenter born 2,000 years ago in Bethlehem, Israel.
Although many recognize that the death of Jesus has had a greater impact upon the world than that of
any other person of history, relatively few realize how much He will intervene in history yet to come as
He proves Himself to a skeptical world as being much more than a simple carpenter: the King of kings
and Lord of lords risen from the dead.

If you do not yet know Jesus, we urge you to consider the importance of believing in Him:

For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should
not perish but have everlasting life. For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world,
but that the world through Him might be saved. He who believes in Him is not condemned; but he who
does not believe is condemned already, because he has not believed in the name of the only begotten
Son of God. (John 3:16-18)

Thomas said to Him, “Lord, we do not know where You are going, and how can we know the way?”
Jesus said to him, “T am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through
Me.” (John 14:5-6) [emphasis added]

God our Savior . . . desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. For there is
one God and one Mediator between God and men, the Man Christ Jesus, who gave Himself a ransom for
all, to be testified in due time. (1Ti. 2:3-6)

We invite you to consider the free gift offered in the final chapter of the Bible:

And the Spirit and the bride say, “Come!” And let him who hears say, “Come!” And let him who thirsts
come. Whoever desires, let him take the water of life freely. (Rev. 22:17)

If you already know this carpenter personally, may your knowledge of Him be increased by our study
of the book of Revelation.

2.2.2 - Housekeeping Matters

In this section, we discuss some practical matters related to the use of this commentary.

2.2.2.1 - Section Numbers

Because this commentary is being made available in a wide variety of formats (including digital
formats), it is not practical to rely upon page numbers to locate information. Instead, numbers are used
to designate the section within which related information appears. Sections are numbered in a
hierarchical fashion where subsections include the section number of their containing section. For
example, section 5 will have subsections numbered 5.1, 5.2, 5.3, etc. Section 5.1 will have subsections
numbered 5.1.1, 5.1.2, 5.1.3, and so on.

2.2.2.2 - Finding Your Way Around

Digital versions of the commentary contain navigation controls which facilitate movement through the
text. The following controls are located at the top and bottom of each major section.
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Navigation Aids in the Electronic Version
OPEN COMPANION BBLE & — 10

(JF |Rﬂi£‘ ISeu:tiDnnumber,topic:,u:urverse? E] _‘lJ:liil' 4

| | | 11 ]
12 3 4 5 6789

Each control in the diagram above is described below:

1.

2.

Audio Course - Click on this button to listen to the companion audio course on the book of
Revelation.

Hebrew and Greek Fonts - Click on this button to obtain the necessary Hebrew and Greek
fonts for viewing the original Bible languages in the text. See Hebrew and Greek Fonts!?225],
Download - Click on this button to download the commentary from our website to your

computer. This allows the commentary to be viewed when disconnected from the internet. It
also provides faster access for those with a slow internet connection.

Find Entry - Type a section number, topic, or Bible address of interest. Press the Go button
(or type [ENTER] on the keyboard) to open the related section, topic, or address. To open
section /.3, type 1.3. To find the topic symbol, type symbol.> To open this section you are
reading from anywhere in the commentary, type navigating . To open the verse-by-verse
commentary associated with Revelation 3:10, type 3:10 or Rev. 3:10.

Go - Press this button (or type [ENTER] on the keyboard) to find the section number, section
heading, or Bible address which appears in the Find Entry.

Previous - Press this button to go to the preceding topic (the previous major section heading).
Up - Press this button to go to the section which contains this section.

Table of Contents - Opens the Table of Contents'?. There is also an Expanded Table of

Contents'>'l in the Reference Information' which lists every section heading in the entire
commentary.

Next - Press this button to go to the following topic (the next major section heading).

. Companion Bible - Click on the Bible icon to open or close the companion Bible. When the

companion Bible is open, the Bible text appears in a parallel viewing frame. Clicking on a
Bible address causes the parallel Bible to move to the related address while the main text
remains stationary. When the companion Bible is closed, the full viewing area is devoted to
the text and clicking on a Bible address moves the entire viewing area to the Bible. Use the
browser BACK button to return to the main text.

2.2.2.3 - Cross-References

Several types of cross-references are found within the text.

1.

Glossary Entry - Key words and phrases are explained in the glossary. Glossary entries are
followed by a section cross-reference in superscript. For example: Amillennialism!>>1,

Section Title - A cross-reference to a related section title appears in italics. The related

section number appears within superscripted brackets. For example: Why Another

Commentary on Revelation???23],
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2.2.2.4 - New King James Version

This commentary utilizes the New King James Version (NKJV) English text based upon the Greek
Textus Receptus (TR>>7°1) which stands in the line of the Majority Text (MTP241)3 We feel this text

has several advantages:*
1. The NKJV text provides a readable, modern text.

2. Because of its close affinity with the historic King James Version (KJV), the NKJV indirectly
benefits from the many historic reference works based on the KJV.3

3. We are unconvinced by arguments that the Critical Text (NU2#1)° necessarily represents an
improvement over the traditional text.”

4. The NKJV text provides helpful footnotes where the Critical Text (NU) and the Majority Text
(MT) differ from the Textus Receptus (TR).

Although there are many variations in the Greek Text of the book of Revelation, they are mainly
associated with minor aspects of the text and do not present undue difficulty in understanding the

message.®

2.2.2.5 - Use of Bible Addresses

All book names within Bible addresses appear in one of two forms: (1) the full formal name (e.g.,
Revelation), or (2) a standardized abbreviation. The standardized abbreviations are: Gen., Ex., Lev.,
Num., Deu., Jos., Jdg., Ru., 1S, 2S., 1K., 2K., 1Chr., 2Chr., Ezra, Ne., Est., Job, Ps., Pr., Ecc.,
Sos., Isa., Jer., Lam., Eze., Dan., Hos., Joel, Amos, Ob., Jonah, Mic., Nah., Hab., Zep., Hag., Zec.,
Mal., Mtt., Mark, Luke, John, Acts, 1Cor., 2Cor., Gal., Eph., Php., Col., 1Th., 2Th., 1Ti., 2Ti.,

Tit., Phm., Heb., 1Pe., 2Pe., 1Jn., 2Jn., 3Jn., Jude, Rev.’

Citations from other works appear verbatim with the following exceptions: (1) Bible addresses for
which the book of Revelation is assumed, which omit an explicit book name, have been modified to
include an initial book name designating the book of Revelation; (2) Bible addresses which employ
abbreviated book names have been converted to use the standardized book abbreviations (above); (3)
Bible addresses for single-chapter books which omit the chapter number (e.g., “Jude 5”) have been
augmented with an initial chapter number of “1” (e.g., “Jude 1:5”). These changes have been made to
standardize Bible addresses to facilitate the automated conversion and adaptation of this text for
inclusion in computer-based study tools.

2.2.2.6 - Hebrew and Greek Fonts

The digital version of the commentary displays the original languages of the Bible using the free
Gentium'® and SBL Hebrew '! fonts available on the internet.

If you are viewing this commentary in a digital format, you may need to download and install the fonts
in order to view the original Hebrew or Greek characters. Wherever Hebrew or Greek occurs in this

commentary, a transliteration into Roman characters is included for those who cannot read the original
languages or who cannot access the Hebrew and Greek fonts. See the following footnote for examples

of Hebrew and Greek words and their corresponding transliteration. '2

2.2.2.7 - Automatic Lookup

The HTML version of this commentary (http://www.spiritandtruth.org/id/revci.htm) supports the ability
to automatically open at a section or chapter and verse. To perform an automated lookup, include a
search string specifying the section number, section name, or Bible address of interest. For example, to
open the commentary at this section, specify: www.spiritandtruth.org/id/revc.htm? Automatic Lookup
(http://www.spiritandtruth.org/id/revc.htm? Automatic Lookup). To open the commentary at section
number 1.6, specify a search string of 7/.6. To open the commentary at Revelation chapter 1 and verse
10, specify: ?1:10. If you downloaded the HTML commentary for offline use, pass the search string to
the index.htm file in the top level directory of the commentary, for example: index. htm? Automatic
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Lookup.

2.2.2.8 - Endnote References

This commentary draws from references which exist in both digital and traditional paper media.
Citations to references in traditional book or article form typically make use of the page number to
locate the citation. While this means of locating a citation is viable for books in print form and for
some forms of digital media, many digital references do not support traditional pagination. Therefore,
a different means of locating a citation is required. Moreover, even those references which currently
exist in print may eventually be more readily available in digital format. Wherever possible, we have
chosen to indicate the location of citations by Bible address (e.g., Rev. 12:10) rather than page number.
This is not possible in all cases—as when citing material from a nonbiblical source or which does not
deal with the verse-by-verse treatment of the Bible text. It is our expectation that over time this
approach will prove to be more digital-friendly for the use of this work in conjunction with other study
aids in electronic format.

2.2.3 - Why Another Commentary on Revelation?

If one were to attempt to climb to the moon upon a stairway made of books published upon a single
topic, the informed person would choose to build that staircase out of biblical commentaries. Next to
the Bible itself, the most voluminous stream of publication down through history must be the writing
of men and women who have attempted to understand and explain the biblical text. The number of
commentaries, dictionaries, devotionals, and other study aids which focus upon the Word of God is
truly staggering.

Out of this vast stream of biblical interpretation, perhaps the largest tributary consists of commentaries
upon the book of Revelation, otherwise known as The Apocalypse. The sheer number of commentaries
on the last book of the New Testament is a daunting consideration for anyone who would attempt to
contribute to this flow of words which has spanned centuries and occupied some of the best minds and
most devoted spirits mankind has been graced with by God. When scanning the footnotes or
bibliography of one of the many modern commentaries on the book of Revelation, one is immediately
overwhelmed by the breadth of material which has been written on this book.

Any writer who considers casting his small pebble into such a mighty flow must ask himself what his
work could possibly contribute to the already large body of material on the subject? Why attempt to
extend the work of giants who have gone before? Will it not be equivalent to painting over the face of
a finished diamond? Surely, close attention must be given to the motives and goals of such a task!

It is from such a perspective that we offer this work. It is not our intention to supersede or improve
upon those which have gone before, but to glean from their work while achieving the following goals:

1. Unrestricted Use - To provide a commentary which is not subject to the royalty and
permission limitations so prevalent in our times. 4 primary goal of this work is to provide a
modern commentary on the book of Revelation which may be copied and freely distributed by
any means and for any purpose. This is particularly important in our current age of digital
study tools and worldwide distribution via the internet. It is our desire that this commentary
would be freely available for reading or inclusion with any of the many free or low-cost
Bible-study programs which are now available.'3 The copyright''!} for this commentary
embraces this goal.

2. Use of Modern Technology - To present the commentary using modern text-processing,
cross-referencing, and presentation technology. This facilitates the ease with which the
material can be read when using a computer, with or without an accompanying digital Bible
text.

3. Introduction to Other Works - To guide the inquiring student toward what we believe are
the most valuable and trustworthy works available on the book of Revelation. Fortunately,
after dismissing those works which compromise the core values of Evangelicalism or are
written by those lacking the illumination of the Holy Spirit because they have not been “born

again,” the number is reduced substantially.'# Readers will find additional aids for the study
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of the book of Revelation within the footnotes and bibliography!>©l.

4. A Policy of Inoculation - It is our desire to alert the unfamiliar reader concerning some of the
potential pitfalls!>?'% which accompany a study of Revelation, and the Bible in general.

2.2.4 - Attacks upon the book of Revelation

As we consider this last book of the Bible, we would do well to bear in mind the strategy of the enemy
which has long sought to undermine a plain acceptance and understanding of this capstone of God’s
revelation. The confusion which exists concerning the interpretation of the book of Revelation is one
of many evidences which reflect his desire that this important part of God’s Word might not have its
intended effect among the saints. In fact, the two “bookends” of the Bible, Genesis and Revelation, are
of foundational importance in revealing the purposes and plan of God.

If the authority of Genesis can be unseated, then the rest of God’s Word which is constructed upon it,
will also be seriously eroded. This, then, is a key aspect of the admittedly clever but unsupportable
theory of evolution which substitutes random events for the Grand Designer. If evolution were true,
then the entire gospel of Jesus Christ collapses.

As one atheist has observed: !

Without Adam, without the original sin, Jesus Christ is reduced to a man with a mission on the wrong
planet. Sin becomes not an ugly fate due to man‘s disobedience, but only the struggle of instincts.
Christianity has fought, still fights, and will fight science to the desperate end over evolution, because
evolution destroys utterly and finally the very reason Jesus’ earthly life was supposedly made necessary.
Destroy Adam and Eve and the original sin, and in the rubble you will find the sorry remains of the son
of god. Take away the meaning of his death. If Jesus was not the redeemer who died for our sins, and
this is what evolution means, then Christianity is nothing! Christianity, if it is to survive, must have
Adam and the original sin and the fall from grace or it cannot have Jesus the redeemer who restores to

those who believe what Adam’s disobedience took away. ¢

Similar spiritual elements which are at work attempting to undermine the trustworthiness of the book
of Genesis are also busily attempting to undermine the message of the book of Revelation. Morris
observes the importance of both Genesis and Revelation as antidotes for existentialism and
postmodernism which now characterize secular philosophy:

It is small wonder that the great Enemy of God’s truth has directed his most intense attacks against
Genesis and Revelation, denying the historicity of the former and the perspicuity of the latter. With
neither creation nor consummation—neither beginning nor ending—all that we would have is the
existential present, and this unfortunately has become the almost universal emphasis of modern

philosophy and religion.'”

Not only do the books of Genesis and Revelation serve as important moorings for understanding our
place in the scheme of God’s universe, but the book of Revelation serves also as God’s unveiling to
His saints of important future events. The master deceiver is well aware of this and has specially
targeted this book for attack.

The Apocalypse not only reveals much concerning the person and work of the Man of Sin, but it
describes his doom, as it also announces the complete overthrow of the Trinity of Evil. This, no doubt,
accounts for much of the prejudice which obtains against the study and reading of this book. It is indeed
remarkable that this is the only book in the Bible connected with which there is a distinct promise given
to those who read and hear its prophecy (Rev. 1:3). And yet how very rarely it is read from the pulpits of
those churches which are reputed as orthodox! Surely the great Enemy is responsible for this. It seems
that Satan fears and hates above every book in the Bible this one which tells of his being ultimately cast
into the Lake of Fire. But ‘we are not ignorant of his devices’ (2Cor. 2:11). Then let him not keep us
from the prayerful and careful perusal of this prophecy which tells of those things .which must shortly

come to pass.18

What may be surprising to the newer believer is the source of these attacks: from both outside and
within Christianity. Of these two, the latter is more damaging.'®
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2.2.5 - Avoidance within Christianity

As has been long observed, the book of Revelation is not often taught from the pulpits of Christianity
by the very men whom God has raised up for the purpose of serving as balanced, in-depth guides to the
truths therein.

There is a widespread prejudice against the study of the Apocalypse. Though it is the great prophetic

book of the New Testament, the last of all the writings of Inspirationt>2>331, a special message from the
ascended Saviour to His Churches on earth, and pressed upon every one’s attention with uncommon
urgency, there are religious guides, sworn to teach “the whole counsel of God,” who make a merit of not

understanding it, and of not wishing to occupy themselves with it.20

Even the greatest commentator of the Reformation, John Calvin, avoided writing a commentary on
Revelation.?!

One side-effect of this avoidance of the book of Revelation by pastors tasked with edifying the saints is
that others who are less qualified step in and attempt to do the job in their place. Due to its seemingly
mysterious nature and wealth of symbols, the curiosity of believers is aroused. If they are unable to
find solid teaching about the book from their local church pulpit, they naturally look elsewhere.
Unfortunately, most of the alternative sources are lacking in intimacy with our Lord, biblical
understanding, or are motivated to gain followers and notoriety by “tickling the ears” of the saints, as
Paul warned Timothy (2Ti. 4:3-4).

2.2.6 - Hiding or Revealing?

The intent of the book of Revelation is provided by the very first word of the first verse: "ATOKGALP1LG

[Apokalypsis]?* which Strong defines as “1 a laying bare, making naked. 2 a disclosure of truth,
instruction. 2A concerning things before unknown. 2B used of events by which things or states or

persons hitherto withdrawn from view are made visible to all. 3 manifestation, appearance.”” The
emphasis shared by all these varied meanings is making known or revealing things which previously
were not known and is rendered by our English word revelation which has a similar meaning: “1.a.
The act of revealing or disclosing. b. Something revealed, especially a dramatic disclosure of
something not previously known or realized.”** That it is God’s intent to reveal information is made
plain later in the same verse where it is said that God gave the Revelation to Jesus “to show His
servants.” Clearly, the book of Revelation is not meant to obscure, but to reveal! Yet many would

admit to finding the last book of the Bible difficult to understand, even puzzling—almost as if written

to frustrate the very goal stated in the first verse. 2

It is our belief that this tension between God‘s desire to reveal and the fact that many are unable to
understand the book of Revelation stems from a principle which Jesus spoke about. Like many of
Jesus’ teachings, it is a disturbing teaching which is very important to grasp.

After Jesus had been rejected by the religious leaders of the Jews, Matthew records:

On the same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the sea. And great multitudes were gathered
together to Him, so that He got into a boat and sat; and the whole multitude stood on the shore. Then He
spoke many things to them in parables, saying. . . (Mtt. 13:1-3)

This is the first mention of the word “parablel>24” by Matthew and underscores an essential shift in

the teaching ministry of Jesus.?® Previously, Jesus had not relied heavily upon the use of parables for
teaching. Matthew identifies this shift for the reader:

All these things Jesus spoke to the multitude in parables; and without a parable He did not speak to
them (Mtt. 13:34) [emphasis added]

At first, one might be tempted to interpret this change in teaching style to Jesus’ desire to impart deep
truths through simple illustrations. Such an understanding is partly true, but there is another more
ominous aspect of the use of parables which is more germane to our topic at hand—understanding the
book of Revelation. Toussaint explains:

According to the etymology of the word “parable” TtO(pO(BO)\ﬁ [parabole] is the act of placing one
thing beside another so that a comparison may be made between them. As a result the word came to
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mean a comparison, illustration, or figure. [Henry Barkclay Swete, The Parables of the Kingdom , p. 1.]
... The key to the purpose of these parables is found in the Lord’s own explanation (Mtt. 13:11-18). He
says that He uses parables at this juncture for two purposes—to reveal truth and to conceal it. To the
ones who accept the Messiah the truth and interpretation of the parables is revealed (Mtt. 11:25-26;
13:11-16). On the other hand, to those who have hardened their hearts the truth is veiled by the

parables (Mtt. 11:25-26; 13:11-15). [emphasis added]?’

Here then is a principle which all who seek to understand God’s Word must come to grips with: the
Word of God is like a two-sided coin. One side reveals His truth to those who seek Him. The other
side hides that same truth from those who have hardened their heart against Him. Jesus Himself
explained it best:

He answered and said to them, “Because it has been given to you to know the mysteries of the kingdom
of heaven, but to them it has not been given. For whoever has, to him more will be given, and he will
have abundance; but whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken away from him. Therefore I
speak to them in parables, because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they
understand. And in them the prophecy of Isaiah is fulfilled, which says: ‘Hearing you will hear and shall
not understand, and seeing you will see and not perceive.” ” (Mtt. 13:11-14 cf. Isa. 6:9-10)

The surprising and rather difficult aspect of this teaching of Jesus is to some it has not been given.
Jesus spoke of this need for spiritual regeneration to receive revelation when Nicodemus came visiting
one night. Jesus told Nicodemus, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born-again, he cannot see
the kingdom of God.” (John 3:3). This need to be born-again reflects the fact that those who have not
come to faith in Christ are unable to understand the things of God. Paul also wrote of it: “But the
natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; nor can
he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” [emphasis added] (1Cor. 2:14).

Isaiah related the same principle. Unless men have the proper attitude and heart toward God, He will
keep things hidden from them and frustrate their attempts at understanding:

Pause and wonder! Blind yourselves and be blind! They are drunk, but not with wine; they stagger, but
not with intoxicating drink. For the LORD has poured out on you the spirit of deep sleep, and has closed
your eyes, namely, the prophets; and He has covered your heads, namely, the seers. The whole vision
has become to you like the words of a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one who is literate,
saying, “Read this, please.” And he says, “I cannot, for it is sealed.” Then the book is delivered to one
who is illiterate, saying, “Read this, please.” And he says, “I am not literate.” Therefore the Lord said:
“Inasmuch as these people draw near with their mouths and honor Me with their lips, but have
removed their hearts far from Me, and their fear toward Me is taught by the commandment of
men, therefore, behold, I will again do a marvelous work among this people, a marvelous work and a
wonder; for the wisdom of their wise men shall perish, and the understanding of their prudent men shall
be hidden.” (Isa. 29:9-14) [emphasis added]

Here we meet with the first of several caveats which must be considered when attempting to
understand the book of Revelation. Unless you, the reader, are “born-again,” you will not understand
God’s Word—including that which is recorded in the book of Revelation. Even if you are born-again,
commentaries and study aids produced by those who have not experienced regeneration are of very
limited, even negative, value. This alone eliminates massive volumes of verbiage by those who lack
the illumination of the Holy Spirit.?® For how can those who lack the essential means of spiritual
understanding ever hope to teach spiritual truth to others? The very symbols and allusions within
God’s Word are intended by design to conceal spiritual truth from the unregenerate. Yet many
commentators throughout history have continued in this vain attempt to rely on purely natural insight
to explain this spiritual book. The fruitlessness of such attempts are perhaps no more evident than in
prophetic portions of Scripture which employ symbols like those found in the book of Revelation.
“Prophecy therefore must be expressed in symbolic language in order that only the faithful and the
spiritually discerning might know. Symbols confuse unbelieving skeptics without unnecessarily
frustrating believing Christians.”?® Although there is clearly an intent by God to hide truth from those
without eyes to see, Tan notes this is not the primary purpose of prophecy: “Prophecy is given more

primarily to reveal the future to believers than to veil it from unbelievers.”

Another source of difficulty is the variety of interpretations which result from those who undertake to
study the book and explain it to others. “It is doubtless true that no other book, whether in sacred or
profane literature, has received in whole or in part so many different interpretations.”' Many of these
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interpretations are more enigmatic than the book itself. “The literary genius G.K. Chesterson once
quipped, ‘Though St. John the Evangelist saw many strange monsters in his vision, he saw no creatures

so wild as one of his own commentators.’ >3 This variety of interpretive results has been damaging to

the cause of Christ and was certainly not His intention when He first gave it to His servant John.3?

This diversity of interpretive results serves to obscure rather than reveal the message which God
intended His saints to understand and receive a blessing from (Rev. 1:3; 22:7, 14). If God Who created
language also created the human brain, surely He did so having in mind the sufficiency of
communication between His creature and Himself and from creature to creature. If language and man’s
intellect is sufficient and God’s revealed Word is Holy and perfect, what accounts for the wide

variations in understanding attributed to the book of Revelation? In a word: hermeneutics!>22%!

Although we treat the issues in more depth in our discussion of Interpreting Symbols>"), here we will
simply note that unless a uniform approach to interpretation based on the normal rules of
communication is extended to every part of God’s Word, then the perspicuity of Scripture is greatly
compromised. This can be seen in the huge variation of interpretive results by those who depart from
these rules of grammatical historical interpretation. The large variety of meanings attributed to the
book of Revelation are the result of using a faulty hermeneutic. This is one of the many tools used by
the enemy of God to undermine the understanding of His Word. When one restricts the interpretive
variations to those who employ a literal hermeneutic, the range of possibilities dwindles significantly
resulting in much agreement and thus, the perspicuity of the Scriptures is preserved. One can only
wonder why those who employ techniques which yield hugely varying interpretations fail to see the
variance in their results as irrefutable evidence of the faultiness of their approach!

No, it is God’s intent that we understand the message He has given. Although we may never
understand all that He has revealed, it is not His purpose to frustrate or confuse (1Cor. 14:33). While it
is our firm conviction that much may be known with confidence, it would be foolhardy to lay claim to
a complete understanding. As Pink has observed:

To speculate about any of the truths of Holy Writ is the height of irreverence: better far to humbly
acknowledge our ignorance when God has not made known His mind to us. Only in His light do we see
light. Secret things belong unto the Lord, but the things which are revealed (in Scripture) belong unto us
and to our children. . . . As the time of the manifestation of the Man of Sin draws near, God may be
pleased to vouchsafe a fuller and better understanding of those parts of His Word which make known

“the things which must shortly come to pass.”34

2.2.7 - The Importance of Historical Perspective

As we will see when we come to the various systems of interpretation>'?], maintaining the proper
historical perspective is of utmost importance. In particular, two extremes must be avoided: (1)
assuming that everything written in the book applies exclusively to our day; (2) assuming that
everything written in the book applies exclusively to John'’s day. While this may seem obvious to
some, it is amazing how often interpretation runs astray of these guidelines by overemphasizing one or
the other of these two extremes.

Hindson explains the tendency which is most prevalent in the time of the reader:

There is always a great temptation to read about the future through the eyes of the present! From our
current standpoint in history, we presume to speculate on how the events predicted in the Revelation will
eventually be fulfilled. The problem is that each generation tends to assume that it is the terminal
generation and that the end will come in their lifetime. [emphasis added]*>

This has been the bane of historical and futurist interpretations of Scripture and has led otherwise

careful interpreters into the trap of date-setting when they should have known better.

[Hal] Lindsey taught that within a generation (a generation equals forty years) of Israel’s becoming a
nation again, the Lord would return (Late Great Planet , p. 43). This was based upon his interpretation
that the fig tree in Matthew 24:32 is a symbol for the reconstitution of Israel as a nation. Thus, the
generation (Mtt. 24:34) that saw Israel become a nation would also see the Second Coming. Since Israel
became a nation in 1948, many believe that Lindsey implied Christ’s return would occur by 1988. . . .

none of Lindsey’s mentors agreed with his view.3
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The unfortunate result of such errors has been the discrediting of the most valid interpretive system
applied to the book of Revelation: (fiturism>!121). This is throwing the baby out with the bath-water.

Another common danger is to see all of Scripture through the eyes of the salvation history of our own
experience. For those who have come to Christ since the Day of Pentecost, this is the perspective of the
Church.

No matter what part of the Bible may we read, the one object seems to be to “find the Church.”. . . This
arises from our own natural selfishness. “We” belong to the Church, and therefore all “we” read “we”
take to ourselves, not hesitating to rob others of what belongs to them. . . . On this system of
interpretation the Bible is useless for the purposes of Divine revelation. . . . And yet it is on this same
principle that the Apocalypse is usually treated. Everywhere the Church is thrust in: John . . . represents
the Church; the living creatures, or Cherubim . . . are the Church; the four and twenty elders . . . are the
Church; the 144,000 . . . are the Church, the great multitude . . . is the Church; the “women clothed with
the sun” . . . is the Church; the man child . . . is the Church; the bride . . . is the Church; the “New

Jerusalem” . . . is the Church.?”

While we might disagree with some of the foregoing examples, the general tendency is no doubt valid:
a tendency to read past distinctions in the text and to read “ourselves” into passages which are really
focused on believers in another age. Here we must use caution since “all Scripture is given by

inspiration®2331 of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work” (2Ti.
3:17). But whereas all Scripture is profitable, not all Scripture is written to the same specific audience.
This is especially true of the prophetic passages of Scripture which are written primarily to those who
will live through the times described and only secondarily to the rest of the saints throughout history.33

Here, we are touching on the foundational issues of dispensationalism'>*'31: a belief that a careful
reading of Scripture while recognizing its self-consistent nature results in the understanding that God
has dealt with different people in different ways as biblical history and progressive revelation have
unfolded. When we ignore these distinctions found in God’s Word, our understanding of His message
suffers.

The flip-side of our tendency to find the “church” everywhere in Scripture is a failure to recognize the
Jewishness of God’s Word. Especially our lack of familiarity with God’s promises made to national
Israel throughout the Old Testament. Even when we have studied these promises of God from the older
books, many incorrectly assume these are no longer to be literally understood. Instead they subject
them to spiritual interpretation in a vain attempt to replace Israel with the Church. The failure to grasp
the Jewishness of much of what transpires throughout Scripture, but especially in the book of
Revelation, has led many interpreters astray. No more so than in their attempt to understand and
explain allusions made in the Apocalypse using pagan or historic sources which are tangential or even

opposed to the principles of God.>* We discuss these and other issues related to the interpretation of
symbols>71 in greater depth elsewhere.

Another error to beware of is artificially limiting the scope of the events described within the book of
Revelation. The scope can be limited in numerous ways. Historically, there is a tendency to neglect
vast ages of time which have a bearing on the visions John sees, but which don’t conveniently fit with
the polemic purpose of the interpreter. For example, many Reformers, intent on using every weapon at
their disposal to separate from Rome, tended to limit their understanding of the harlot of Revelation 17
to the machinations of the Roman Catholic system. Geographically, the historical school of
interpretation has tended to limit the scope of events portrayed in the book to only those of significance
to Western Christianity or even Europe:

To limit [the scope of the Apocalypse] to Popery, or to Christendom (so called) is we believe, wholly to
miss the scope of the Book; and committing the mistake condemned by true logic—vis., of putting a part
(and a small part too) for the whole. The awful conflict is of far wider extent than this. It exceeds all the
general petty views of its scope; as affairs of State transcend those of a Parish Vestry. . . . the scope of
the book, . . . is the winding up of the affairs of the whole creation, and the fixing of the eternal states of
all things in heaven and on earth. . . . While many fritter away its solemn scenes in the common-place

history of Europe, there are others who see beyond.*°

The careful interpreter will understand this capstone of God’s revelation as closing up all history
covering a worldwide scope and will strive to avoid artificially limiting his interpretation where the
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text itself does not.*' Anderson has observed, “The bible is not intended for the present dispensation

only, but for the people of God in every age.”* The correct interpretation will recognize the benefit of
the entire book of Revelation for all readers of all historic ages and perspectives yet without denying
specific prophetic settings peopled by different saints of God in different historic situations. These
historical and prophetic scenes are described from both the vantage point of heaven and that of earth:

We have here . . . a doctrine of the Aistory of the consummation . . . an exposition of the nature of
history. The book is a revelation of the connection between things that are seen and things that are not
seen, between things on earth and things in heaven; a revelation which fuses both into one mighty
drama; so that the movements of the human action, and the course of visible fact, are half shrouded, half
disclosed, amid the glory and the terror of the spiritual agencies at work around us, and of the eternal
interests which we see involved. . . . it becomes more plain that the earth is the battlefield of the

5.2.12]

kingdoms of light and darkness.—Canonl Bernard, Progress of Doctrine in the New Testament™®

2.2.8 - Overemphasis on Extra-biblical Sources

There is an endless amount of material written about and urged as essential to understanding the book

of Revelation. Most authors recognize the OT1>231 context from which the book of Revelation springs,
but some assert the need to go ever farther afield in the quest to find related material. Thus, not only
must we understand the historical context and setting necessary for grammatical historical
interpretation, we should seek the explanation of symbols and their intended meaning from secular and
even pagan source material. We believe this to be an incorrect emphasis on extra-biblical material.

While it is certain that elements of the book of Revelation are intimately connected with the historical
setting of the recipients (e.g., the letters to the churches of Asia), commentators too often assume this
cultural/historical connection extends to the rest of the book where no such direct connection may be
established. For example, Osborne states: “It is clear in Revelation that one of the primary problems of
the believers in the province of Asia is some form of emperor worship (Rev. 13:4, 14-17; 14:9; 15:2;
16:2; 19:20; 20:4).”* It is one thing to recognize the significance of emperor worship to the immediate
readers at the time the book of Revelation was written. It is quite another to assert that a proper
understanding of prophetic passages which reveal events in a potentially distant future are dependent
upon the events of the time of the writer. This goes too far and fails to appreciate the pattern
established throughout Scripture by prophetic passages which although written and entrusted to an
immediate readership serve to set forth events to come for the benefit of God’s people yet unborn (Ps.
22:30; 102:18; John 17:20; 20:29; Rom. 15:4).

The unintended but real result of this over-emphasis on extra-biblical material is an implicit denial of
the sufficiency of Scripture (Ps. 19:1-14; John 8:31; 1Cor. 4:6; 2Ti. 3:15-17; Heb. 4:12-13; 2Pe. 1:3,
19-21; Jude 1:3) and a subtle, but disastrous drawing of the reader ever further afield from the

inspired?2331 Word of God in search of gold which, more often than not, is fool’s gold. This is

especially problematic for the new believer who is ill-equipped to dredge through non-canonical>>1%

writings such as the pseudepigraphal®>°' and apocryphal®?>! while avoiding catastrophe.

Commentators who encourage this route are akin to blind guides who leave blindfolded travelers at the
edge of a precipice to wander at their pleasure. Such action is in direct contradiction to the mandate of
God’s Word for those more experienced to proactively guide and guard both themselves and those
under their influence (Acts 20:28-29; Col. 2:8; 1Ti. 6:20; 1Pe. 5:2-3). The truths of God are not to be
taught by the university model—where the widest smorgasbord of ideas is presented for the
ungrounded to sample. Instead, we are to guard our minds and to cast down non-canonical writings and
ideas which attempt to assert their influence above the very inspired Word of God (Rom. 1:21-22;
1Cor. 1:19; 2Cor. 10:5; Col. 2:3, 8, 18; 2Pe. 3:16-18). Not only is this emphasis on extra-biblical
sources dangerous, but it results in all manner of incorrect conclusions as pagan or legendary ideas
form the basis for the interpretation of inspired symbols. Nowhere is this perhaps more evident than in
the far-fetched identifications proffered for the Woman of Revelation 12.

This emphasis on extra-biblical material becomes so acute that the implication for the simple child of
God is that an understanding of the last book of the Bible is essentially beyond his grasp unless he
immerses himself in the socio-political details of the late first-century, including the broad study of
pagan beliefs, practices, and symbols of the secular society. Such an emphasis fails to understand the
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guidelines which the divine Author of the book has set forth for His children (Ps. 101:3; Isa. 33:15;
Php. 4:8) and undermines the perspicuity of Scripture because most saints through the ages have
lacked and continue to lack access to the extra-biblical materials these authors assert as essential to our
understanding of this important book.

Another deleterious side-effect of the over-emphasis on extra-biblical material for an understanding of
the Apocalypse is the blurring of the distinction between inspired writings versus uninspired writings.
When the boundary between the inerrant!>>32! and the speculative and even fraudulent is minimized or
overlooked, the results are predictable: questionable conclusions result and the student of Scripture
begins to equate the uninspired writings of secular writers with the matchless and unique written Word
of God. This is the well-traveled path to religious liberalism and even apostasy which has been a key
tool of Satan throughout history and in our own day.

Within this commentary, we make occasional reference to extra-biblical writings, mainly when they

provide insight into thought patterns, beliefs, and historical events of their time. For example, in the

discussion of related passages and themes'>'31 we make mention of Jewish rabbinical writings>13-%]

because these help illustrate the common understanding of Jewish rabbis regarding events related to
the book of Revelation. We are not using the Rabbis to teach about the book of Revelation, but as a
point of evidence that the Old Testament was understood by early rabbis to teach a future time of peril
coming upon the world. It is our conviction that those similarities which do occur between extra-
biblical writings and inspired Scripture reflect a dependence of the extra-biblical material upon the
Scripture. It has been our observation that many scholars assume exactly the opposite—that extra-
biblical myths and beliefs had great influence upon the writers of Scripture.

2.2.9 - Simplicity over Academics

As J. Vernon McGee was fond of observing, “Remember. . . [God] is feeding sheep—not giraffes!.”
Nowhere is this observation perhaps more relevant than to the topic at hand.

If our tone regarding the dangers of various streams of thought regarding the interpretation of the book
of Revelation sounds overly negative, perhaps it is in reaction to the painful, laborious, and often
depressing task of hours spent wading through numerous commentaries which are deeply academic
and highly acclaimed by some, but which are void of faith and spiritual insight. Worse, they propose a
seemingly endless series of fanciful or disjointed interpretations served up with a large dose of
unbelief and skepticism. With rare exception, the words of former U.S. President Dwight D.
Eisenhower could describe many of these works: “An intellectual is a man who takes more words than
necessary to tell more than he knows.”

Much of what passes for enlightened inquiry is an endless series of conjectures and discussions
centered on a number of highly-questionable assertions made, for the most part, by unbelievers and
their allies, liberal academics. These ever-taller ivory towers are impressive at first sight, until one
learns to recognize the house-of-cards foundation upon which they are built. The sooner the believer
recognizes these tangents as the distractions which they are, the less time will be spent attempting to
understand and subsequently refute ideas which contradict the teachings of Jesus. We are speaking
here of ideas such as the Documentary Hypothesis, Deutero-Isaiah theories, redaction criticism and
others which have consumed an enormous amount of energy and time while yielding little if any
fruit.*> For those who are born-again, the simple words of Jesus fell these academic constructions. For
those who are not born-again, we suggest that there is a more pressing issue than academic distractions
concerning the book of Revelation—such as one’s stance in regard to these infrequently quoted verses
from another of John’s writings: John 3:18-19, 36.

Let us say up-front that the approach we have chosen is unlikely to appeal to academics who place
greater emphasis on interacting with each other’s often questionable theories than on understanding the
text and edifying the saints. Our approach here is not encyclopedic nor does it favor critical
scholarship.*® While recognizing alternate views, the emphasis is upon an understanding of the text
itself and its priority over secondary commentary.
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2.2.10 - A Policy of Inoculation

Someone has said “every writer has biases, but only some admit to it.” It is not our intention here to
provide an unbiased tour of a wide variety of views concerning the Apocalypse. There are many other
works which the reader could refer to which fill that function. Here, we will practice a policy of
‘inoculation’ in regard to alternate views. That is, we intend to set forth enough information
concerning the alternative view for readers to be aware of its major features. We also provide
information refuting aspects of the view which we find most problematic. Neither the alternate view
nor the refutation will proceed in great detail, but will include suitable references for those who wish to
pursue the subject in greater depth. It is our hope that in the same way that an inoculation injects a
small amount of a deadly disease into the human body so that it may build up its natural defenses, an
understanding of aspects of alternate views will help the reader understand the problems

accompanying them and so avoid the mistake of endorsing questionable ideas mainly because they are

“new” or “different.”*’

Some of the matters we discuss are not simply differences in view within Evangelical ranks, but touch
on basic issues concerning the nature of the Scriptures—which have been undermined by many who
purport to lead others into a deeper understanding of Scripture. Teachers who endorse questionable
views concerning the inspiration®®233, inerrancy’®>%31 and authorship of Holy Scripture are adept at
dressing their skepticism within the garb of inference, making it less obvious to the inexperienced
student of Scripture. We hope to make these implicit teachings more explicit where needed.

2.2.11 - Dispensational, Premillennial, Pretribulational Exposition

The reader should know that this commentary is written from the perspective of a dispensationall>*'3],

premillennial>*%), and pretribulational’>*%" view of Scripture as we believe that this is what God’s
Word teaches when rightly interpreted.

By way of background, let us state that we came to salvation and spent the first five years of our
Christian walk in a church which endorsed preterism!>'221, The book table at the church featured

books by authors such as David Chilton and embraced both Dominion Theology>>'"! and

Replacement Theology>2%3. During these five years, we learned many valuable things for which we

will eternally be grateful. Yet the place of prophecy in the Word of God and the book of Revelation
specifically were seldom, if ever taught. Having a better grasp of the issues and interpretive systems
involved, we now understand that the book of Revelation was seen as having already passed its point
of relevance. Having believed it was written primarily for first-century believers describing political
events of their day, all fulfilled by the hyperbolicl>?2?" language thought to be found in the book, the
book was relegated to serving as a devotional text for Christian living. While it is undeniable that one
great purpose of the book of Revelation is to inspire the saints of all ages, especially those in times of
intense persecution, this is not the only or even primary purpose of the book.

Even though raised in a preterist>>> environment, as our understanding of the Word of God grew
over time, it became clear that a plain reading of Scripture (we didn’t know about grammatical
historical interpretation or hermeneutics!>>%!) portrayed a very different picture than that what we
had been taught. It has been our observation since that time that many who are trained to observe
details and integrate the teachings of Scripture into a self-consistent whole wind up in the
dispensational, premillennial camp.*® Not because we hold this a priori understanding, but because the
Scriptures, when interpreted in a consistently literal way where figures of speech and symbols are duly
recognized as such and handled in their normative fashion, evidence differences in the requirements
which God prescribes to different groups at different times.*® For example, Scripture maintains a
consistent distinction between the role of the nation Israel and the Church, *° and sets forth Jesus as
returning prior to the Millennium (Rev. 19-20).

This may disappoint those who find the “straightjacket” of literal interpretation too constraining. Some
favor the broad vistas of devotional creativity and alternative understandings which result from non-
literal interpretation. But it is our opinion that the very breadth of such vistas is strong indication of
their unsoundness for they evidence an “unknowability” which undermines the value of the book of
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Revelation itself. If the stated purpose of the Revelation is for God to “show His servants things which
must shortly take place” (Rev. 1:1), what value can there be in allegorical or devotional interpretation
which misplaces the locus of understanding from the actual words of the text to the mind of the reader?
How are His servants to know when the results of non-literal interpretation abound in variety of
meaning? The variety of results evidenced by non-literal interpretation serve as strong evidence against

its suitability for the purpose stated by God.>!

2.2.12 - Learning God’s Way

Each of us that comes to the book of Revelation would do well to consider the words of Paul to the
Corinthian church:

And 1, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual people but as to carnal, as to babes in Christ. I fed
you with milk and not with solid food; for until now you were not able to receive it, and even now you
are still not able. (1Cor. 3:1-2)

Although Paul is admonishing the Corinthian believers regarding their lack of maturity, as evidenced
by relational confrontation among them (1Cor. 3:3), the inability to teach mature subjects to immature
believers is also evident. The writer to the Hebrews echoes this principle:

Therefore, leaving the discussion of the elementary principles of Christ, let us go on to perfection, not
laying again the foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, of the doctrine of
baptisms, of laying on of hands, of resurrection of the dead, and of eternal judgment. And this we will
do if God permits. (Heb. 6:1-3)

The writer hopes to avoid conveying the same foundational knowledge previously related, but to go on
to more advanced principles.

There is a progression found in God’s Word. Many of its foundational truths are extremely simple and
readily understood. Other truths are less evident and require a long-term foundation of Scriptural
knowledge upon which the Holy Spirit builds our understanding. As Gregory the Great succinctly

observed: “Holy Scripture is a stream of running water, where alike the elephant may swim, and the

lamb walk.”%2

This explains why God’s Word is fresh and powerful for both the new believer and the elderly saint—
the “lamb” is refreshed in the shallows of the stream while the “elephant” plunges into the depths. But
a problem may develop when the “lamb” decides to take matters into its own hands and undertake a
short-cut straight for deeper waters. It will quickly find itself out of its depth, and in the case at hand,
confused.

There is a head-on collision between the fast-food, instant-gratification mentality of our society and the
way in which the Holy Spirit reveals the truths of God’s Word to the diligent student. In our rush to
plumb the depths of Scripture, we neglect the reality that the truths therein are often presented like
peeling an onion—Ilayer by layer God leads us deeper in His Word. He is not a God of our making and
most certainly not a “God of the short-cut.” He is the antithesis of “have it your way” and instead
favors the spiritual tortoise over the hare.

Numerous times we have observed eager believers who are not yet truly acquainted with the basics of
God’s Word charge ahead attempting to master the book of Revelation. This is guaranteed to be
unfruitful and even dangerous. God owes us nothing! Let us keep that in mind as we approach this
book! If we are not ready for certain revelation and understanding, so be it!. Let’s rest in that fact and
trust God to give us what we need when we need it. To attempt to “push” into the book or to “cram”
for long hours to force the understanding from the text is manifestly sin as it substitutes our selfish
desire for elevated knowledge over trust in the gentle leading and guidance of the Holy Spirit as we
invest daily in God’s Word.

Ultimately, if we persist in a strong-armed insistence in “obtaining the goods” from a passage which
we are not spiritually ready for, it may even become dangerous. We become open for deception as
Satan or our flesh will readily provide a substitute for that which God, in His ultimate wisdom, has not
yet given us. Thus, by pressing too hard or too soon to master a passage, we often wind up with an
incorrect or superficial understanding of its true contents. The damage comes when we turn around and
teach that which we don’t understand. We also suffer as we grow satisfied and rest in an understanding
which is in fact not a true understanding.
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Instead, why not allow for puzzlement and wonder in our exploration of the book? When we encounter
things we don’t understand (not if, but when), why not simply “put them on the shelf” and pray about
them? Over time, God will bring the key that helps unlock the puzzle. In the meantime, enjoy the
journey and depend upon His Spirit to gradually bring your understanding to maturity.

2.2.13 - Focus is Christ

As we enter our study of the book of Revelation, it will serve us well to remember that the book is “the
revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 1:1). As the angel tells John later in the book “the testimony of Jesus
is the spirit of prophecy” [emphasis added] (Rev. 19:10). Jesus made a similar statement when He
criticized the Jewish religious leaders, “You search the Scriptures, for in them you think you have
eternal life; and these are they which testify of Me” [emphasis added] (John 5:39). How many
commentators, hoping to lead us into a deeper understanding of this book have themselves fallen into
the same error as the “searchers” of Jesus’ day? “But you are not willing to come to Me that you may
have life” (John 5:40). May we not fall into the trap of searching the Scriptures for reasons other than

to find our Lord!*3

The central theme of the Apocalypse is given in the title to the book. It is “the revelation of Jesus Christ
which God gave Him to show to His bond-servants the things which must shortly take place” (Rev. 1:1).
Jesus Christ is the central theme of the Revelation. He is the most important key to understanding the

book. He is both the author of the Revelation and the subject of it.>*

When studying the book of Revelation, it is easy to become distracted from this central theme because
there is so much going on—visions being seen, seals being opened, trumpets blown, bowls poured
forth, judgments taking place, and so on. There can also develop a sense of morbid fascination with the
details revealed regarding the two beasts (Rev. 13). Yet as believers, our primary motivation while
awaiting the return of Jesus is to watch for our Lord , not the man of sin (Mtt. 24:42; 25:13; Mark
13:33, 35, 37; Luke 12:36-40; 21:36; 1Cor. 1:7; 16:13; Php. 3:20; 1Th. 1:10; 5:6; 2Ti. 4:8; Tit. 2:13;
Heb. 9:28; 2Pe. 3:12; Rev. 3:2-3; 16:15). As we wait for Him, the book of Revelation provides a
greater insight into His status today, no longer a man of sorrows, but the risen and glorified Lord!

The book of Revelation is the only book in the New Testament that presents Jesus Christ as He really is
today. The gospels introduce Him as the “man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering” during his
incarnation. Revelation presents Him in His true glory and majesty after His resurrection and ascension

into heaven, never again to be reviled, rebuked, and spat upon.55

The focus of the book of Revelation upon Christ and His return to institute His perfect, earthly
kingdom can be seen in the numerous titles which John records:

The book of Revelation is preeminently the ‘Revelation of Jesus Christ’ (Rev. 1:1). It describes Him by
many titles, including ‘the faithful witness’ (Rev. 1:5); ‘the firstborn of the dead’ (Rev. 1:5); ‘the ruler of
the kings of the earth’ (Rev. 1:5); ‘the Alpha and the Omega’ (Rev. 1:8; 21:6); ‘the first and the last’
(Rev. 1:17); ‘the living One’ (Rev. 1:18); ‘the One who holds the seven stars in His right hand, the One
who walks among the seven golden lampstands’ (Rev. 2:1); ‘the One who has the sharp two-edged
sword’ (Rev. 2:12); ‘the Son of God’ (Rev. 2:18); the One ‘who has eyes like a flame of fire, and feet
like burnished bronze’ (Rev. 2:18); the One ‘who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars’ (Rev.
3:1); the One ‘who is holy, who is true’ (Rev. 3:7); the holder of ‘the key of David, who opens and no
one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens’ (Rev. 3:7); ‘the Amen, the faithful and true Witness’
(Rev. 3:14); ‘the Beginning of the creation of God’ (Rev. 3:14); ‘the Lion that is from the tribe of Judah’
(Rev. 5:5); ‘the Root of David’ (Rev. 5:5); the Lamb of God (e.g., 5:6; 6:1; 7:9-10; 8:1; 12:11; 13:8;
14:1; 15:3; 17:14; 19:7; 21:9; 22:1); the ‘Lord, holy and true’ (Rev. 6:10); the One who ‘is called
Faithful and True’ (Rev. 19:11); ‘The Word of God’ (Rev. 19:13); the ‘King of kings, and Lord of lords’
(Rev. 19:16); Christ (Messiah), ruling on earth with His glorified saints (Rev. 20:6); and ‘Jesus - the root

and the descendant of David, the bright morning star’ (Rev. 22:16).5
The book of Revelation claims to be prophecy (Rev. 1:3; 10:7, 11; 22:7, 10, 18, 19). But, as the angel
explains to John “the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy” (Rev. 19:10).%
It is with a devotional heart and a longing for our Lord which we should enter into our study of this
book rather than an idle or morbid fascination with events to come. Without the proper focus, we risk

turning this masterful message of Jesus Christ intended for personal response into a cold documentary
of future events. Make no mistake: future events are here foretold, but the purpose of the events and
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their revelation to us is to glorify Jesus and to draw men to Himself. May it be so!

2.2.14 - The Primacy of Scripture

Now we come upon a subject of great importance: the primacy (ultimate importance) of Scripture.
While the inspiration®233! and inerrancy!>*321 of Scripture is often heard on the lips, in practice we
often demonstrate confusion on this matter. I’'m speaking here of our tendency to be drawn away from
the Scriptures themselves into secondary sources of lower quality. Satan is a master at using
motivation, whether good or bad, and is adept at diluting our exposure to the very Words of God in
favor of the fodder of man. One of his most fruitful avenues to distract believers from direct exposure
to God’s Word is a biblical commentary such as this. If he can draw us ever further afield through our
pursuit of secondary material, he stands a better chance of separating us from the truth of God’s Word.
We begin to subsist on man’s moldering and stale bread in place of the Bread of Life. If this is done in
a gradual enough manner over time, our taste buds lose the ability to distinguish the difference. This is
a dangerous diet which is both filling and utterly empty!

Yet such is the situation in many of the academies today. Forever commenting on the comments of
commentators of the inspired Scriptures, the mountain of words grows ever higher and more distant
from the centrality of God’s Word. In our fleshly pursuit of knowledge and status, Satan is happy to
provide whatever material is needed for our journey away from God. Is this not the central error of the
rabbinical schools where such great priority is placed on the study of the secondary teachings of
famous rabbis that precious little time is left for God’s original message to dispel the darkness? What
value is there in mastering Maimonides or Rashi if it precludes a basic understanding of Isaiah’s
Suffering Servant (Isa. 53)? Men grow in education and learning while the devil leans back and smiles!

We are not against education or human teaching. To hold such a view would be to contrary to the
Scriptures themselves which indicate that God has given us fallible human teachers in order that we
would be edified and equipped for the work of the ministry (Eph. 4:1; 2Ti. 2:24).%8 Yet as we seek to
understand God’s Word, it is of utmost importance that we understand the relative priority among the
different sources of instruction we utilize.

Bible Study Target

#1 Original-Language Bible
(Hebrew and Greek)

#2 English-Language Bible
word-for-word translation

#3 Primary Study Tools
(concordance, lexicon,
cross-reference)

#4 Secondary Study Tools
{commentary, encyclopedia)

#5 Background Material
(historical/cultural works)

Lest someone say that al/ we need do is to remain within the inner two rings, we counter that this will
not result in a mature understanding of all that God intends. For example, if we were to completely
neglect extra-biblical history, how are we to benefit fully from Gabriel’s words to Daniel: “the people
of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary” (Dan. 9:26)? Scripture nowhere
records the nationality of the people who destroyed Jerusalem and God’s House. If it were not from the
historic record, we would not know that it was Titus of Rome who destroyed Jerusalem and the
Templel>2 731 (Mtt. 24:2) and thus, be able to conclude that the “prince who is to come” is related to the
Roman people.

This tension between the desire to stay immersed in God’s inerrant Word versus understanding the
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broader context of history within which the Bible plays out and to benefit from God-given human
teachers is a continual dilemma for the serious student, one that is a matter for much prayer and
wisdom. Many have followed a path leading toward the edges of the target, eating stale bread and
imbibing the dangerous elixir of academic liberalism only to find themselves shipwrecked in matters of
faith and salvation. Fewer, but also impoverished, are those who refuse to wander beyond the center
two rings. These remain ignorant of important factors which would greatly enrich their understanding
of our Lord and His Word.* It is with an eye to recognizing the need to spend time in all rings of the
diagram, yet avoiding the dangers of overdependence upon the outer rings which motivates this
discussion.

The table below describes the various rings of the Bible Study Target and provides representative

works which fall within each ring. (Consult the Bibliography'>©! for additional information on the texts
mentioned below.)

Rings of Biblical Study
Ring Category Description Examples
1 Original- God’s inspired Word in the » Hodges, The Greek New Testament
Lgnguage original languages (Hebrew According To The Majority Text®
Bible and Greek).

« Aland, The Greek New Testament®’

e Maurice A. Robinson, and William G.
Pierpont, The New Testament in The

Original Greek : Byzantine Textform®

* Biblia Sacra Utriusque Testamenti

Editio Hebraica et Graeca®

« K. Elliger, and Rudolph, Biblia

Hebraica Stuttgartensia®

« Aron Dotan, Biblia Hebraica

Leningradensia%
2 English- Word-for-word translation of | KJV, KJ2000, NKJV, ASV, NASB, LITV,
Language the Hebrew and Greek MKJV
Bible®’ texts.®®
3 Primary Study | Concordances, Cross- » Strong, The Exhaustive Concordance of
Tools references, Language Tools. the Bible®®

These tools are denoted as

primary because they help us
to understand the raw biblical Standard Exhaustive Concordance

e Robert L. Thomas, ed., New American
70, 71

text while minimizing man-

. . « Torrey, The Treasury of Scripture
made interpretation.

Knowledge™ 73,

* W.E. Vine, Vine's Expository
Dictionary of Old and New Testament
Words™*

¢ Frederick William Danker, and Walter
Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the
New Testament and Other Early

Christian Literature”’

 Spiros Zodhiates, KJV Hebrew-Greek
Key Study Bible’% or Spiros Zodhiates,
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Ring Category Description Examples
NASB Hebrew-Greek Key Study Bible’”
» Jay P. Green, and Maurice A. Robinson,
A Concise Lexicon to the Biblical
Languages™
4 Secondary Dictionaries, encyclopedias, | * Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed.,
Study Tools | commentaries. These tools International Standard Bible
are denoted as secondary Encyclopedia”
because although they can be ) ) )
of great value to our + Merrill K. Unger, R. Harrison, Frederic
understanding, they also F Vos, and Cyril J. Barber, The New
unavoidably include the Unger's Bible Dictionary®
b1a§es of the agthors. Ifwe + John F. Walvoord, and Roy B. Zuck,
derived our primary eds., The Bible Knowledge
understanding of the text C !
from these sources, we will ommentary
be “tainted’ (sometimes | . C. 1. Scofield, The Scofield Study Bible™?
dramatically so) by the ‘spin’
which different interpreters + John MacArthur, The MacArthur Study
bring to their understanding Bible®
of the Bible. The dangers ”
here are subtle, but can be © efc.
far-reaching and take a long
time to overcome until
additional Bible study in
rings 1-3 corrects
misperceptions that have
been learned.
5 Background | Historical and cultural works | There are a large number of works which
Material which help to anchor the fall into this category. A small

biblical revelation within the
historic setting and culture in
which it was first written.

representative sample is given here:

» Nathan Ausubel, The Book of Jewish
Knowledge®

» Eli Barnavi, 4 Historical Atlas of the
Jewish People®®

+ Alfred Edersheim, Bible History, Old

Testament®”

 Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of

Jesus The Messiah®®

 Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its

Ministry and Services®

« Flavius Josephus, The Complete Works
of Josephus®’

» Encyclopedia Judaica - CD-ROM
Edition Version 1.0°'

 Philip Birnbaum, Encyclopedia of
Jewish Concepts®’
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Ring Category Description Examples

e eftc.

The observant reader will notice that as we move outward from the center of the target toward the
outer rings, the number of study sources dramatically increases. This is a blessing and a curse: a
blessing because of the many excellent resources which enable us to better understand the Bible, its
times, and historical context; a curse because only the inner-most ring contains the inspired and
inerrant Words of God. To the degree the secondary works draw our attention away from the center of
the target, we are in danger. One need only observe the many young men of God who have gone off to

seminary returning as highly “educated” liberal skeptics.”

Our advice is to concentrate on the inner-most three rings, especially as a new believer. As soon as we

find ourselves spending the larger share of our time outside of ring #3, let that be cause for alarm
and motivate us to scurry back to the Bread of Life itself and feed upon its supernatural qualities
(Ps. 119; Heb. 4:12; 1Pe. 1:23).

The observant reader will also notice that we have just now recommended he minimize his time spent
in ring #4—the very ring within which he is currently feeding by the mere fact that he is reading these
words! Yet the truth remains, as much as it is our desire to see the reader blessed by this commentary,
we would be doing a disservice if we failed to warn him that such fare cannot be the mainstay of his
biblical diet. Although the Words of Scripture herein are life, the reader, aided by the Holy Spirit
within him, should carefully judge whether the associated commentary remains true to God’s Word.

Notes

I Also known as the Apocalypse of Jesus Christ.

2 Topics are searched for within section titles, glossary entries®2!, and index entriesl®*). The first section title,
glossary entry, or index entry containing the word or phrase is opened.

3 Scripture taken from the New King James Version. Copyright ©982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by
permission. All rights reserved.

4

[Zane C. Hodges, and Arthur L. Farstad, The Greek New Testament According To The Majority Text
(Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishing, 1985)]. We are aware that many prefer the KJV text. We have
neither the mandate nor opportunity here to consider the arguments for and against the KJV text.

5 e.g., [James Strong, The Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (Ontario: Woodside Bible Fellowship, 1996)],
[R. Torrey, The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1995)].

Kurt Aland, and Bruce M. Metzger, The Greek New Testament (Stuttgart, Germany: German Bible Society,
1983).

Neither space nor subject permit a more elaborate treatment of the relative merits and weaknesses of the
heuristics upon which the critical Greek text depends. It is evident that many of the textual decisions
underlying the Critical Text hinge upon unproven generalizations which are essentially unknowable on a case-
by-case basis. In essence, the “algorithm” by which the textual variations are transformed into the “best” text
is non-determinative and subjective. For an example which reveals these problems, see the commentary on

Revelation 5:9891. Also see [Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament
(Stuttgart, Germany: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1994)] for additional details. The book of Revelation has

fewer extant manuscripts than other books of the NTP248] «The MSSP243 of Revelation are few compared

to those of other NT literature. Thus, of the important early witnesses, only three papyril®2-3

5.2.80]

!and scarcely

half a dozen uncials! of the Apocalypse are extant. While there are over a thousand minuscule!>>411 MSS
for each of most of the other books, Revelation has a total of only about 250.”—Alan F. Johnson, Revelation:
The Expositor's Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1966), 12.

“It should, however, be observed that the variants relate very largely to differences in the order of words, to
the use or omission of the article or a connective, and to syntactical construction. Numerous as the variants
are, they are not of a kind to cause uncertainty in a single paragraph taken as a whole.”—Isbon T. Beckwith,
The Apocalypse of John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001), 411.
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Recognizing that no single set of Bible book abbreviations is optimum in terms of length, readability, and
interoperation with other study aids, we are mainly interested in standardization to facilitate digital processing
of this document.

http://scripts.sil.org/cms/scripts/page.php?site_id=nrsi&item_id=Gentium
(http://scripts.sil.org/cms/scripts/page.php?site_id=nrsi&item id=Gentium)

http://www.sbl-site.org/Resources/default.aspx

Greek transliteration examples: Sl’)O(YYS,)\lOV [euangelion], puotr’lplov [mystéerion], f)T[Ep [hyper], (()O(B[Sl
[hrabbi], TopanA [Israél], TepooOAVUX [lerosolyma). Hebrew transliteration examples: DR [ ‘adam],
PR [erets], PRI0? [yisra &l], D2WI [erishalayim], DR [ élohim.

See www.e-sword.net, www.swordsearcher.net, www.SpiritAndTruth.org, and others.
14 John 14:26; 16:13-14; 1Cor. 2:10-13; Eph. 3:5; 1Jn. 2:20, 27.

How one might wish that all believers had as good a grasp of the essential relationship of Genesis to the
gospel as this enemy of the cross!

16 Bozarth, G. R., The Meaning of Evolution, American Atheist, 1978, 20:30.
17" Henry Morris, The Revelation Record (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1983), 21.

18 Arthur Walkington Pink, The Antichrist (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1999, 1923), s.v.
“Antichrist in the Apocalypse.”

This is due to the fact that most believers automatically know to test unbiblical philosophy and teaching by
God’s Word. What is more damaging, are teachers who appear to fall within the pale of Christianity, but
whose views concerning Revelation deny essentials of the faith or its prophetic relevance for the future.

20§, A. Seiss, The Apocalypse: Lectures on the Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing

House, 1966), v.

21 «“John Calvin, the greatest commentator of the Reformation, who wrote commentaries on the other books, did

not attempt to write a commentary on Revelation.”—John MacArthur, Revelation 1-11 : The MacArthur New
Testament Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999), 1.

22 The definite article (“the”) does not appear within the Greek text.

23 Strong, The Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible.

2 American Heritage Online Dictionary, Ver. 3.0A, 3rd ed. (Houghton Mifflin, 1993).

25 Even Luther admitted: “Even if it were a blessed thing to believe what is contained in it, no man knows what

that is.”—Alva J. McClain, The Greatness Of The Kingdom (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1959), 6.

26 Jesus began using parables later on the same day (Mtt. 13:1) on which the unpardonable sin was committed

(Mtt. 12:24-31).

27 Stanley D. Toussaint, Behold The King: A Study of Matthew (Portland, OR: Multnomah Press, 1980), 168-
169.

28 John 14:26; 16:13-14; 1Cor. 2:10-13; Eph. 3:5; 1Jn. 2:20, 27.

29 Mal Couch, Classical Evangelical Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications), 72.

30" paul Lee Tan, The Interpretation of Prophecy (Dallas, TX: Bible Communications, Inc., 1993), 139.

31 Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John, 1.

32 Randall Price, The Coming Last Days Temple (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 1999), 308.

33 “No other part of Scripture has proved so fascinating to expositors, and no other part has suffered so much at

their hands.”—Merrill C. Tenney, Interpreting Revelation (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1957), 13.

34 Pink, The Antichrist, s.v. “foreword.”

35 Edward Hindson, Revelation: Unlocking the Future (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 2002), 2.

36 Thomas Ice, “Harold L. Lindsey,” in Mal Couch, ed., Dictionary of Premillennial Theology (Grand Rapids,

MI: Kregel Publications, 1996), 242.
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E. W. Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1984, 1935), 1-2.

Matthew 24 serves as an excellent illustration. The primary audience of this passage will live during a time
when there will be a holy place —a temple standing in Jerusalem (Mtt. 24:15), will be living in Judea (Mtt.
24:16), and living under conditions of the Mosaic Law (Mtt. 24:20).

“If we count up the number of Old Testament passages quoted or alluded to in the New Testament, we find
that the gospel of Matthew has a very large number, amounting in all to 92. The Epistle to the Hebrews comes
higher still with 102. . .. when we turn to the Apocalypse, what do we find? . . . No less than 285 references to
the Old Testament. More than three times as many as Matthew, and nearly three times as many as the Epistle
to the Hebrews. We ask whether this does not give the book of Revelation a very special connection with the
Old Testament, and with Israel? It is undoubtedly written about the people of the Old Testament who are
the subjects of its history.” [emphasis added]—Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation, 6-7.

Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation, 111-112.

The extreme of historical and geographical limitation is represented by the preterist interpretation® 1221 which
sees the entire book written to 1st-Century readers and concerning events localized in either the fall of
Jerusalem or the fall of Rome.

Robert Anderson, The Coming Prince (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1957), 171%*.
Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation, 123-134.
Grant R. Osborne, Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002), 6.

“The roots of the present Age of Apostasy began in Europe, particularly with German rationalism, where the

inerrancyP23% of the Scriptures was denied with the development of biblical criticism and the documentary

hypothesis.”—Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, rev ed. (Tustin, CA: Ariel Ministries,
2003), 72.

Perhaps the greatest weapon of critical scholarship is its academic mandate that other views engage its
speculative theories else lose a hearing. This mandate denies the rule of faith of the believer and our trust in
God‘s written revelation. Believers do not exercise a ’blind faith,” but neither should we waste precious time
interacting with speculative theories which only serve to keep us from a deeper understanding of what God has
revealed.

Here we might pause to observe that many who have defected from solid doctrinal positions based upon the
Word of God have done so because they never truly understood the position they initially endorsed. Having
ridden on a “straw horse,” it became all too easy for others to push them off and lead them elsewhere.

Being trained as an electrical engineer, we soon found other engineers which reached similar conclusions.
Men like Clarence Larkin, Henry Morris, and Robert Thomas.

One need only contrast the different instructions given by God pertaining to the eating of meat to see the
essence of dispensationalism: Gen. 1:29; 9:3; Deu. 12:15; Isa. 11:7; 65:25; Rom. 14:2; 1Ti. 4:3.

“Of the twenty-seven uses in the Gospel of Luke and Acts, Jervell concludes: ‘In Luke’s writings Israel

always refers to the Jewish people. At no time does it serve to characterize the church, i.e., it is never used as a

technical term'27% for the Christian gathering of Jews and Gentiles.” >—Robert L. Saucy, “Israel and the

Church: A Case for Discontinuity,” in John S. Feinberg, ed., Continuity And Discontinuity (Westchester, IL:
Crossway Books, 1988), 245.

Like a helium balloon in the wind, once the ‘tether’ of literal/normative interpretation is cut, the interpreter is
‘free’ to drift further and further afield from the intended understanding.

Johnson, Revelation: The Expositor's Bible Commentary, vii.

Ps. 40:7; Luke 18:31; 24:27, 44; John 5:39, 46; Acts 8:35; 10:43; Heb. 10:7.

Hindson, Revelation: Unlocking the Future, 7.

Tim LaHaye, Revelation Unveiled (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1999), 9-10.
MacArthur, Revelation 1-11 : The MacArthur New Testament Commentary, 2.

“He is the source of all prophecy, and all prophecy moves toward a fulfillment by Him with a view toward His
own glory.”—Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 351.

Eze. 34:3, 15; John 21:17; Acts 2:42; 6:2-4; 11:25-26; 20:27; Eph. 4:11; 1Ti. 3:2; 4:6, 11, 13, 16; 5:17-18;
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2Ti. 2:15, 24; Tit. 1:9; 2:1.

39 Nowhere is this perhaps more evident than in the ignorance of Jewish culture which has denuded western

Christian commentary throughout history.

60 Students who do not know the original languages can derive considerable insight into the original languages

by the use of some of the tools in ring #3.

61 Hodges, The Greek New Testament According To The Majority Text.

62 Aland, The Greek New Testament.

3 Maurice A. Robinson, and William G. Pierpont, The New Testament in The Original Greek : Byzantine

Textform (Southborough, MA: Chilton Book Publishing, 2005).

% Biblia Sacra Utriusque Testamenti Editio Hebraica et Graeca (Stuttgart, Germany: German Bible Society,

1994).
5 K. Elliger, and Rudolph, Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (Stuttgart, Germany: German Bible Society, 1977).

66 Aron Dotan, Biblia Hebraica Leningradensia (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 2001).

67 Readers whose primary tongue is other than English would utilize the Scriptures in their native tongue.

8 Translations which utilize dynamic equivalency, such as the NIV, and those which are paraphrases (such as

The Message) are not suited for detailed Bible study.

9 Strong, The Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible.

70 Robert L. Thomas, ed., New American Standard Exhaustive Concordance (Anaheim, CA: Foundation

Publications, 1998).

71 An exhaustive concordance for the NKJV is available, but it lacks support for Strong’s number and a Hebrew

and Greek dictionary.

2 Torrey, The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge.

73 The older Treasury of Scripture Knowledge is more widely-available, but is not as complete or accurate as the

newer version by Jerome Smith. [Torrey, The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge)

7+ W.E. Vine, Vine's Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words (Nashville, IL: Thomas Nelson
Publishers, 1996).

75 Frederick William Danker, and Walter Bauer, 4 Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other
Early Christian Literature (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000).

76 Spiros Zodhiates, KJV Hebrew-Greek Key Study Bible (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 1991).

7 Spiros Zodhiates, NASB Hebrew-Greek Key Study Bible (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 1990).

78 Jay P. Green, and Maurice A. Robinson, 4 Concise Lexicon to the Biblical Languages (Lafayette, IN:

Sovereign Grace Publishers, Inc., 1987).

7 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids, MI: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1979, 1915).

80 Merrill K. Unger, R. Harrison, Frederic F Vos, and Cyril J. Barber, The New Unger's Bible Dictionary
(Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1988).

81 John F. Walvoord, and Roy B. Zuck, eds., The Bible Knowledge Commentary (Wheaton, IL: SP Publications,
1983).

82 C.1. Scofield, The Scofield Study Bible (New York, N'Y: Oxford University Press, 2002, 1909).
83 John MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible (Nashville, TN: Word Publishing, 1997).
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Many works in this category, such as [David Noel Freeman, ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York,
NY: Doubleday, 1996, c1992)], are so compromised by academic liberalism that we cannot recommend them
except for comparative study by mature, well-grounded saints. Even then, the value-per-page of many works
in this category is extremely low. The hugely-popular NIV Study Bible is not recommended. As mentioned
elsewhere, the NIV translation is not suitable for in-depth study and the commentary attending the NIV Study
Bible is compromised by an attempt to appeal to too many interpretive positions.

Nathan Ausubel, The Book of Jewish Knowledge (New York, NY: Crown Publishers, 1964).

Eli Barnavi, 4 Historical Atlas of the Jewish People (New York, NY: Schocken Books, 1992).

Alfred Edersheim, Bible History, Old Testament (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995).

Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus The Messiah (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993).
Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994).
Flavius Josephus, The Complete Works of Josephus (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1981).
Encyclopedia Judaica - CD-ROM Edition Version 1.0 (Jerusalem: Judaica Multimedia, 1997).

Philip Birnbaum, Encyclopedia of Jewish Concepts (New York, NY: Hebrew Publishing Company, 1995).

“Apostasy would first begin in a denominational school and thus affect the training of ministers who were to
fill the pulpits of the churches of those denominations. Eventually, more and more liberals took over the
pulpits, and more and more churches became liberal themselves. So throughout the first two decades of the
twentieth century, apostasy took over the schools and trained ministers for denominational churches.”—
Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 73.
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2.3 - Audience and Purpose

A great variety of opinion attends the identification of the purpose and the audience for whom John
wrote. Some of this can be attributed to confusion, but there can be no doubt that the varied motives of
interpreters play a large role in the discussion. For if it were possible to restrict the role of the book of
Revelation to a particular audience or narrow purpose, then its relevance to believers occupying other
geographic or historic positions will necessarily be reduced. The reader must know that this is a
driving motive behind some interpretations which aspire to relegate John’s message to the dustbin of
history in order to avoid the conclusion that many events described therein are yet future.

2.3.1 - Can’t God Prophesy?

Perhaps the most puzzling statements encountered in the discussion of the purpose of the book of
Revelation are those which assert that this most prophetic of New Testament books is not about
predictive prophecy:
The fact [is] clear, that the book is not a prediction of the great movements in the world and the Church
in the later centuries of European history, or in the centuries which are yet to come. . . . these and many
like inquiries all proceed from an utter misconception of the character of prophecy.'

St. John did not write a textbook on prophecy. Instead, he recorded a heavenly worship service in

progress.”

While we might agree that the book of Revelation is not a texthook and records a heavenly worship
service, to imply the book is not about prophecy goes too far. Even Chilton himself seems inconsistent

on this point. 3

Beckwith confidently tells us that the book cannot be about “great movements in the world,” whether
in European history (which we would tend to agree with) “nor in . . . centuries yet to come.” With a
stroke of the pen he asserts that God had no intention of revealing historical events yet future. Even

Chilton must admit: “John himself reminds us repeatedly, [the book] is a prophecy.”* Not just a

prophecy, but “completely in keeping with the writings of the other Biblical prophets.”

And how did God utilize the other biblical prophets? As all interpreters ought to be quick to recognize,
prophecy was never given primarily for its predictive content. It was always given with an emphasis
on motivating its hearers to repent and return to God. Perhaps the quintessential example is that of the
prophet Jonah who was sent to a people he despised and delivered a prophetic message which had its
intended effect of turning the Ninevites to God and avoiding judgment (Jonah 3:5-10). The minute we
lose sight of the motivational motor behind God’s prophetic Word is the time when we begin to distort
and cheapen what God wants us to understand. And so it is with the book of Revelation. It is a book of
revealing, especially of the true character and righteous judgment of Jesus Christ. This message is set
within the context of real-world history with an emphasis on a coming time of wrath and judgment
which should serve as a huge motivator for those who do not yet know Jesus Christ to consider their
error! But for all this, it is equally an error to deny the plain predictive aspects of biblical prophecy.
One need only consider how Herod was informed of the predicted birth place of the Messiah (Mtt. 2:5-
6 cf. Mic. 5:2) or how Jesus arranged to ride into Jerusalem on a donkey (Mtt. 21:2-5 cf. Zec. 9:9) in
order to fulfill Zechariah’s prediction concerning the Messiah in order to see that prophecy includes a
predictive element. Has not God Himself said:

Remember the former things of old, for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like

Me, Declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times zhings that are not yet done,
saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will do all My pleasure,’ (Isa. 46:9-10) [emphasis added]

Why would these interpreters be so quick to assert that John’s message is light on prophetic content or
not really dealing with predictive events anchored in history? The answer lies in their motives. They
desire to interpret the book from a preterist’®>>> perspective which denies the future application of its
contents. Let the reader beware: much of what is written concerning the book of Revelation is flavored
by the predisposition of the commentator. It is our intent in the introduction to our work to attempt to
acquaint the reader with a number of these predispositions so that he will be better equipped to judge
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for himself the validity of the conclusions of such interpreters.

In response to those who minimize the predictive element of the book of Revelation, Couch states:
“Why can’t Revelation be a treasure house for the prophetical archaeologist if it is indeed a book of

prophecy? Can’t God write prophecy? Can’t He give us the plan of the ages?”®

It is important to understand what the book claims for itself. The words prophecy, prophesy,
prophesying, prophet, and prophets are forms used twenty-one times in the writing. And the way these
words are used leaves no doubt that the book is forecasting events yet to come. No other New Testament

book uses this term about itself in such a clear way.’

This prophetic content is not intended for mere head-knowledge, but like all of God’s written
revelation, it must travel the 18 inches from our head to our heart with the express design of affecting a
change in our daily living:
The anticipation of seeing Jesus when he comes should cause us to live and act in a godly manner. As
John wrote, we will be like Jesus when He appears (1 John 3:2), and so “every one who has this hope
fixed on Him purifies himself, just as He is pure” (1Jn. 3:3). [Peter] also wrote of this cleansing effect of
prophecy when he wrote about the new heavens and the new earth. “Beloved, since you look for these

things, be diligent to be found by Him in peace, spotless and blameless™ (2 Peter 3:14).3

2.3.2 - Overemphasis on Immediate Audience or Events

Although the principles of grammatical historical interpretation duly recognize the importance of the
immediate audience of God’s revelation,’ this fact cannot be used to undercut God’s ability to reveal
events far future from the day of the immediate readers. When interpreters overemphasize the
immediate audience, it makes it difficult to see how God could reveal future events to those same
readers without running foul of the limited scope of such interpreters. Indeed, this is the case in the
book before us. When the application to the immediate audience dominates the purpose of the book,
then interpreters tend to search the local history of the first readers in an attempt to find events which,
in their mind, “match” the events described by God. Two such examples are the Roman practice of

emperor worship!%and the myth that Nerol>24%1 would revive from the dead.!!

Such interpretations do not match the plain meaning of the text. Emperor worship was not a serious

factor at the time of Nero, especially in Asia (see the discussion concerning the datel*!!! when the
book was written). Nor did Nero fulfill the biblical requirements of the beast (Nero committed suicide
in 68 AD whereas the beast is cast alive into the Lake of Fire at the return of Jesus Christ , Rev.
19:20). Nor has Nero been revived in the intervening centuries. (We discuss reasons why Nero cannot

be the Beast>>%1 of Revelation elsewherel*12].)

One wonders if God doesn’t ask Himself, “How can I tell these people about events future to the time
of the recipients of My revelation without them attempting to find everything I say fulfilled in their
own time?”’

2.3.2.1 - Misunderstood Motive

Another stumbling block to an accurate interpretation of the book of Revelation is attributing the
wrong motives to its authorship. To listen to some commentators, one gets the idea that the Book was
written only after long and careful thought by John upon the geopolitical climate of his day and the
impact the culture was having upon the affairs of the church:

One thing that can probably be agreed upon by the majority of commentators is that a contributing
reason for John’s motive in writing is the perceived discrepancy in the Christian audience between, on
the one hand, belief that the kingdom had been inaugurated, that God was sovereign over history, and
that Christ would soon return to conclude history and, on the other hand, the reality that forces of evil
continued to exist, to dominate culture and even flourish, while oppressing believers to varying degrees.
How did the truth of the gospel relate practically and specifically to the difficult cultural, social,
political, and economic realities.'?

The reader should not miss the fact that John has just been “reinterpreted” from an obedient servant
simply responding to the commands of His Lord (Rev. 1:19; 2:1, 12; 3:1, 7, 14; 4:1; etc.) into a savvy
geopolitical analyst complete with his own motives!
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Another frequently heard, but incorrect, motive is found in devotional and inspirational content. “St.
John’s primary concern in writing the book of Revelation was just this very thing: to strengthen the

Christian community in the faith of Jesus Christ’s Lordship, to make them aware that the persecutions

they suffered were integrally involved in the great war of history.”!3

Again, the problem is not in recognizing that the book of Revelation does provide great spiritual
encouragement and even immediate instructions for the seven churches®2%! of Asia, but it is
manifestly unbiblical to assert that this was John’s primary task and to imply that John had his own
motivations for writing the book.

2.3.2.1.1 - Anti-Supernatural Motive for Writing

Here we must discuss a common thread which runs throughout many works on the book of Revelation
and which is particularly troubling. It is the hallmark of much which passes for academic learning in
our times. Anti-supernaturalism: a prevalent bias against the supernatural and an overt reliance upon
the natural. A substitution of the rational and analytical capabilities of man for the revealed truth and
intervention of God. An elevation of learned opinion over the simple statements of Holy Writ.

There is no shortage of interpreters who are quick to attribute the writing of the book of Revelation to
causes other than the direct intervention and command of God upon John: “It was natural that the
Church of the first century should produce such a writing, for Christian hope centered in the coming of

the kingdom of God and his Christ.” [emphasis added]'* “The major thrust of Revelation is not
sociopolitical but theological. John is more concerned with countering the heresy that was creeping
into the churches toward the close of the first century than in addressing the political situation.”!

These opinions, although from learned sources, are directly opposed to the simple statements of the
book itself, which Mills correctly recognizes:

[His motive] is simply to fulfill his charge to faithfully record the vision he had been privileged to
see . However, this same verse provides us with a clue to the divine purpose in the book, for it was,
firstly, to provide a divine assessment of the condition of the churches which it addresses (the things
which are), and then, secondly, to record ‘the things which shall take place after these things.” This last
purpose is prophetic, as is clearly stated in Rev. 1:3; and this provides a clue as to the major purpose of

the book. [emphasis added]'®

Where these anti-supernatural interpreters would have us envision John pondering for some number of
months over the potential letter which he planned to write, carefully considering various purposes and
ideas which he hoped to frame in his message, the biblical reality is miles apart. “John was writing as

fast as he could to record the visions he was seeing.”!”
Peter had this to say concerning “John’s motive:”

And so we have the prophetic word confirmed, which you do well to heed as a light that shines in a dark
place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts; knowing this first, that no prophecy
of Scripture is of any private interpretation, for prophecy never came by the will of man, but holy men
of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. (2Pe. 1:19-21) [emphasis added]

2.3.2.2 - Relevance to the Immediate Audience

A frequent assertion by those who are not in favor of the book of Revelation describing future events is
that if the book were to describe events yet future to the time of the hearers, then it would necessarily
be irrelevant:

A predictive work which is totally unrelated to its own day could have no meaning for its readers
because they would be unable to bridge the gap of thought between themselves and its prophecies. One
might as well give a textbook on thermo-nuclear fission to a medieval monk and expect him to
understand it as to present a work of complete prediction of the future to a man of any era and assume
that he would profit by it unless some means were established by which he could connect his own times

with the events which were to come.!8

If we go along with dispensational[5'2'15] interpreters in finding the Rapture[s'z'(’z] of the church at

Revelation 4:1, then the book becomes largely irrelevant, not only to the original readers, but also to all
Christians of any age. . . . This leaves it far from obvious why Christians should take an interest in such
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events, or why God wished to reveal them.!?

One wonders if these same commentators ever considered Isaiah’s unmatched prophecy of the
Suffering Servant? What value might this have had to his immediate readership living between 739 and
686 BC??° According to their criteria it must have been “largely irrelevant” to Isaiah’s contemporaries
since it sets forth in great detail the crucifixion of our Lord at least six centuries before the actual
events. Obviously, these interpreters are aware of the many prophetic examples such as Isaiah, but
choose to treat them differently because they have no bearing on events yet future to our own time.

This insistence that all the events of the book of Revelation must pertain to the immediate hearers is
without foundation and runs directly counter to the whole tenor of prophetic revelation throughout
Scripture. Even many of those who lived as contemporaries of John failed to understand their

contemporary Scriptures as being fulfilled in their day.?'

Moreover, aspects of the prophecies themselves were not necessarily understood by the prophet
himself, not to mention his contemporaries: “Interpreters of the Revelation should bear in mind two
important passages: 1Pe. 1:12; 2Pe. 1:20, 21. Doubtless much which is designedly obscure to us will

be clear to those for whom it was written as the time approaches.”

To use the argument that the book must be understood by the first generation of Christians completely as
a refutation of the futuristic position is not reasonable nor backed by the study of prophecy in Scripture
in general. . . . it is strange that such an objection should be considered weighty. Much of the prophecy
of the Bible deals with the distant future, including the Old Testament promises of the coming Messiah .
. . the difficulty with this point of view is twofold: (1) Prophecy, as given in the Scripture, was not
necessarily understandable by the writer or his generation, as illustrated in the case of Daniel (Dan. 12:4,
9). It is questionable whether the great prophets of the Old Testament always understood what they were
writing (cf. 1 Peter 1:10-12). (2) It is of the nature of prophecy that often it cannot be understood until

the time of the generation which achieves fulfillment.?3

2.3.2.2.1 - The Present Value of Future Events

Tenney explains that God’s prophetic word is relevant for all readers in all ages:

Even though the Revelation may not find its fulfilment in the events of the present day nor even within

the next century, it may still be relevant to the present situation. . . . One of the marvels of the written
Word of God is its perennial relevance to every time and situation. Its principles are universally
applicable, although its predictions may fit only one specific era. . . . There are four ways in which

Revelation may be meaningful for this present age: (1) by giving to us the divine estimate of history; (2)
by predicting the future to a definite degree; (3) by contributing theologically to the structure of

Christian thought; and (4) by offering a spiritual stimulus to daily living.?*

2.3.3 - Purpose

The biblical interpreter who does not suffer from anti-supernaturalism will forgo attempts to plumb the
depths of John’s psyche to establish the purpose of his writing. Instead, he will recognize that John
himself had no purpose! But that God, by direct supernatural intervention, simply told John to write.
And as a dutiful servant, John did just that!

The purpose of the book is not found in John, but in the plain statements given in the book and by an
understanding of the content of the book. Mills provides an excellent summary:

The divine purpose in this book can be seen as threefold. The first purpose is to reveal Christ in His
deistic glory. Chapter 1 introduces the risen Christ as possessing all the effulgence of the glory of the
Father and also presents Him in a judgmental capacity (the sword of Rev. 1:16). The purpose of
revealing Christ in this glory is to depict clearly and unmistakably His deity-a fact which was already
under question by some heretical sects-and also to present Him in an unmistakable judgmental role. This
purpose, stated in chapter 1, pervades the whole book; . . . The second purpose is explicit in Chapters 2-
3, and meets the particular needs and circumstances of particular churches at a particular time. . . . to

address the needs of the seven churches[5'2'66], and thereafter to leave a body of admonition,
commendation, and promise which would be applicable to the Church Age . . . . The third purpose,
achieved in Chapters 4-22, is to confirm the apocalyptic and millennial prophecies of the Old Testament.
With the emergence of the mystery age, the Church Age, questions would understandably arise as to
whether God’s program had been abandoned, modified or whatever. The purpose of these nineteen
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chapters is to reaffirm these prophecies, to consolidate and supplement them into a fuller and more
chronological record. . . A secondary purpose is to give the Church a focus for the hope that each

believer has by giving a preview of the Millennial KingdomP23°1 and of the eternal life which follows

it. Revelation thus completes the New Testament argument by summarizing and consolidating those Old
Testament prophecies of the Messianic Age of Righteousness which were unfulfilled at the end of the
apostolic age, and by clarifying that these prophecies were still to be fulfilled at, or just prior to, our
Lord’s second advent, at which time He will set up the earthly kingdom prophesied in the Old Testament
(we now know this as the Millennial Kingdom from Revelation 20). Secondly, Revelation also
completes the New Testament presentation of Jesus Christ by displaying Him in His eternal glory,
thereby refuting any attempt to leave Jesus as merely human or less than fully God. And thirdly,
Revelation addresses the needs of the Church at the end of the apostolic age, thus leaving a picture of a
Church as diverse as that which has succeeded it, and, consequently, a body of principles which provide
admonition, commendation, and promise that is applicable throughout the Church Age. [emphasis

added]?
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2.4 — Theme

While it seems tempting to identify a primary theme of the book of Revelation, it appears that there are
actually a number of themes which receive great emphasis within the book: the sovereignty of God,
worship of God, and the arrival of God’s Kingdom.

2.4.1 - The Sovereignty of God

One the most prevalent doctrines throughout Scripture is the sovereignty of God (Job 9:17; 33:13; Ecc.
3:14; Isa. 46:10-11; Mtt. 10:29; Eph. 1:11) and the book of Revelation is no exception. Within the
book of Revelation, God’s sovereignty is demonstrated by His powerful intervention in the events of
history. From the opening of the first seal by the Lamb (Rev. 6:1) to the pouring forth of the seventh
bowl, whereupon God pronounces “It is done!” (Rev. 16:17), it is manifestly clear that the physical
and spiritual events which transpire are the direct result of God’s initiative.

This sovereign might is seen in the incredible use of é&SGn [edothe] (. . . “was given”), a divine
passive that points to God’s control of the events. This verb is used frequently in the book (Rev. 6:2, 4,
8, 11; 7:2; 8:2, 3; 9:1, 3, 5; 11:1, 2; 12:14; 13:5, 7, 14, 15; 16:8) and is especially clustered in the
passages on the four horsemen (Rev. 6:1-8) and the activities of the beast (Rev. 13:5-15). In other
words, even the actions of the forces of evil are controlled by God. Everything they do comes only by

the permission of God.'

The very descriptions of God throughout the book emphasize the immutability of His purposes, which
presents a threat to those who oppose Him but provides ultimate security for those who trust in Him.
Revelation presents a sovereign God whose purposes must be victorious. He is almighty (Rev. 1:8),

everlasting (Rev. 4:8), seated upon the throne of the universe (Rev. 4:2), the Creator of all things (Rev.
4:11). His authority is greater than that of evil (Rev. 12:10), and His name is the security of those who

trust in Him (Rev. 14:1).2

The sovereignty of God is manifest in the visions of heaven and His throne, an image which occurs
some forty-six times in the book. 3 God’s sovereign control is illustrated by His role as Creator (Rev.
3:14; 4:11; 10:6) and the necessity of His sustenance for its continuance (Rev. 20:11; 21:1). 4

2.4.2 - Worship of God

The first question of the Westminster Confession asks: “What is the chief and highest end of man?” To
which the following answer is given: “Man’s chief and highest end is to glorify Geod, and fully to
enjoy him forever.” [emphasis added] Like God’s sovereignty, the theme of God’s glory stretches from
Genesis to Revelation. His manifest presence among His people is represented by His abiding glory
(shekinah , Ex. 14:10; 16:10; 24:15-16; 40:34; Lev. 9:23; Num. 14:10; 16:19, 42; 20:6; 2Chr. 7:1; Isa.
4:5; 35:2; 40:5; Eze. 1:28; 3:23; 9:3; 10:18; Acts 9:3).

Here in the last book of the Bible, God’s glory is seen through the visions and choruses of worship and
praise offered up to God. From the first chapter, the glory of God and John’s response are clearly
revealed (Rev. 1:17).

Worship is one of [the book’s] strongest emphases. The first vision of the book brought the writer
prostrate before the figure of the living Christ who appeared to him on Patmos. Through the long series
of visions that followed there are repeated references to worship. . . . The implication of the book is that
worship is a token of the genuineness of spiritual life now. The contrast between the saved and the lost
in Revelation could be called a contrast in worship, since the latter worship the beast (Rev. 13:4, §, 12,
15). Man is made to worship someone, and if he will not have the true God, he will inevitably turn to a

false idol.’

Tenney notes the importance of worship in an ongoing celestial commentary of the events transpiring
on earth below.®
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Title Passage Participants Occasion

Tersanctus: “Holy, holy, holy” Rev. 4:8 Living Creatures Constant worship

“Worthy art Thou” in Creation Rev. 4:11 Twenty-four Elders Worship by Elders

“Worthy art Thou” in Redemption | Rev. 5:8-10 Living Creatures and Lamb’s assumption
Elders of rights

“Worthy is the Lamb” Rev. 5:11-12 | Angels, Living Lamb’s assumption
Creatures, Elders of rights

“Unto him that sitteth” Rev. 5:13 Every created thing Lamb’s assumption

of rights

“Salvation unto our God” Rev. 7:9-10 Great multitude Sealing of 144,000

“Amen. Blessing. . .” Rev. 7:11-12 | Angels Sealing of 144,000

“The kingdom of the world” Rev. 11:15 Great voices Seventh angel

“We give thee thanks” Rev. 16:18 Elders Seventh trumpet

“Great and marvellous” Rev. 15:2-4 Victors over Beast3-291 | Seven last plagues

“Four Hallelujahs” Rev. 19:1-8 Great multitude, Elders, | Fall of Babylon,
Living Creatures, Great | Marriage of Lamb
voices

Whenever the reader is tempted to focus on the enormity of the events transpiring on the earth below,
the scene shifts to the heavens above, the ultimate source of what is transpiring, and the destination of
the glory derived from all that transpires in His creation. “No matter how many parentheses and

digressions may be introduced, the Revelation maintains the celestial setting for terrestrial events.
Behind the changing panorama of human history described under the symbolic pictures abides the

unchanging reality of an eternal world in which God’s purpose is unfailing and His Christ victorious.””

The importance of glory and its expression through worship is also evident in the degree to which

Satan parodies God in a short-lived attempt to subvert God’s glory for himself.

Indeed, everything Satan does is a parody or “great imitation” of what God has already done. The mark
of the beast (Rev. 13:16-17) in the right hand or forehead is a mere copy of God sealing the saints in the
forehead (Rev. 7:3). The false trinity (the dragon, beast, and false prophet, Rev. 16:13) is an obvious
copy of the triune Godhead. The mortal wound that is healed (Rev. 13:3, 12) imitates the death and
resurrection of the Lord. The dragon giving the beast his power; throne, and “great” authority (Rev.
13:2) copies the relationship between God and Christ. The demand for the nations to worship the beast

and dragon (Rev. 13:8, 14-15) follows the constant commands in Scripture to worship God.?

Here in the book of Revelation the attempt of the creature to occupy the role of the Creator comes to
its vain conclusion (Isa. 14:13-14; Mtt. 4:9; Luke 4:7; Rev. 13:4, 8, 12, 15; 14:11; 16:2; 19:20). Near
the close of the book, the angel informs John and those who would read or hear this prophecy that it is

God Who alone is to be worshiped (Rev. 22:9).°

2.4.3 - The Arrival of God’s Kingdom

When the New Testament opens, we find John the Baptist preaching, “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven is at hand” (Mtt. 3:2) [emphasis added]. Later, when John was imprisoned, Jesus too preached,
“the gospel of the kingdom of God” (Mark 1:14). During this time of Jesus’ early ministry while his
disciples had no understanding of His destiny on the cross, they too announced, “The kingdom of
heaven is at hand” (Mtt. 10:7) [emphasis added]. At the time of these early pronouncements, there is
no additional explanation given to the hearers concerning the nature of this kingdom. It is evident that
these pronouncements were in keeping with the expectations set forth by the very promises of God in
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the Old Testament. Promises which would have been familiar to the “lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(Isa. 49:5; Mtt. 10:5-6; 15:24; Mark 7:27; John 1:11; Acts 10:36).

Thus, read in the light of its evident Old Testament context, the phrase ‘kingdom of heaven’ does not
refer to a kingdom located in heaven as opposed to the earth, but rather to the coming to earth of a

kingdom which is heavenly as to its origin and character. !

After the religious leaders of the Jews committed the ultimate sin of blaspheming the Holy Spirit by
attributing the works of Jesus to demon-possession (Mtt. 12:24-31; Mark 3:22, 28-30; Luke 11:15;
John 7:20), Jesus began using parables to teach new truths concerning this kingdom (Mtt. 13,
especially Mtt. 13:52). An important new truth which Jesus began to reveal was the delay before the
kingdom of God would come fully on earth: “Now as they heard these things, He spoke another

parablel>>34 because He was near Jerusalem and because they thought the kingdom of God would

appear immediately” (Luke 19:11) [emphasis added]. !

When the disciples asked Jesus how to pray, His example included a petition to the Father to bring
about His kingdom on earth (Mtt. 6:10).'? Later, Jesus told His disciples that in the “regeneration” they
would sit on thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel (Mtt. 19:28). Immediately prior to his
ascension, the disciples asked about the coming of the kingdom: “Lord, will You at this time restore
the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). Jesus never corrected this expectation of the kingdom of God on
earth, but indicated that the timing of its arrival was yet future and that in the meantime a special
period of time characterized by the permanent indwelling of the Holy Spirit to move the gospel across
the world was the more immediate task (Acts 1:7-8).

Jesus had just been speaking for forty days of the kingdom of God (Acts 1:4), and no doubt the content
of his discussions prompted this question. Christ’s answer must not be understood to be a denial of the
hope reflected in this question, a hope firmly founded upon the provisions of the Davidic Covenant and
the predictions of the prophets (Isa. 11:11; 55:3), but a confirmation of it. If the disciples were mistaken
in this hope, this would have been a most opportune time to correct them, but Christ did not (John 14:2;
20:29; Rom. 15:8). Yet, misunderstanding this, many expositors have gone far astray in their
understanding of the prophetic plan of God revealed in Scripture. Misunderstanding on this point is

virtually fatal to understanding Biblical prophecy as a whole. '3

This last book of the Bible includes key events related to God’s kingdom coming fo earth and its
extension into the eternal state. The King extends His rightful rule over all the nations (Rev. 12:5;
19:15). Here is recorded the final defeat of the kingdoms of man (Ps. 2:1-2; Dan. 2:34-35, 44-45; Rev.
1:5; 19:15-21), the ushering in of the Millennial Kingdom'>**1 on earth (Rev. 11:15; Rev. 20:4), the
demise of the kingdom of Satan (Rev. 20:2, 10), and the permanent dwelling of the King among His
subjects (Rev. 21:3; 22:3).

Although relatively little is said concerning the earthy nature of the Millennial Kingdom in Revelation
20:4, this is but a small slice of all that God has said concerning this time of peace and great blessing
upon the earth: Isa. 2:1-4; 9:7; 11:1-16; 60:1-12; 65:17-25; Jer. 23:3-8; 31:31-40; Eze. 37:15-28; Eze.
44-48; Zec. 8:1-17; 14:8-11; Mic. 4:1-8. That this period cannot refer to the eternal state (Rev. 21, 22)
is clear for it includes the continuance of physical birth, (Isa. 65:23), sin (Isa. 60:12; 65:20), and
physical death (Isa. 65:20).

The belief in the Messianic Kingdom does not rest on this passage [Rev. 20:4] alone. In fact, it hardly
rests on it at all. The basis for the belief in the Millennial Kingdom is twofold. First: there are the
unfulfilled promises of the Jewish covenants, promises that can only be fulfilled in a Messianic
Kingdom. Second: there are the unfulfilled prophecies of the Jewish prophets. . . . The only real
contribution that the book of Revelation makes to the knowledge of the Kingdom is to disclose just how
long the Messianic kingdom will last—namely one thousand years—for which the term Millennium is

used. This is the one key truth concerning the Kingdom that was not revealed in the Old Testament.'#
See Millennial Kingdom!*'1,
Tenney identifies three N71>248] principles which receive special emphasis within the Revelation:
Jjudgment, redemption, and the establishment of the kingdom of God.

Judgment, redemption, and kingdom are interrelated parts of the public establishment of God’s
salvation. judgments are the fate of the unrepentant and the unredeemed, as the kingdom is the destiny
of the redeemed believers. Redemption exempts one from judgment, and makes him ready for the
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kingdom. 15

This redemptive work of God goes beyond the establishment of a mediatorial kingdom ruled by Jesus
in Jerusalem for one thousand years. It includes the redemption of all that was originally given to man
and the restoration of conditions prior to the Fall (Gen. 3:6, 14-19). See the discussion concerning
Genesis and Revelation as Bookends™ 13! for more information on the complete restoration brought
about through the events recorded in the book of Revelation.

The arrival of God’s kingdom on earth is inseparably linked with the arrival of the King Himself. “The
return of Jesus to this earth is the central theme of this book. It will deal with events leading up to,

accompanying, and following the Second Coming.”'® The kingdom has no temporal power prior to the

Second Coming.!” This emphasis on the imminent®23% coming of Jesus Christ is found in many
statements throughout the book (Rev. 1:7; 2:25; 3:3, 11; 16:15; 19:11-16; 22:7, 12, 20). This last book
of the Bible amplifies the teaching found throughout the NT that believers are to live in constant

expectation of His return.'®

2.4.4 - A Worldwide Revival

It should not be missed that in accordance with God’s desire that all should come to repentance (2Pe.
3:9), the events of the book of Revelation are intended to serve as a final call to those who God knows
will yet respond to the message of the gospel. This can be seen in the special ministries of the 144,000
Jewish servants (Rev. 7, 14), the two witnesses (Rev. 11:3), and the angel proclaiming the gospel
message worldwide (Rev. 14:16). In response to their testimony, a large number of people will come to

faith in Christ, although many will be martyred (Rev. 6:9-11; 7:13-14).1°

Those who refuse to respond to the gospel message are shown to be unbending in their rejection of
God and without any hint of repentance (Rev. 9:20-21; 16:9, 11, 21). Thus, the events preceding the
Second Coming of Christ serve as a global “threshing” where the wheat (believers) is separated from
the chaff (unbelievers) by the extreme tests which come upon the world (Luke 21:34-36; Rev. 3:10). In
our sorrow over the destiny of the chaff, let us not overlook the wheat which is harvested to the glory
of God (Rev. 14:14-16).

Notes
1" Grant R. Osborne, Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002), 32.
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Revelation, 33.
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Revelation, 32-33.
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Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 36-37.
Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 377.
Osborne, Revelation, 34.
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10" Alva J. McClain, The Greatness Of The Kingdom (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1959), 280.
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6:2; 7:21-22; 19:28; 25:31; 26:29; Mark 14:25; Luke 11:2; 19:11, 15; 21:31; 22:16-18, 29-30; 23:51; Acts 1:6-
7;14:22; 1Cor. 15:24; 2Ti. 4:1; Heb. 2:8; Rev. 3:21; 11:15, 17; 12:10; 19:20.
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Lord’s Prayer: May your name be made sacred, your kingdom come, and your will be done, on earth as it is in
heaven. The earthly scene, where his name is not made sacred and his will not done, is soon to be transformed
by the sovereign action of the enthroned God.”—Osborne, Revelation, 33.
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“The papacy has ever grasped at ‘temporal power.” She wants to rule the world now, before Christ comes—
thus proving herself false; . . . God’s saints, with their Lord, await expectantly the Father’s time.”—William R.
Newell, Revelation: Chapter by Chapter (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1994,c1935), 60.

This is known as the doctrine of imminency which states that the return of Jesus for His church (the
Rapturel>92)) can occur at any moment without warning. There are no preconditions —events which must

transpire—before He comes. The pretribulationt>2%] rapture position is the only position which preserves the
doctrine of imminency in that every other rapture position holds that the Rapture takes place after the
beginning of the Tribulation. If Jesus could truly come “tonight,” but the Tribulation (Daniel‘s 70th week)

cannot start until Antichrist®23 signs a covenant with Israel (Dan. 9:27), then mid- or post-tribulation

Rapture is not “imminent.” NT passages which teach the imminency of His return include: 1Cor. 1:7; 4:5;
15:51-52; 16:22; Php. 3:20; 4:5; 1Th. 1:10; 2Th. 3:10-12; Tit. 2:13; Jas. 5:7-9; 1Jn. 2:28; Rev. 3:11; 22:7, 12,
17, 20.

“By means of the 144,000 Jews, God will accomplish the second purpose of the Great Tribulation, that of
bringing about a worldwide revival.”—Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 179-180.
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2.5 - Anti-supernatural Bias

A watchful eye must be kept whenever referring to source material outside of Scripture, especially in
regard to the attitudes and assumptions of the writers of same. Even those who think of themselves as

fundamentally' conservative in outlook and upholders of evangelical distinctives (e.g., inspiration,

inerrancy23%) may be found proposing ideas which are at odds with these foundational

understandings of the Scriptures.
Couch identifies key elements of evangelicalism:

A great many within the evangelical camp hold strongly to the doctrines of revelation, inspiration, and
even inerrancy of the original texts of Scripture. Since the Reformation, evangelicals as a whole claim to
take the Word of God literally, reading the prophets and apostles in a literal manner and accepting the

historicity of the Scriptures at face value.”

The importance of these evangelical distinctives has been recognized by Thomas:

Since about the middle of the twentieth century, a movement known as evangelicalism has had a
considerable impact in thwarting the advance of liberalism in Christian circles. Evangelicals have been a
major force in the creation of new organizations, seminaries, denominations, and local churches that

honor the Bible as the inerrant Word of God.>
McGrath writes:

Evangelicalism is historic Christianity. Its beliefs correspond to the central doctrines of the Christian
church down the ages . . . In its vigorous defense of the biblical foundations, theological legitimacy, and
spiritual relevance of these doctrines, evangelicalism has shown itself to have every right to claim to be
a modern standard bearer of historic, orthodox Christianity. . . . the future of Christianity may come

increasingly to depend on evangelicalism.*

Whenever evangelical principles are compromised, there will always be serious repercussions. As is
often the case where Satan is afoot, the results are typically subtle and take time to come to full fruition
—Ilike introducing a small amount of poison into a fresh cool drink which the drinker doesn’t detect
until it eventually takes its deadly toll. Nowhere is this implicit denial of evangelical distinctives more
evident than in historical-critical discussions of authorship, the dependency of source material, and
appeal to extra-biblical literature as the key to understanding the divine message.’ As Couch observes,
the problem is not with the historical-critical approach itself, but with the bias of those who practice it.
“Historical-critical interpretation in and of itself is not bad, it is an intelligent, research-oriented
approach to the determination of Scripture. Many of the scholars who employed this method, however,

held an anti-supernatural bias.” [emphasis added]®

Because of the correlation between biblical Christianity and evangelicalism, some commentators
realize it is advantageous to suppress their opposition to evangelical principles. Herein lies the danger:
some commentators who claim to be evangelical in outlook endorse liberal methodologies which in
essence deny evangelicalism. They often embrace rational skepticism which is the foundation of an
anti-supernatural worldview. “By adopting the methodologies of those who are less friendly to a high
view of Scripture, most evangelical specialists have surrendered traditional, orthodox understandings
of historicity.”” Although Thomas deals primarily with the application of liberal principles to the
synoptic gospels, many of the same principles populate popular commentaries on the book of
Revelation in our day.

This accommodation of liberal principles by those who claim to be evangelical was noted by
Schaeffer: “The evangelical church has accommodated to the world spirit of the age. First, there has
been accommodation on Scripture, so that many who call themselves evangelicals hold a weakened
view of the Bible and no longer affirm the truth of all the Bible teaches- . . . As part of this, many
evangelicals are now accepting the higher critical methods in the study of the Bible.”® Schaeffer
recognizes the high view of Scripture as the dividing line between those who are truly evangelical and
those who are not: “Holding to a strong view of Scripture or not holding to it is the watershed of the
evangelical world. . . . evangelicalism is not consistently evangelical unless there is a line drawn
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between those who take a full view of Scripture and those who do not.” Let the reader beware!
Much of what would pass itself off as evangelical commentary on the book of Revelation is not truly
so—having embraced anti-supernatural presuppositions which are rejected by evangelicalism.

In accord with our stated policy of inoculation®>1%, we will spend some time helping our reader to

more easily identify when anti-supernatural bias is afoot so that he may be aware of its presence and
avoid its consequences.

By way of introduction, we offer the following example: “It seems likely that John has written his
book carefully to signify the perfect plan of God and the completeness of his work.”!® Can you identify
the hint of anti-supernatural bias in the preceding quote discussing John’s motive for writing the book?
Although admittedly a subtle example, the anti-supernatural bias is evident in the word carefully. This
commentator is saying between the lines that the book of Revelation is a carefully constructed literary
work which we are to implicitly assume is of human origin, thought, purpose, and design. Here we see
one of the key characteristics (and dangers) of anti-supernaturalism: it communicates on two levels. On
the surface level are explicit statements which may condone evangelical principles. Below the surface
is an implicit denial of same. The effect is much like a friend, who upon gaining the reader’s trust, sets

about slowly and methodically to betray that trust.!!

Other cases are more easily detected. For example, it is fairly commonplace to encounter discussion
concerning the authorship of John suggesting it was written by a person of another name. But this asks
the reader to endorse the notion that God has packaged His message of divine perfection within a lie
(claiming to be written by John, but actually written by someone with another name)! Another
commonly-encountered attitude of academic sophistication is a blatant disregard for inerrancy, such as
found in redaction-critical theories whose implicit denial of inspiration is exceeded only by their
creativity and appeal to total speculation. Aune believes “the author composed several different

apocalyptic tracts for a variety of reasons over twenty to thirty years and then decided to combine them

into a single document.”!? Never mind the introduction to the Apocalypse which says otherwise.'3

Those who spawn these elaborate constructions may have sincere intentions and believe they are
performing a service for Christ, but such is the nature of deceivers who are more effective having been
deceived themselves (2Ti. 3:13). History illustrates one of Satan’s main tools against the church to be
well-meaning believers who lacked an appreciation for the long-term effects of the fully-developed

fruit of their *contribution’ to Christ.'* As has been observed: “The road to hell is paved with good
intentions.”

2.5.1 - Implicit Denial of Evangelical Principles

To aid the reader in his appreciation of the various ways in which anti-supernatural bias enters in, we
offer the following examples from well-known commentators.

We find Beckwith denying the historicity of Genesis and attributing the contents of Daniel to myth:

In the first period of biblical history, that contained in the first eleven chapters of the book of Genesis,
we have a legendary story of a primitive age before the separation of mankind into the tribes that
formed the nations of the earth. . . . In tracing the external features of the story to an early legend we do
not, it must be observed, change the religious character of the narrative. [emphasis added]'

The figure of the Beas®?°1 is derived from tradition. There ran through ancient mythologies and
Hebrew folk-lore legends of a monster opposing itself to supreme powers in conflicts which symbolized
the struggle of chaos against order, evil against good, death against life. Some form of that myth
suggested to the author of Daniel (7) the figures of the beasts of his vision, and the same source
furnished . . . our Apocalyptist’s representation of Satan in the form of a dragon-monster. [emphasis

added]'®

Couch identifies such views as reflecting a low view of Scripture known as limited inerrancy!>?37:

The term limited inerrancy means that the Bible, when speaking of matters of faith and practice (i.e.,
salvation, principles relating to the Christian life, etc.), is free from error. But in matters of science,

history, or biography, it can be supposed that there are mistakes. While God inspired>%33] the writers in

matters of salvation and living for Christ, He left them on their own [without supernatural assistance]
when it came to other matters. Characteristic beliefs associated with limited inerrancy are . . . the book
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of Daniel was written around 150 B.C. instead of 536 B.C.; Adam and Eve are not historical persons,
but figures meant to reveal spiritual truths.!”

Fiorenza and Beale attribute the motive for John’s writing as being his own (but see Rev. 1:11, 19),

that John fails to consider OT13-231 context, and supposed that John deliberately transforms the
material to arrive at his own thesis:

Fiorenza points to the anthological style of John . . . “He does not interpret the OT but uses its words,
images, phrases, and patterns as a language arsenal in order to make his own theological statement or
express his own theological vision.” Beale lists reasons why many believe John fails to consider the OT
context: . . . [including] his prophetic spirit that causes him to center on his own authority rather than
that of the OT . . . I argue . . . John is faithful on the whole to the OT context but nevertheless transforms

it deliberately by applying it to his thesis.'®

One can only wonder at the anti-supernatural nature of such statements which attribute the Revelation
to the initiative and genius of John rather than what the text itself records: that John merely recorded

what he was told and shown."® The visions given John were dutifully recorded on-the-fly, as is
evidenced by the need to interrupt John in the midst of writing in order to suppress certain facts from
the record: “Now when the seven thunders uttered their voices, I was about to write: but I heard a
voice from heaven saying, ‘Seal up the things which the seven thunders uttered, and do not write them’
” [emphasis added] (Rev. 10:4).

Swete tells us that the book of Daniel, an essential foundation for understanding the book of
Revelation, was written after the events it records (committing a prophetic misdemeanor of some sort),
and wasn’t written by Daniel, regardless of the statement of Jesus to the contrary (Mtt. 24:15; Mark
13:14):

[The book of Daniel] seems to belong to the interval B.C. 168-165, the years during which the hand of

Antiochus Epiphanes lay heavy on the Jewish people. The writer’s purpose is to strengthen the religious

section of the nation under this supreme test of their faith and loyalty. He is carried back in the Spirit to

the days of the Exile, and identifies himself with Daniel, a Jewish captive at Babylon, who is represented

as foreseeing a series of great visions . . . From the standpoint of the writer all events later than the

age of Daniel are ex hypothesi future. [emphasis added]*°

Collins, in commentating on the five kings of Revelation 17:10, seems incredulous that John might
actually be recording true prophecy—prediction in advance of the actual events:

The five who have fallen would be the five emperors immediately preceding Domitian, namely, Galba,
Otho, Vitellius, Vespasian, and Titus. The one who has not yet come must be Nerva, who indeed
‘remained,’ i.e., ruled, for only a short time (96-98 C.E.). This is the solution of Victorinus (comm. in
apoc. 17:10). There are two problems with this solution. How did the author know that Nerva would
remain a short time? Was this genuine prophecy? Or was it eschatological dogma that happened to
be historically accurate? [emphasis added]?!

It hardly need be said that an expositor who denies supernatural prophecy is a most unlikely guide to

the most prophetic book of the New Testament!

A common element among these skeptical guides to the book of Revelation is their refusal to accept
the source of John’s visions as being determined and provided by God. They consistently attempt to
attribute the visions to John’s own motives and creative abilities working from borrowed sources:
In many cases it is difficult, if not impossible, to identify the source of John’s imagery. Some find the
raw material for this plague [Rev. 8:8] in the volcanic action of the area. . . . Others look to Jewish
apocalyptic for the source of the imagery.22

What a contrast are the comments of those who truly represent the evangelical viewpoint. For example,
Thomas undercuts the oft-heard anti-supernatural sophistry concerning John’s literary borrowing of the
apocalyptic genrel>222: “the literary genre of inspired writings was not the choice of the human
author, but was an inevitable result of the manner in which God chese to reveal his message to that
prophet. This, of course, distinguishes them from uninspired but similar works whose writers did, in

fact, choose a particular genre.” [emphasis added]*?

Seiss also recognizes the dangers of reliance upon the theories of men. We would do well to adopt his
approach when reading what John recorded: “Candid readers will hardly deny [this work] the merit of .
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.. straightforwardness in the treatment of Divine things, simplicity . . . direct leaning on the Sacred

Word over against the stilted theories and rationalistic systems of men.”>*

Is it any wonder that it is the “common man,” whom academics often look down on with scorn, whom
God has trusted to carry forward the common-sense meaning of His Word? Academies will come and
g0, theories will incessantly rise to be debunked, but the simple meaning of the Word once entrusted to
the saints (Jude 1:3) will be faithfully carried forward by those who seek God in simplicity and are
guided by His Spirit into all truth (John 14:26; 16:13-14; 1Cor. 2:10-13; Eph. 3:5; 1Jn. 2:20, 27).

As we discuss the datel?>!] of the book of Revelation, its authorship[z'g], and its audience and

purposel?3], the attentive reader will notice the anti-supernatural biases of many who attempt to
contribute to an understanding of the book. Let us be wary of such speculation and cling to the basic
elements as set forth by the very Word of God.

Notes
' “In 1910, the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church issued the Five Fundamentals of the Faith, which
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five points were labeled ‘Fundamentalists,” and so a new word was coined. . . . The General Assembly issued
these in 1910 and reaffirmed them in 1916 and 1923.”—Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah,
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2.6 - The Genre of the book of Revelation

Expositors of the book of Revelation seem to spend a considerable amount of time discussing the

genrel®22%] of the book. The American Heritage Dictionary defines genre as “A category of artistic

composition, as in music or literature, marked by a distinctive style, form, or content.”! Many
commentators hold that the distinctive style of the book of Revelation is apocalyptic or a combination
of apocalyptic with other styles.> But as Thomas observes, this tends to confuse matters since precise
definitions of genre and apocalyptic are vague:

No consensus exists as to a precise definition of genre, so discussion attempting to classify portions of

the NT1>248] including Revelation, are at best vague. . . . A recent trend among some scholars has been
to view Revelation as primarily apocalyptic. This complicates the problem of definition even further
because in addition to disagreement about what constitutes genre, uncertainty also prevails regarding a

definition of apocalyptic.?
While we would agree that the book of Revelation contains elements which are often understood as
apocalyptic (e.g., visions, use of symbols, catastrophic events), we are concerned that many
commentators fail to clearly distinguish between the inspired!>>3* writing of John and the uninspired
writings of other apocalyptic works.*

2.6.1 - Motivation for Categorizing as Apocalyptic

When commentators emphasize the importance of the genrel’22% of the book of Revelation, it is often

with an eye to erasing distinctions between the Apocalypse of John and other uninspired apocalyptic
works.® By classifying the book of Revelation as apocalyptic it then becomes fashionable to suggest
that the same motives, sources, and “after-the-fact prophecy” which characterize the uninspired
writings are also at work in John. Here again we see the anti-supernatural>> biases of the interpreters
at work: ©

Having categorized John’s work as representative of the apocalyptic genre, commentators then make
assertions which are contrary to a straight-forward reading of the text:

® The book should not be interpreted literally.’

® The prophetic content is motivated by a desire to be optimistic.®

® The book likely represents the work of redactors.

[5.2.27

® The book is a political document employing hyperbolic !iterary forms.

® The book is primarily devotional rather than containing actual facts of history.’

We disagree with these conclusions and the artificial comparison of the book of Revelation with
uninspired apocalyptic writings. From our point of view, prophecy is prophecy and the normative
literal approach to interpretation is not negated simply because a book utilizes symbols and records
events of great importance and magnitude. Suggesting that God gives revelation so that present
difficulties can be understood as “illusory” is a gross misrepresentation of the inspirational element of
His Word and smacks of cults such as Christian Science.

2.6.2 - Different from Apocalyptic Genre

Thomas rightly recognizes that the book is primarily prophetic and that overemphasizing the

[5.2.22

genre 1 of apocalyptic will result in a distortion of its message:

In light of Revelation’s self-claims (e.g., Rev. 1:3; 22:18-19) and how well it fulfills the qualifications of

NTB248] prophecy, the best overall characterization of the literary style of the Apocalypse is to call it
prophetic. A blending of genres such as prophetic-apocalyptic or prophetic-apocalyptic-epistolary is not

the best answer because it does not allow for the preeminence of the book’s prophetic content. !

In addition, Mounce mentions a number of dissimilarities between Revelation and apocalyptic
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literature: the author considers his work to be prophecy; the work is not pseudonymous—John writes
in his own name; the writer is not pessimistic but maintains balance; the present age sets forth the
redemptive activity of God in history rather than being a meaningless prelude to the end; the moral

urgency of the book; and the lack of esoteric knowledge secretly preserved from antiquity.'!

Johnson mentions a number of factors which indicate that the Apocalypse should not be lumped in
with non-canonical®>1?1 writings of apocalyptic genre.'?> He concludes: “the reader would do well to
reexamine every method of interpreting Revelation that rests on this assumed similarity. . . . In no case
can it be demonstrated that John depends on the assumed knowledge among his readers of the Jewish
apocalyptists for clarify of meaning. On the other hand, he is everywhere dependent on the Q72311

canonical books.”!3

Our advice is to be wary when encountering lengthy treatments on the apocalyptic genre of the book
as they often lay the groundwork for anti-supernatural assumptions which follow. These assumptions
often deny the self-claims of the book and fail to see its place within the larger framework of biblical

prophecy running throughout Scripture.'*
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The Apocalypse of Paul, A Spurious Apocalypse of John, The Apocalypse of Sedrach, and The Apocalypse of
the Virgin. [John F. Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1966), 24-25]

“The apocalyptists followed a common practice of rewriting history as prophecy so as to lend credence to their
predictions about that which still lay in the future.”—Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), 18.

“The main objection is that it interprets Revelation without sufficient sensitivity to its literary form, giving a
straightforward, literal reading of the book, rather than using a figurative approach, which would be more
appropriate to the book’s symbolic genre.”—Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on
the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 161.

“It is impossible to distinguish ultimately between prophecy and apocalyptic, for the latter is an extension of
the former . . . certain differences do in part distinguish the two forms: prophecy tends to be oracular and
apocalyptic visionary, and prophecy has a certain optimistic overtone (if the nation repents, the judgment
prophecies will not occur), while apocalyptic tends to be pessimistic (the only hope lies in the future rather
than the present).”—Osborne, Revelation, 13.
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Collins emphasizes the devotional aspect over the factitive: “the visions guide readers into a transcendent
reality that takes precedence over the current situation and encourages readers to persevere in the midst of
their trials. The visions reverse normal experience by making the heavenly mysteries the real world and
depicting the present crisis as a temporary, illusory situation.”—Osborne, Revelation, 14.

Thomas, Revelation 1-7,28.
Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 23-24.

Alan F. Johnson, Revelation: The Expositor's Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1966), 5.

Johnson, Revelation: The Expositor's Bible Commentary, 6.

“There is no inherent harm in a literary genre; there is only harm or danger in how a scholar may use such
genre against a document.”—Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, 3rd rev. ed. (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker Book House, 1970), 144.
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The existence of these symbols has led to two extremes. One extreme states that the existence of these
symbols shows that this book cannot be understood and must simply be interpreted in terms of a general
conflict between good and evil, the good winning out in the end. Beyond this, they say the book is not to
be understood in any great detail. This is how the book has suffered from its enemies. In the second
extreme, the symbols are used for unchecked speculation, sensationalism, and all kinds of guesswork in
trying to interpret these symbols in terms of current events. Such speculation has resulted in farfetched
interpretations, and changes are made as current events change. It has also led to date-setting. In this
area, the book of Revelation has suffered at the hands of its friends. There is a balance between the two

extremes. !
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It is readily apparent that the book of Revelation is unique among New Testament books in its heavy
use of symbols. What is not so apparent is how much the approach one takes to understanding the
symbols flavors the understanding of the text. Fruchtenbaum has observed the tendency toward two
extremes:

The schemes which interpreters have proposed in order to try and “understand” the book of Revelation
run from one extreme to the other, but most often deny a straight-forward reading in favor of obscure

theories involving the symbols it contains:

E. Boring has summarized an approach to interpretation of symbols in the Apocalypse that has come to
be widely held. In his view, the symbols are not to be decoded into propositional language that refers to
objective realities, but are to be left as nonobjectifying pictorial language that only points to ultimate
categories of language. . . . Revelation’s language does not adhere to the laws of logical propositional
language and is noninferential because John attempts to communicate the reality of God’s transcendent

world by words bounded by space and time. [emphasis added]?

One wonders how the book can claim to be revealing information to show His servants (Rev. 1:1) if
the language failed to “adhere to the laws of logical propositional language and is noninferential”’?

In this section, we discuss what is perhaps the most important aspect of studying the book of

Revelation: how to read and understand the text. While this may sound simple, it is amazing how

frequently the principles of normative reading and comprehension are jettisoned when expositors come

to the book of Revelation.

2.7.1 - The Importance of Meaning

Most interpreters of the book of Revelation admit that they bring with them a certain amount of

“Interpretive baggage”—biases and pre-understandings which flavor their assessment of the facts of

history and the text. These have a huge effect upon the interpretation of the book of Revelation for two

primary reasons:

1. The book is often categorized as being written in an apocalyptic literary genrel>222 by
design.

2. The book contains numerous symbols.

Once a work is defined to be apocalyptic in genre, the door is opened to a wide array of interpretive
treatments as it becomes fashionable to understand the surface-level literary work on the basis of
hidden, mysterious, or unstated secondary meaning below the text itself. The inclusion of symbols
leads in this direction as various interpreters see license in the symbology for a further separation
between the meaning of the text and the real intent of the author. The wider the gap which can be

asserted between the text itself and the intended meaning of the author, the greater the room for
conjecture and supposition by the interpreter.

When given free reign with the book of Revelation, the sad result of such license is often the very

negation of the stated purpose of the book of Revelation:

The Apocalypse (“unveiling”) has become Apocryphal®23] (“hidden™). This should not be. The book
was written to show those things which were coming to pass, not to obscure them in a maze of
symbolism and dark sayings. Great blessing was promised to all who would read (or even hear) the
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words of the book of this prophecy (Revelation 1:3), but how could anyone be blessed by words he
could not even understand??

Even when the interpreter forgoes a tendency to look for meaning “below” the text, there are still a
variety of ways in which meaning can be understood:

Some identify the meaning with the human author’s intention, while others hold that meaning is
identical with God’s intention. Still others claim that meaning is as broad as the canonical®21%]
interpretation of the text. And finally, there are a group of NT1>2*3] scholars who would identify

[5.2.26

apostolic hermeneutics 1 with first-century Jewish hermeneutics.*

Feinberg identifies the following ways to define meaning;:
1. The intention of the author.
2. The understanding of the author.
3. The understanding of the readers in the prophet’s day.
4. The significance (application) of the text.
5. The use of the text elsewhere in the NT.

Thus, it becomes vital to spend some time discussing the way in which meaning comes from the text.

2.7.2 - The Art and Science of Interpretation

The practice of interpretation is known as hermeneutics!>229.

The word hermeneutics is ultimately derived from Hermes the Greek god who brought the messages of
the gods to the mortals, and was the god of science, invention, eloquence, speech, writing, and art. As a

theological discipline hermeneutics is the science of the correct interpretation of the Bible.

Bible study consists of three primary steps: observation, interpretation, and application.®. After
observing the text, interpretation should yield the understanding of God’s Word which He intended
resulting in its fruitful application in the life of the reader. If interpretation goes astray, then a proper
understanding will not result and the application of God’s message to the life of the reader will not be
what God intended.

Our position is that the book of Revelation is to be interpreted normally, like any other writing, and
especially like the rest of the Scriptures. We part company here from those who seek to classify the
book as being representative of the apocalyptic genrel>>% so they can apply a mystical or spiritual
“spin” to the text and make it mean all manner of things.

D.L. Cooper gives a reasonable definition of normal interpretation in his Golden Rule of
Interpretation>224:

When the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek no other sense, therefore, take every word
at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate context, studied in the
light of related passages and axiomatic and fundamental truths, indicate clearly otherwise.—The Golden

Rule of Interpretation, D.L. Cooper’

The rule includes the important phrase, studied in the light of related passages. This is the biblical
equivalent of a “safety net.” In the same way that trapeze artists performing on the high-wire are
protected by a net below which catches them in the event of a fall, comparing Scripture with Scripture
provides a doctrinal “safety net” to keep the interpreter from “falling” into an inconsistent
understanding or interpretation. This principle is also known as the Analogy of Scripture or Systematic
Theology: the systematic study of the Scriptures across all the books of the Bible to arrive at a self-
consistent understanding of any particular topic. This principle is founded upon the inerrancy®>?3? and

inspiration>2331 of Scripture. That the inspired books, being ultimately the work of the Holy Spirit
(2Pe. 1:19-21), are without error and consistent in their teaching from Genesis 1:1 through Revelation
22:21. When we encounter what seems to be an inconsistency (commonly referred to as a “Bible
Difficulty”), we must assume that the problem is one of our own understanding and not God’s Word.
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The experienced student of the Word will recognize how frequently what appeared to be contradictory
turned out, upon further insight, study, and illumination, to be by design.?

Notice that the Golden Rule holds that we adhere to the plain sense of Scripture and not seek any other
sense unless there are good reasons for doing otherwise. These reasons must be found in the immediate
context of the passage under study or related passages. It is not sufficient to simply classify the book of
Revelation as an apocalypse and therefore turn the rules of interpretation upside-down as does this
commentator:

A failure to take full account of [the apocalyptic] feature has led to some of the most outlandish
teachings on this book by some whose rule of interpretation is “literal, unless absurd.” Though this is a
good rule when dealing with literature written in a literal genre, it is the exact opposite in the case of

apocalyptic literature, where symbolism is the rule, and literalism the exception. [emphasis added]’

Notice how this commentator appeals to the apocalyptic genre in order to dismiss normative
interpretation and to assert that we should avoid normative interpretation in favor of pure symbolic
conjecture! The easy answer to this proposal is to simply ask, “Whose symbolic interpretation?” No
real answer can be given. This is because there in an infinite variety of interpretations possible when
using symbolic conjecture. The result is that no two interpreters hold to the same meaning except in a
handful of areas. This fact alone disqualifies a non-literal framework because it has factually
demonstrated its bankruptcy at conveying a reliable message from God. In effect, it makes the book of
Revelation unknowable by man.

The recommendation that normalcy be inverted reminds us of our high-school literature class where
we read Melville’s Moby Dick and then spent weeks guessing at obscure, hidden, multiple meanings
which the author “might” have intended. It was great fun and students were awarded an “A” for
creativity, but I often thought of how Melville would likely turn in his grave if he heard the things he
was supposed to have communicated! But interpreting God’s Holy Word is the antithesis of the high-
school literature class, for here creativity is awarded a grade of “F!”

Why do we insist on normalcy in our interpretation of all of Scripture? Couch identifies a number of
reasons:

Those who are committed to a normal reading of Scripture offer at least three reasons: First, the obvious
purpose of language is to enable effective communication between intelligent beings. Words have
meaning and in their normal usage are intended to be understood. . . . God is the originator of language.
When He spoke audibly to man, He expected man to understand Him and respond accordingly.
Likewise, when God speaks to man through the inspired writings of His apostles and prophets, He
expects man to understand and respond accordingly. . . . A second reason for a normal reading of
Scripture concerns the historical fulfillment of prophecy. All the prophecies of the Old and New
Testament that have been fulfilled to date have been fulfilled literally. . . . Thus, . . . all prophecies which
are yet to be fulfilled will be fulfilled literally. A third reason concerns logic. If an interpreter does not
use the normal, customary, literal method of interpreting Scripture, interpretation is given over to the

unconstrained imagination and presuppositions of the interpreter.10

Neglect of this last reason is most evident in the widely-varying imaginative interpretations of the non-
literal interpreters. Once the “tether of normative interpretation” is cut, the helium balloon of the
interpreter’s imagination floats ever further afield from the intended meaning of the text. This single
factor accounts for the majority of nonsense which is offered as commentary on the book of
Revelation.

As an example of how quickly those who forsake literal interpretation choose to ignore the pattern of
previously-fulfilled literal prophecy, Couch’s second reason for normalcy, consider Beale’s statement
which asserts that the plagues in Revelation are unlikely to be literal like those recorded elsewhere in
Scripture:

The parallel with Exodus does not supply unambiguous demonstration in support of a literal fulfillment.
All that it shows is that the two descriptions are homologous, that is, that they have an essential relation
in some manner. But the nature of that relation needs to be determined. Are they homologous in their
physical form and effects, or in theological significance, or both? The images depicted certainly refer to
actual events on the referential level.. . . In Revelation the fire and hail are to be understood on the
symbolic level as representing particular facets of divine judgment that can be drawn out further by
thorough exegesis of the theological meaning of this particular Exodus plague. [These] speak of
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God depriving the ungodly of earthly security. [emphasis added]'!

Beale denies literal fire and hail in the book of Revelation as found elsewhere in Scripture asserting
that the reader is to seek for a theological meaning beyond the plain text. The fire and hail are
themselves no longer important, but the theological meaning behind the text is now primary. But who
determines the meaning behind the text and sow is it determined? A perusal of the writings of
expositors employing this approach readily reveals the enormous subjectivity which enters upon the
process of answering these questions to arrive at an interpretation.

Another key advantage of normal interpretation is it is minimal, contributing the barest interpretive
layer over the inspired text from God. “The best interpretation of a historical record is no interpretation
but simply letting the divine Author of the record say what He says and assuming He says what He
means.”'? The “thicker” the layer of interpretation required to make sense of the underlying text, the
greater the danger that the commentator will wind up adding to or subtracting from the meaning

intended by God (Rev. 22:18-19).3 This minimalist interpretation is the way a reader would most
likely understand the text when absent from the guidance of an allegorical interpreter.
If one were on a desert island and read Revelation for the first time, how would he normally interpret the
book? The answer would be “actual and literal,” unless there was an amillennialist®-*!1 and allegorist
around to say, “No, no, these events are not real! They have some hidden meaning that no one is sure of,

but don’t let that bother you!”!4

In opposition to the practice of literal interpretation, some interpreters grossly misrepresent what it
means to interpret literally:

Would we understand the Twenty-third Psalm properly if we were to take it “literally”? Would it not,
instead, look somewhat silly? In fact, if taken literally, it would not be true: for I daresay that the Lord

doesn’t make every Christian to lie down in literal, green pastures. !>

As Ramm explains, literal interpretation is not the ridiculous caricature that the previous commentator
attempts to portray it as:

To interpret Scripture literally is not to be committed to a “wooden literalism,” nor to a “letterism,” nor
to a neglect of the nuances that defy any “mechanical” understanding of language. Rather, it is to
commit oneself to a starting point and that starting point is to understand a document the best one can in
the context of the normal, usual, customary, tradition range of designation which includes “tacit”

understanding. '

Literal interpretation recognizes variations in the style of the text and maintains a consistency of
interpretation driven by the text itself, not the predilections of the interpreter:

It is not true that the premillennialists[5'2'58] require every single passage to be interpreted literally
without exception. They do hold, on the other hand, that if the language is symbolic, it is to be governed
by the laws relating to symbols; if figurative, by the laws dealing with figures; if typical, by the laws

connected with types; if literal, by the laws of non-figurative speech.!”

All interpreters utilize this normal literal approach most of the time. For example, in interpreting John’s
words:

I, John, both your brother and companion in the tribulation and kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ,

was on the island that is called Patmos for the word of God and for the testimony of Jesus Christ. (Rev.

1:9)
There is almost universal agreement that the “island that is called Patmos” is Patmos! And that John is
located on that island, and that he is there due to his connection to the Word of God. Where the
difference comes in, is that some interpreters change their interpretive process when they encounter
passages employing symbols, prophecy, or especially controversial doctrine. In these passages, they
jettison normal interpretation in favor of conjecture about symbols thereby reducing the text into an
allegory concerning spiritual principles.

This “dual hermeneutic” is employed much like the gearshift in an automobile. On the major
“freeway” of the gospel text, they generally stay in literal gear. But when a prophetic off-ramp or
doctrinal mountain looms ahead, they shift into a non-literal gear. This inconsistency leads to all
manner of confusion and allows for the most amazing conclusions which are often in complete
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contradiction to the plain meaning of the text! McClain recognizes this “gearshift” between two
systems of interpretation:

It should be clear, however, that regardless of the terms chosen to designate the anti-millenarian scheme
of prophetical interpretation, it is a combination of two different systems, shifting back and forth
between the spiritualizing and literal methods. The hermeneutical plow is pulled by ‘an ox and an ass.’
For this reason, the scheme may be appropriately be called eclectical.'®

Even those who use literal interpretation when viewing OT1>23!] passages in the light of the N715-2431
often fall into this inconsistent approach when they come to the book of Revelation:

Two or three generations ago, students of prophecy received incalculable help from the simple discovery
that when the Holy Spirit spoke of Judea and Jerusalem in the Old Testament Scriptures He meant Judea
and Jerusalem, and not England and London; and that when He mentioned Zion He did not refer to the
Church. But strange to say, few, if any of these brethren, have applied the same rule to the Apocalypse.
Here they are guilty of doing the very thing for which they condemned their forebears in connection
with the Old Testament - they have ‘spiritualised.” . . . What then? If to regard ‘Jerusalem’ as meaning
Jerusalem be a test of intelligence in Old Testament prophecy, shall we be counted a heretic if we

understand ‘Babylon’ to mean Babylon, and not Rome or apostate Christendom?'®
Couch describes the two main approaches to interpretation as they relate to prophecy:

Among evangelicals there are generally two major camps regarding how prophetic passages should be
read. Amillennialists will generally allegorize large portions of the prophetic Word, especially passages
that speak of the Second Advent of Christ and the establishment of the one thousand year literal Davidic
kingdom. In contrast, premillennialists, following the teaching of the early church, treat the Second
Coming with the same literal hermeneutic as they would the First Coming of Jesus. They hold that the
Bible, from Genesis to Revelation, should be understood literally from a normal reading unless typology
or poetry is used. And even then, premillennialists believe that “literalness” is implied behind the figure

of speech or illustration used.??

The most serious charge that can be leveled against non-literal interpretation is that of perverting the
promises of God. God’s promises, both in the OT and NT, were given to specific recipients using
words which they understood in the context in which they lived and in which the promises were give
When a nonliteral view of these passages is adopted, this robs the original recipients of the promises
God gave them:

Adopting a nonliteral view of the Old Testament kingdom prophecies raises some disturbing questions:
What did those prophecies mean to those to whom they were addressed? If prophecies seemingly
addressed to Israel really apply to the church (which did not exist at that time), did God give revelation
that failed to reveal? And if those prophecies were meant to apply symbolically to the church, why were
they addressed to Israel? What meaning could such prophecies have in their historical settings?
Ironically, many who spiritualize Old Testament prophecies reject the futurist interpretation of
Revelation because it allegedly robs the book of its meaning for those to whom it was written. Yet they

do the very same thing with the Old Testament kingdom prophecies.?!
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God’s promises involve both ends of the communication channel: the things God said and what those
who received His promises understood them to mean in the original context. It is not permissible, after
the fact, to make what God said mean something different which would have been entirely foreign to

those who originally received His word. Allegorization and spiritualization do just that.

2.7.3 - The Rise of Allegorical Interpretation

Because the book of Revelation is categorized as apocalyptic literature and contains numerous
symbols, it undergoes a great deal of abuse due to allegorical interpretation. But what exactly is
allegorical (also known as mystical??) interpretation and where did it come from?

Zuck offers the following description of allegorization:

Allegorizing is searching for a hidden or secret meaning underlying but remote from and unrelated in
reality to the more obvious meaning of a text. In other words the literal reading is a sort of code, which
needs to be deciphered to determine the more significant and hidden meaning. In this approach the

literal is superficial, the allegorical is the true meaning.23

Completely in line with Zuck’s description is the following statement by Trench regarding his
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understanding of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:2):

The dream of an actual material city to be let down bodily from heaven to earth, . . . has been cherished
in almost all ages of the Church by some, who have been unable to translate the figurative language of
Scripture into those far more glorious realities of the heavenly TTOMTEIL [politeia], whereof those
figures were the vesture and the outward array. [emphasis added]**

Notice how the language of Trench confirms the statement of Zuck: the allegorical meaning represents
Jfar more glorious realities. The literal text represents figures which are the vesture and outward array.
According to Trench, the true (allegorical) meaning is “clothed” by the representation of the literal
text. Presumably, the interpreter must remove this outer garment of literal text to see the deeper and
more glorious reality beyond.?® Trench doesn’t inform us that each interpreter that does so finds a
different glorious reality!?®

Using allegorical interpretation, it is possible to “find” all manner of meanings beyond the plain sense
of the text:

To cite a few examples [of allegorical hermeneutics®22%1]: The journey of Abraham from Ur of the

Chaldees to Haran is interpreted as the imaginary trip of a Stoic philosopher who leaves sensual
understanding and arrives at the senses. The two pence given by the Good Samaritan to the innkeeper
has the hidden meanings of Baptism and the Lord‘s Supper. The river Euphrates means the outflow of
manners and is not an actual literal river in Mesopotamia. Pope Gregory the Great’s interpretation of the
Book of Job is equally disheartening: *The patriarch’s three friends denote the heretics; his seven sons
are the twelve apostles; his seven thousand sheep are God’s faithful people; and his three thousand

hump-backed camels are the depraved Gentiles!’2’

While it is tempting to chuckle at these examples from early Christianity, what is alarming is how
often equally obscure results attend modern interpreters of the book of Revelation.

So where did this tendency begin? Evidence is lacking within Scripture that Jesus or the Apostles
understood the Old Testament in this way.

The allegorical interpretation of Sacred Scriptures cannot be historically proved to have prevailed
among the Jews from the time of exile, or to have been common with the Jews of Palestine at the time of
Christ and His apostles. Although the Sanhedrim and the hearers of Jesus often appealed to the Old
Testament according to the testimony of the New Testament writers, they give no indication of the

allegorical interpretation. Even Josephus has nothing of it.28

The flowering of allegorical interpretation as applied to Scripture can be traced to Jews in Alexandria

Egypt who were interested in accommodating the OT>2>1 Scriptures to Greek philosophy as a tool for
removing or reinterpreting what were considered embarrassing anthropomorphisms and immoralities
in the OT.

Two names stand out in Alexandrian Jewish allegorization: Aristobulus and Philo. Aristobulus, who
lived around 160 B.C., believed that Greek philosophy borrowed from the Old Testament, and that those
teachings could be uncovered only by allegorizing. . . . Philo (ca. 20 B.C. - ca. A.D. 54) . . . sought to
defend the Old Testament to the Greeks and, even more so, to fellow Jews. He was led to allegorize the

Old Testament, . . . because of his desire to avoid [seeming] contradictions and blasphemies.?’

Observe how often Christian aberrations have arisen from a faulty attempt to defend the Scriptures

before skeptics. Preterism>>, and its belief that non-believers reject Scripture because Jesus’

prediction to come “soon” was misunderstood, is a recent example.

Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 155-216) was influenced by Philo and proposed a system of

interpretation where any passage of the Bible might have up to five meanings.’® Thereafter, Origin,
who studied Platonic philosophy and is thought to have been a pupil of Clement, went so far as to say
that Scripture itself demands that the interpreter employ the allegorical method.

Amillennialist Schaff is fair when he describes the great hermeneutical failings of Origent>2%: “His
great defect is the neglect of the grammatical and historical sense and his constant desire to find a hidden
mystic meaning. He even goes further in this direction than the Gnostics, who everywhere saw

transcendental, unfathomable mysteries.”>!

[Origen] lays down the principle that the true meaning of prophecy is to be found only by going beyond
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the literal and historical sense to the spiritual; and he says specifically of the Apocalypse that the
mysteries hidden in it can be understood only in this way. His whole interpretation of the book is

therefore spiritual rather than literal. [emphasis added]?

Origen’s interpretive approach had great influence on those who would follow in the Middle Ages, as

did Augustine (354-430) who, like Philo, saw allegorization as a solution to Old Testament problems.*3
The allegorical system of interpretation prevailed throughout most of the Middle Ages:

During the Middle Ages, the fourfold sense of Scripture was taught. Medieval scholars took Origen‘s
threefold sense—the literal, the moral, and the spiritual—and subdivided the spiritual into the allegorical
and the anagogical. As schoolman Thomas Aquinas affirmed, *The literal sense is that which the author
intends, but God being the Author, we may expect to find in Scripture a wealth of meaning.” An
example of how the fourfold sense was worked out during the Middle Ages is Gen. 1:3, ‘Let there be
light.” Medieval churchmen interpreted that sentence to mean (1) Historically and literally—An act of
creation; (2) Morally—May we be mentally illumined by Christ; (3) Allegorically—Let Christ be love;

and (4) Anagogically—May we be led by Christ to glory.*

Although Aquinas endorsed looking beyond the primary meaning of the author, he did recognize some
of the dangers of allegorization. “Aquinas put forward a threefold argument against allegory: (1) it is
susceptible to deception; (2) without a clear method it leads to confusion; and (3) it lacks a sense of the
proper integration of Scripture.”> All three of these significant drawbacks are evident in much
interpretation of the book of Revelation today.

Augustine’s allegorical interpretation of Bible prophecy dominated the understanding of eschatology
during the medieval period. It found acceptance also with the Roman church and among the leaders of
the Reformation. Even today, Augustinian eschatology is held by large segments of the Christian

church.3®

Even the Reformers, who cast off the darkness of Medieval allegorization in so many areas, failed to
escape the influence of those who went before them in their understanding of the book of Revelation.?’

As we’ve observed in the origination of this method of interpretation, there was a motive for its use.
This remains the case today. At times it has simply been unbelief:

As someone has said, “The Book of Revelation isn’t hard to understand—it’s hard to believe!” The main
reason why so many have resorted to allegorical interpretations is that they have found the literal
meaning of its prophecies difficult to accept, scientifically, and aesthetically, and have tried to “explain”

them on some less offensive basis.?®

At other times, the motive has been to teach unorthodox doctrines twisted from the proper
understanding of the text, something which has been with us all along:

Metaphysical cults, theosophical cults, divine science cults, pantheistic cults all base their interpretation
of Holy Scripture on the theory that the meaning of Scripture is plural. The first meaning is the ordinary
historical or grammatical one; and the second meaning is the one the cultist brings to Scripture from the

particular metaphysical system or religious system he is pushing.>®

Even as far back as Tertullian™>7], the dangerous freedom offered by figurative interpretation for
manipulating the meaning of the text was recognized. “On the proper method of interpreting prophecy
Tertullian stated: “Now to upset all conceits of this sort, let me dispel at once the preliminary idea on
which they [heretics] rest their assertion that the prophets make all their announcements in figures of
speech. Now if this were the case, the figures themselves could not possibly have been distinguished,
inasmuch as the verities would not have been declared, out of which the figurative language is
stretched. And, indeed, if all are figures, where will be that of which they are the figures? How can you

hold up a mirror for your face, if the face nowhere exists? But, in truth, all are not figures, but there are

also literal statements.”””*0

As we will see as we progress, allegorical interpretation is frequently used by Christians who hope to
avoid the plain implication of the teaching of Scripture. Christian Reconstructionists utilize forms of
allegorical interpretation in order to work around passages in the book of Revelation which do not
conveniently fit into the newspaper events surrounding the times prior to 70 A.D. Since John’s
writings clearly indicate a coming time of wrath and judgment upon the earth, their motive is to
attempt to remove this reality in favor of a more optimistic future for Christianity:
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Reconstructionism’s interest in this subject stems from its optimistic outlook regarding Christianity’s
ability to gain control of secular society. Because Revelation is admittedly pessimistic in this regard, the
system’s scheme for disposing of this unfavorable evidence is to relegate its fulfillment almost entirely

to the past, to a time prior to A.D. 70.4!

Those who stand opposed to God’s promises made to the Jewish nation find the plain sense of

Revelation 20 much to their disliking as it suggests the fulfillment of the Messianic Kingdom!>*3°]
prophecies scattered throughout the OT. Again, allegorical interpretation provides the “solution” in
that the thousand years (Rev. 20:4) becomes an indefinite period and the physical rule and reign with
Christ represents the current spiritual standing of the believer. Never mind that interpreting the first
resurrection (Rev. 20:4-5) as being spiritual and the second (Rev. 20:12) as /iteral runs rough-shod
over the rules of sound hermeneutics.

The net result of allegorical interpretation is to place a veil of darkness over God’s divine Word. It
takes that which God has graciously revealed to the saints and subjects it to the dark vagaries of human
imagination and speculation. The result is predictable. Those who major in it remain as much in the
dark regarding the Second Coming of Jesus as many Jews were in relation to His predicted suffering at

the First Coming.*
Concerning the inconsistency of the allegorical method and the damage which results, Seiss notes:

Good and able men have satistied themselves with it; but, on the same principles of interpretation, there
is not a chapter in the Bible, nor a doctrine of our holy religion, which could not be totally explained
away. By a happy inconsistency do they not so treat other portions of Scripture, or they would transmute

the whole Revelation of God into uncertainty and emptiness.*?

Having examined a long list of these symbolic and allegorical interpretations, and followed the
processes by which their authors have tried to apply them, I have not found one which does not
completely break down under the weight of its own cumbrous unfittingness. They each and all fail to
explain the facts and relations of the record, and treat John as a half-demented sentimental old man,
trying to make a grand poem out of a few dim anticipations touching the earthly fortunes of the Church,
which could have been better told in one well-written chapter. They are, at best, the wild guesses of men
who have never got hold of the real thread of the matter, whilst under the necessity of saying

something.**

2.7.4 - Understanding Symbols and Figures

Having discussed the prevalence and dangers of allegorical interpretation, we now discuss how to
understand the many symbols and figures found throughout the book of Revelation. This is the area
where many commentators, in our view, take a wrong turn. They utilize the symbolic content of the
book as license to depart from normative interpretation which then fuels their departure from the plain
meaning of the text.

As we previously mentioned, one way in which this is done is by using the symbolic imagery within
the book to cast it into the apocalyptic genrel>>??/_ similar to many uninspired (and fraudulent)
writings which contain similar literary devices. Once this is done, interpreters such as Gregg (2.7.2)
can attempt to turn hermeneutics'>>2 on its head. Another approach, perhaps best illustrated by Beale,
is to see in the symbols a sort of encoding in which the truth of God’s message is veiled in symbols for
transport across the page. The use of symbols becomes an “obvious” indication that non-literal
interpretation is infended. Beale uses one of several possible meanings of a single Greek word to
justify hundreds of pages of non-literal exposition:

Zm,l(vao.) [Sémaino] [“signified,” Rev. 1:1] can overlap with the more general and abstract idea of
“make known” in the sense of “indicate,” “declare,” “be manifest.” But its more concrete and at least
equally common sense is “show by a sign,” “give (or make) signs (or signals),” or “signify” . . .
onpa{\/w [sémaind] typically has the idea of symbolic communication when it is not used in the

general sense of “make known.” . . . Of its five other N71248] occurrences, two have the sense of “make
known” (Acts 11:28; 25:27), . . . three others are in John‘s Gospel where it summarizes Jesus’ pictorial
description of crucifixion (John 12:33; 18:32; 21:19). . . . The symbolic use of GY]},lO({V(J.) [sémainad] in
Daniel 2 defines the use in Rev. 1:1 as referring to symbolic communication and not mere general
conveyance of information . . . [indicating] that a symbolic vision and its interpretation is going to be



2.7.4 - Understanding Symbols and Figures 63

part of the warp and woof of the means of communication throughout Revelation. . . . Some
commentators contend that since Revelation sometimes explicitly explains the meaning of an image in a
vision there is a “presumption that, where expressions are not explained, they can normally be
interpreted according to their natural [i.e., literal] meaning, unless the context clearly indicates

otherwise”. . . . But the results of the analysis of Rev. 1:1 indicated that this rule should be turned on
its head: we are told in the book’s introduction that the majority of the material in it is revelatory
symbolism . . . Hence, the predominant manner by which to approach the material will be

according to a non-literal interpretive method. [emphasis added]®

Elsewhere Beale states:
As we have seen, Rev. 1:1 programmatically introduces the pictorial visions of the book as having a
symbolic meaning without any one-to-one relation to literal historical events. [emphasis added]*

Having conveniently dispatched normative hermeneutics, Beale fails to offer anything substantive in
its place. As with all interpretations which major on “symbolic meanings,” the meaning is to be found
in the interpreter’s own ideas. Contrary to Beale’s assertion that the symbols are “without any one-to-

one relation to literal historical events,” Osborne follows most literal interpreters in recognizing the

symbols as representing literal events and personas.*’

As Thomas observes, Beale has made the mistake of confusing the way in which the revelation was
made (via symbols) with how it should be interpreted by those who follow:

The verb éor']pocvsv [esémanen] (“he signified”) in Rev. 1:1 furnishes an advance notice of the
symbolic nature of God’s communication with John. This has nothing to do with how the resultant
communication should be interpreted, . . . [interpreters] fail to distinguish between the process of

revelation and that of interpretation.*®

It is also frequently the case that commentators attempt to utilize the appearance of one symbol as
license to treat the entire passage in a symbolic way.*’But each symbol must be treated individually as
there are numerous cases where symbols are embedded among non-symbolic vision.

Once a prophecy is found to contain symbols, interpreters often succumb to the temptation of treating
everything else in that prophecy as symbolic. . . . The presence of symbols in a prophecy, however, does
not indicate that everything else in that prophecy is symbolical. The designation of symbols must be on
an individual basis. Each symbol must be carefully examined, weighed, and adequately supported by

strong evidence before a symbolical designation is made. Symbols are not cheaper by the dozen.>®

Symbols are frequently employed in the book of Revelation within similes where resemblance is
emphasized.>!

Revelation is interpreted from a literal base, taking into account comparative language that points to a
literal ultimate meaning. Two words indicate that comparative language is being used: d’)g [hos] and
5p010§ [homoios]. Hos and words related to it are used sixty-eight times in Revelation and
approximately 416 elsewhere in the New Testament. Homoios is used twenty-two times in Revelation
and about twenty-six times in the rest of the New Testament. Both words are used for comparison and
should be translated “Like, as, like as, it seemed to be, something like, etc.” [Often, /os] indicates John
is comparing what he sees (something beyond his own experience or comprehension) to the closest
known object with which he is familiar. . . . John uses comparative language to describe a literal event,

not a symbolic or even figurative event, and certainly not an allegorical event.>?

Symbols employed within simile have several advantages over other literary forms of communication.
A simile can carry a richness of communication which a simple non-symbolic statement cannot (e.g.,
the description of the Beas:®>2°! in Rev. 13:2). Simile is also used when that which is being described
exceeds the experience of the writer and the symbol is the best analogy at hand for the writer to convey
the sense of what he is seeing (e.g., the description of the demonic locusts in Rev. 9:7-10). The
utilization of simile is not license for interpreting the comparisons within the text as some form of
purely symbolic communication.

As for determining whether a literal object or figurative symbol is involved, we note several
guidelines:

First, the interpreter should accept as symbols that which is so designated in the context or seen under
the harmony of prophecy. . . . Second, the interpreter should accept as symbols those elements that are
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truly impossible in the realm of reality, taking care to note that eschatological times are real times. . . .
[But the] prophetic Scriptures contain many descriptions of the future that are possible or plausible. In

such instances, the interpreter should not assign these to the realm of symbolism.>

To these we may add a third from Tan:

The determination of what is figurative and what nonfigurative in prophecy is a question centuries old.
From Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana to the present, interpreters have attempted to give different
rules and guidelines. . . . the key to determining the figurative from the nonfigurative lies in ascertaining
whether a given word or act is at variance with the essential nature of the subject being discussed. If a
word or act, taken in the literal sense, fails to harmonize with either the flow of thought in the text or
context, or with the analogy of Scripture, it is to be understood as figurative. Otherwise, it is

nonfigurative.>*

As an example, Tan’s guideline can be applied productively in the case of the binding of Satan:

Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, having the key to the bottomless pit and a great chain in
his hand. He laid hold of the dragon, that serpent of old, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for a
thousand years (Rev. 20:1-2)

To answer the question whether the chain is literal, one need only observe that Satan is spirit and
cannot be bound by material objects. Therefore, the chain is figurative of the bondage under which
Satan will be placed. Learning to identify which aspects of a passage are figurative and which are
literal is essential for correct interpretation:

Some seem to believe that if anything in a given passage is symbolic, then everything must be symbolic .
... In contrast, the approach recommended here can be illustrated by considering the statement, “It was
raining cats and dogs outside.” . . . The key to a correct interpretation is (a) to recognize that there can be
both literal and figurative elements in the same text and (b) to seek to discern which aspects of the text
fal into which category. In this illustration, for example, “It was raining . . . outside” should be taken
literally, and the “cats and dogs” should be taken figuratively. Both the literal and the figurative function

together to communicate that it was raining very hard.>

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of determining whether a passage conveys figurative or literal events
is found in the fact that prophetic content can span periods of time far beyond the time when the vision
was first given. Thus, things which seemed clearly to be figurative at the time of writing due to their
impossibility (e.g., the two hundred million horsemen in Rev. 9:16; the peoples, tribes, tongues, and
nations viewing the dead bodies of the two witnesses in Rev. 11:9) later become literally possible (e.g.,
a large world population; the advent of worldwide broadcasting).

Writing almost one-half century ago, Tenney observed:

The object like a burning mountain cast into the sea (Rev. 8:8), the opening of the bottomless pit (Rev.
9:2), and many other episodes must be interpreted symbolically if they are to be taken as applying to
current or to past history. If they are yet to come, they may be a more accurate description of actual
phenomena than most expositors have realized, for the physical and psychical researches of recent years
have opened to the mind of man worlds that in John’s time were completely unknown. The atom bomb,
guided missiles, and the scientific devices of modern warfare have made the Apocalypse seem much less

apocalyptic [dramatic hyperbolel®%27)] than it did fifty years ago.>

The fact that Revelation 19 sets forth the Second Coming of Christ which has obviously not yet
occurred renders unlikely the stance of Osborne and others who hold that all the symbols found in the
book were understood by the original readers:

We no longer need to guess what modern events may be prophesied, for every symbol was
understandable to the first-century readers. . . . we seek . . . the background knowledge from the first
century to unlock the tensive symbols and to see what the original readers would have understood when
they read them. This is not a perfect science, of course, and scholars debate the background behind

each symbol. [emphasis added]®’

Since some of the symbols relate events which have not yet been fulfilled, we cannot simply assert
they were all understood by the original readers. For one thing, it is highly unlikely that the original
readers had access to the entire corpus which came to be recognized as the canon>212! of Scripture,
thereby lacking perhaps the most important key to understanding some of the symbols in the book of
Revelation: the comparison of related passages (analogy) of Scripture. (See our discussion on the
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audience and purposel?31 of the book for more on this.) The insistence that all symbols were
understood by the readers of John’s day ignores the reality that not even John understood everything
which he saw (Rev. 7:13-14). It is important to notice that John is told to write, “what you see ” (Rev.
1:11) rather than what he understood. In other words, John was to record his immediate experiences
and visions. He was not given the vision and then told to cogitate over it for a period of time to
eventually produce a literary masterpiece in the apocalyptic genre perfectly understandable to first
century readers!

Fortunately, many of the symbols are explained in their immediate context. And we are also blessed
with the entire corpus of inspired®?>331 Scripture which we can apply to gain an understanding of what
John relates.>®

It is worth mentioning another aspect of symbols in prophetic Scripture: the tendency of literal
interpreters to render symbolic descriptions by way of literal drawings. While these may be interesting
or even provocative, it is generally a disservice to the prophetic text to utilize the symbols in such a
way. Trench observes the priority of symbolism within the Jewish tradition as being that of conveying
truth rather than rendering form:

This description of the glorified Lord (Rev. 1:16), . . . may suggest a few reflections on the apocalyptic,
and generally the Hebrew symbolism, and on the very significant relations of difference and opposition
in which it stands to the Greek. Religion and Art for the Greek ran into one another with no very signal
preponderance of the claims of the former over the latter. Even in his religious symbolism the sense of
beauty, of form, of proportion, overrules every other, and must at all costs find its satisfaction; so that
the first necessity of the symbol is that it shall not affront, that it shall satisfy rather, the aesthetic sense. .
. . But with the Hebrew symbolism it is altogether different. The first necessity there is that the symbol
should set forth truly and fully the religious idea of which it is intended to be the vehicle. How it would
appear when it clothed itself in an outward form and shape, whether it would find favour. . . as satisfying
the conditions of beauty, this was quite a secondary consideration; may be confidently affirmed not to
have been a consideration at all; . . . but rather that it should remain ever and only a purely mental
conception, the unembodied sign of an idea;—I may observe, by the way, that no skill of delineation can

make the Cherubim themselves other than unsightly objects to the eye.>

The results of such renderings are often held up to ridicule as the result of the literal method of
interpretation. But this misunderstands the purpose of such symbols as being primarily art form rather
than representative of characteristics which are not as easily conveyed textually. All the more so when
such figures are described by simile providing a definite clue that the image conveyed by the text is
only an approximation of the reality being described.

2.7.5 - Understanding Numbers

We find numbers employed throughout Scripture, but perhaps no more densely packed than in the
book of Revelation. Two opposite errors are often encountered when dealing with numbers in
Scripture: (1) numbers are interpreted symbolically to derive fanciful teachings; (2) numbers are
treated strictly literally and their symbolic significance is denied. We hope to avoid both of these
extremes in our approach to the book.

2.7.5.1 - The Abuse of Numbers

Concerning the abuse of biblical numerology,®® Trench has well observed:

In all speculations upon numbers we may very profitably lay to heart the wise caution of Fuller, [4
Pisgah Sight of Palestine, b. iii. c. 6.] . . . “For matter of numbers fancy is never at a loss. . . . But such
as in expounding of Scripture reap more than God did sow there, never eat what they reap thence,

because such grainless husks, when seriously threshed out, vanish all into chaff.”¢!

This caution applies not only to numbers, but to the interpretation of symbols and typology. In the case
of numerology, symbols, and typology, God undeniably conveys more than the surface text itself
suggests, the problem is in determining how valid are the additional insights one may gain. As soon as
the meaning attributed to a number, symbol, or type is carried beyond what God intended to convey,
then we are eating Fuller’s “grainless husks.” So due caution must be exercised, especially by

teachers.%?
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Beale provides us with illustrations of the most common abuse of numbers: a denial of any literal value
and substituting a figurative meaning in its place:

The seven kings [of Rev. 17:10] are not to be identified with any specific historical rulers but represent
rather the oppressive power of world government throughout the ages, which arrogates to itself divine

prerogatives and persecutes God’s people.®

The name “Christ” appears seven times and the name “Jesus” fourteen times. “The Lamb” is used of
Christ twenty-eight times, seven bringing the Lamb and God together. The 7 x 4 appearances of this title
underscore the universal scope of the Lamb’s complete victory. . . . Twelve is the number of God’s
people, which is squared to indicate completeness and multiplied by one thousand to connote vastness.

[Rev. 7:4; 14:11%

Notice how Beale puts his interpreter’s “spin” on the numbers in order to deny their literalness with
phrases like fo indicate and to connote.

Some interpreters seem to despair of dealing with the numbers in the book of Revelation in any sort of
literal way. This can be carried to such an extreme as to totally deny any literal meaning while failing

to provide a figurative understanding in its place:% Here we meet with both confusion (we can’t know

what the numbers mean) and anti-supernaturalism'>>1 (we can’t know the writer’s intention—never
mind that he was told simply to record what he was shown).

When it comes to numbers and their meaning in the book of Revelation, it is not uncommon for
interpreters to ask the reader to exchange his gold (the number’s literal meaning) for fool’s gold (a
fanciful, vague interpretation, or perhaps no interpretation at all). It may be valid in some cases to
understand an additional well-recognized figurative meaning connoted by a number, but this should
not be done in lieu of its literal value. There were, after all, twelve actual sons of Israel (Gen. 35:22-
26) and Jesus ministered to twelve actual disciples (Mtt. 10:2-5).

2.7.5.2 - Literal Understanding of Numbers

In studying the book of Revelation, one is immediately struck by the prevailing bias of many
commentators against understanding numbers in their normative, literal way. For example, the length
of half of Daniel’s seventieth week is described in a number of related passages (Dan. 7:25; Dan. 9:27;
12:7; Rev. 11:2-3; 12:6, 14; 13:5). This obvious strong witness to understanding this period in a literal
way is simply set aside for another meaning:

We cannot insist on a literal meaning for the three and a half years of the tribulation period or the
thousand years of the millennium. They could be literal, but the numbers function symbolically in the

book and probably signify a lengthy period of time that is under God’s control.%

We are being asked to trade gold for fool’s gold! Rather than understand three and a half as denoting a

specific period of time specified by God,®” we are asked to accept the alternate meaning which our
interpreter says is probably correct!

There is a strong bias against literal understanding of numbers in the book of Revelation. Even when
the text seems quite explicit as to the identification of what is being described, commentators refuse to
take the text at face value:

Let us consider the meaning of numbers in the book. . . . While some (Seiss, Walvoord, Thomas) tend to
consider them literally, they are forced to some creative interpretations , for example, regarding the
144,000 who are sealed in Rev. 7:4-8. Walvoord . . . believes this means that 12,000 sealed in each tribe
are those selected to be God’s special witnesses through the tribulation period, but it seems more likely
that the numbers in the book are meant symbolically as was common in ancient apocalypses.

[emphasis added]68

Notice how those who adhere to a literal interpretation and who arrive at a uniform understanding are
said to be employing “creative interpretations.” That the exact opposite is the case can be easily

demonstrated by noting the wide variation in interpretation among the commentators who take the

3222] including a

144,000 Jews as being non-Jews. Here again we see an appeal to the literary genrel
host of non-canonical® 22 writings to undermine the straightforward text. We are told that we should
not understand the 144,000 Jews to be 144,000 individuals nor Jews, because this book is to be read

like any other “ancient apocalypse” where symbols serve as the vehicle for communicating
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inspirational musings and obscure political inferences. Never mind that the text goes to great lengths to
make sure we know these are Jews (each of the twelve tribes is individually listed) and their
appearance at this point in the events of the book of Revelation is in perfect accord with the doctrine of
the believing Jewish remnant which runs throughout Scripture (1K. 19:18; 2K. 19:4, 30; 21:14; 25:22;
Isa. 1:9; 6:13; 7:3; 10:20-22; 28:5; 37:4, 31-32; 46:3; 59:21; 65:8; Jer 5:10; 5:18; 23:3; 50:20; Eze. 5:3;
6:8-10; 9:8, 11; Eze. 11:13; Joel 2:32; Mic. 2:12; 7:18; Zec. 11:10; 13:8-9; Rom. 9:6, 27; Rom. 11:5,
17, 25; Gal. 6:16; 1Pe. 1:1; Rev. 12:17).%°

We believe the correct view on the interpretation of numbers within the book of Revelation is to
understand them in their primary, literal sense, but to also recognize biblical numerology where certain
numbers appear with special emphasis throughout Scripture and carry additional meaning beyond the
bare facts they record:

The fact is that no number in Revelation is verifiably a symbolic number. On the other hand, the
nonsymbolic usage of numbers is the rule. It requires multiplication of a literal 12,000 by a literal twelve
to come up with 144,000 in Rev. 7:4-8. The churches, seals, trumpets, and bowls are all literally seven in
number. The three unclean spirits of Rev. 16:13 are actually three in number. The three angels
connected with the last three woes (Rev. 8:13) add up to a total of three. The seven last plagues amount
to exactly seven. The equivalency of 1,260 days and three and a half years necessitate a nonsymbolic
understanding of both numbers. The twelve apostles and the twelve tribes of Israel are literally twelve

(Rev. 21:12-14). The seven churchesP2% are seven literal cities. Yet confirmation of a single number

in Revelation as symbolic is impossible.”®

Numbers may be understood literally, but even when understood in this way, they often carry with them
also a symbolical meaning. Hence the number seven, . . . refers to seven literal churches . . . Yet by the
very use of this number (which speaks of completion or perfection) the concept is conveyed that these
were representative churches which in some sense were complete in their description of the normal

needs of the church.”!

For example, we understand that God completed His creation within a literal six-day period and rested
on the seventh (Gen. 2:1; Ex. 20:11; 31:17). We also understand that He did this by design as a pattern
to establish the working week for man (Ex. 20:9; 23:12; 31:15; etc.). The number has a two-fold
significance. First, it has a literal meaning: the creation spanned six 24-hour days. Second, it has a
symbolical meaning: the number seven carries the meaning of rest or completion. To deny the primary
literal meaning in order to major on the secondary symbolism would be an error. So too would be an
interpretation which denies the secondary symbolism.

When we interpret numbers primarily in their literal sense, we are in the company of the earliest
interpreters to whom the Scriptures were entrusted: the Jews. Prior to the rise of allegorical
interpretation®731 | the rabbis understood the Scriptures in the same way as literal interpreters today.

For example, the last ‘seven’ of Daniel’s seventy sevens (Dan. 9:24-27) are understood as a literal

period of seven years.”

When we read the book of Revelation, we do not enter some strange Alice in Wonderland world where
normative communication is set aside in favor of speculation. Those commentators who do so would
never dream of applying similar methods of interpretation to other passages of Scripture. In the gospels
they understand twelve apostles as twelve apostles, three days as three days, and so on.

The existence of symbols and categorization of writing as apocalyptic genre are not license for
jettisoning the primary literal meaning of numbers.

2.7.5.3 - The Symbolic Meaning of Numbers

Having established the primacy of understanding numbers in their literal sense, we must also recognize
biblical numerology: the study of the use of numbers throughout Scripture to convey meaning beyond
the literal value. This is a large subject which we cannot treat with much depth other than to describe
the symbolism conveyed by some of the most frequently found numbers in the book of Revelation.
Even though many numbers clearly have an associated symbolism found in their pattern of usage
throughout Scripture, not every occurrence of a given number necessarily carries the symbolic value.
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2.7.5.3.1 - Two: Witness

The number two appears in the book of Revelation in association with the two witnesses (Rev. 11:3,
10) who are the “two olive trees and two lampstands standing before the God of the earth” (Rev. 11:4).
These witnesses (UATUOLY [matysin] from UdPTUG [martys] from which we derive martyr), furnish a
testimony (Haptupiav [martyrian) ) of the power and judgment of God to a rejecting world. They
serve as witnesses both before and after their death: by the miraculous powers which God grants them
while living (Rev. 11:5-6) and by their subsequent resurrection which causes great fear to fall on those
who see them rise (Rev. 11:11).

The basis for two as the number of witness is found in the Law of Moses which prescribes that
judgments be made on the basis of at least two witnesses (Num. 35:30; Deu. 17:6; 19:5; 1K. 21:10 cf.
Mtt. 18:16; 2Cor. 13:1).

God, Who can swear by no other, frequently employs the two witnesses of ‘heaven and earth’ to

underscore His promises (Deu. 4:26; 30:19; Ps. 50:4; Isa. 1:2) as did Moses (Deu. 31:28; 32:1).7® The
two-fold use of God’s created order as a witness is found within a frequently misunderstood passage in
the book of Revelation where a sign consisting of “a women clothed with the sun, with the moon
under her feet” [emphasis added] (Rev. 12:1) appears. Here, the ordinances of the sun and moon serve
as witnesses to the promises which God makes elsewhere to this woman: that the nation of Israel (Jer.
31:35-36) and the Davidic throne (Ps. 89:35-37; Jer. 33:20-22) will never cease to exist before Him.

Throughout the New Testament, reference is made to “the law and the prophets” as the two-fold
witness against those who reject God (Mtt. 5:17; 7:12; 11:13; 22:40; Luke 16:16; 24:44; John 1:45;
Acts 13:15; 24:14; 28:23; Rom. 3:21). For example, Paul states: “But now the righteousness of God
apart from the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets” [emphasis added]
(Rom. 3:21). The importance of this witness is emphasized in Jesus’ teaching concerning the rich man
and Lazarus in Luke 16. When the rich man, tormented in /zades, appealed to Abraham to warn his five
brothers to avoid his fate, Abraham responds:

Abraham said to him, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.” And he said, ‘No, father
Abraham; but if one goes to them from the dead, they will repent.” But he said to him, ‘If they do not
hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead.” (Luke
16:29-31)
It is no accident that it is Moses (representing the law) and Elijah (representing the prophets) who
appear with Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration (Mtt. 17:3; Mark 9:4; Luke 9:30). Many have noted
the similarity between the miraculous activities of the two witnesses of Revelation 11 and those of
Moses and Elijah recorded in the Old Testament. Regardless of the actual identity of the two
Revelation witnesses (see commentary on Rev. 11:3-13), the similarity of their ministry to that of
Moses and Elijah seems intended to underscore their role as witnesses to the law and the prophets.

Within the “unholy trinity” of the Beast>>], the False Prophet®22%, and Satan, it is significant that
there are fwo human personages: the two beasts which rise from the sea and the earth, respectively
(Rev. 13:1, 11). These two men stand as witnesses to the depravity of man, as empowered by Satan.
Both are beasts, both rise from distinct human populations (the sea being a reference to Gentile nations
and the earth a possible reference to the Jewish nation). The second beast has two horns which may
emphasize his special role as a witness to the first beast, to whom he directs the attention and worship
of those who dwell upon the earth.

2.7.5.3.2 - Three: Life, Resurrection, Completeness, the Trinity

The number three appears in the book of Revelation in association with the doxological triad (Rev. 4:8;
cf. Isa. 6:3), the amount of grain sold for a set price during famine conditions (Rev. 6:6), the remaining
trumpet judgments to be sounded (Rev. 8:13), the number of plagues by which a third of mankind is
killed (Rev. 9:18), the amount of time during which the two witnesses lie dead before their resurrection
(Rev. 11:9, 11), the number of demonic spirits associated with the “unholy trinity” (Rev. 16:13),7* the
division of Jerusalem by the great earthquake (Rev. 16:19), and the number of gates on each side of the
wall of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:13).

In association with the number three, we observe that in the six days of creation, God pronounces the
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work of each day as “good” with the exception of day two (Gen. 1:6-8). It appears that the
pronouncement expected for day two is held until the third day. Thus, the third day is pronounced
“good” twice (Gen. 1:10, 12). Some have called the third day, the “day of double blessing.” It appears
that our attention is drawn to the third day and it is pronounced as “doubly” good because the third day
is the day on which /ife first appears. ”> Not only does life first appear on day three of creation week,

but Jesus is raised on the third day.”® The raising of the two witnesses on the third day (Rev. 11:11)
correlates with this association of life or resurrection with day three.

Yet in the book of Revelation, the majority of the appearances of three seem to connote completeness,
much like the way leaven (sin) works its way completely through the three measures of meal (Mtt.

13:33; Luke 13:21).77 This would seem to be the case in Revelation 8:13 where the final three woes are

set apart as being of special significance. Here again, three denoting completeness or thoroughness.”®

The complete eternality of God is expressed as the One “who is and who was and who is to come”
(Rev. 1:8), indicating His complete oversight of events within the domain of time.

Another significant use of three is in reference to the Trinity (Rev. 16:13). For example, the threefold
repetition of “Holy” in Revelation 4:8 may refer to each of the persons of the Trinity (or as some have
observed, merely be a Semitic artifact—a triplet denoting intensity , cf. Eze. 21:27; Jer. 22:29).”° The
thrice repetition of six as the number of the Beast (Rev. 13:18) signifies the mimic of the true Trinity
by the “unholy trinity” consisting of the beast from the sea (Rev. 13:1), beast from the earth (Rev.
13:11), and Satan (the dragon, Rev. 13:4). Three unclean spirits like frogs come out of this unholy
trinity and perform signs to gather the kings of the earth and all the world to do battle against God
(Rev. 16:13-14). Here there seems to be a reference to completeness as well as triunity—they lead the

entire world in opposing God.?°

2.7.5.3.3 - Four: the Entire World, the Earth

The number four appears in the book of Revelation in association with the living creatures (Rev. 4:6,
8;5:6, 8; 6:1, 8; 14:3; 15:7; 19:4), the four horsemen of the first seven seals (Rev. 6:1-8), the four
angels (Rev. 7:1-2) standing on the four corners of the earth (Rev. 7:1) holding back the four winds of
the earth (Rev. 7:1), the four horns of the altar (Rev. 9:13), the four angels bound at the great river
Euphrates (Rev. 9:14) who are released to kill a third of all mankind, and the four corners of the earth
to which Satan travels to gather the final battle (Rev. 20:8).

The symbolic meaning of the number four in the book of Revelation seems clear: it is the signature of
the world or of global effect.?!

Four . . . is the signature of the world . . . . Four is stamped every where on this the organized world.
Thus, not to speak of the four elements, the four seasons, neither of which are recognized in Scripture,
we have the four winds (Eze. 37:9; Mtt. 24:31; Rev. 7:1); the four corners of the earth (Rev. 7:1; 20:8);
the four living creatures, emblems of all creaturely life (Rev. 4:6), and each of these with four faces and
four wings (Eze. 1:5-6); the four beasts coming up from the sea, and representing the four great world-
empires which in the providence of God should succeed one another (Dan. 7:3); the four metals
composing the image which sets forth the same phases of empire (Dan. 2:32-33); the four Gospels, or
the four-sided Gospel, in sign of its designation for all the world; the sheet tied at the four corners (Acts
10:11; 11:5); the four horns, the sum total of the forces of the world as arrayed against the Church (Zec.
1:18); the enumeration, wherever this is wished to be exhaustive of the inhabitants of the world by four,
kindreds, tongues, peoples, and nations (Rev. 5:9 cf. 7:9; 10:11; 11:9; 14:6; 17:15). For other significant

enumerations by four, see Eze. 14:21; John 5:3; Rev. 6:8. 62

The first four of the seven seals, the “four horsemen of the apocalypse” (Rev. 6:1-8), are each
represented by a rider on a horse whose action has worldwide effects. The worldwide or global
connotation of the number four derives from the directions of the compass (North, South, East, West,
cf. Eze. 7:2) and may be why there are four living creatures which are around the throne (Rev. 4:6)
surrounding it in all four primary directions. This same directional emphasis is seen in the camp of
Israel which camped around the tabernaclel>2>%°! in the wilderness in these four primary directions
(Num. 2:1-34; 23:10). This same arrangement is reflected in the tribal names associated with the
twelve gates surrounding the New Jerusalem: 3 tribal names written on the gates in each of the four
directions (Rev. 21:13). The living creatures seen by John bear a striking resemblance to Ezekiel’s
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cherubim® (Eze. 1:10; 10:14) which appear to support the “chariot throne” of God as it travels in any
direction (Eze. 1:12; 10:16-17), yet with notable differences. Each of Ezekiel’s cherubim have four
faces (a cherub or ox, a man, a lion, and an eagle) whereas John’s four living creatures each have a

different face (a calf, a man, a lion, and an eagle). See Four Gospels*7].

The global emphasis of the number four is also seen in the four angels which kill a third of a//
mankind %

2.7.5.3.4 - Five: Provision, Fullness, Grace

The number five appears in the book of Revelation in association with the time period (five months)
during which the locusts torment those men without the seal of the living God (Rev. 9:5, 10) and as the
number of kings which have fallen when John is shown the mystery of Babylon (Rev. 17:10).

Although perhaps more subtle than other biblical numerology, five appears to be associated with the
idea of provision, fullness, or grace. The waters of the flood were on the earth five months (150 days)
before they subsided (Gen. 7:24). In the reunion of Joseph with his brothers, Benjamin’s serving was
five times that of the other brothers (Gen. 43:34). Benjamin was given five changes of garments (Gen.
45:22) whereas his brothers were only given one. When five of Joseph’s brothers are presented before
Pharaoh, it is to obtain the best land for their flocks (Gen. 47:2-6). David selected five stones with
which to slay Goliath (1S. 17:40).85 When David lacked provisions, he requested five loaves of bread
(18S. 21:3). Jesus fed the multitudes using five loaves of bread (Mtt. 24:17; Mark 6:38; 8:19; Luke 9:13;
John 6:9). See also [Bullinger, Number in Scripture: Its Supernatural Design and Spiritual
Significance, 135-149].

From these examples we conclude that those upon whom the locusts are unleashed for five months
(Rev. 9:5, 10) receive the full provision of torment which God has in store for them.

2.7.5.3.5 - Six: Man’s Incompleteness, Human Will

The number six appears in the book of Revelation in association with the six wings of the living
creatures (Rev. 4:8)%7 and the number of the Beast>>91 (666, Rev. 13:18).

Since man was created on the sixth day (Gen. 1:26-27), six is considered to be the ‘number of man.’
The repetition of the number thrice in association with the number of the Beast is understood to denote
the ‘trinity of man’ or ‘satanic trinity’ (Satan, the Beast, and the false prophet). “Six is the number of
man, who was created on the sixth day. In Revelation 13:18 it represents the number of the ultimate

man, the Antichrist®231: 666.7%8

The number six seems to denote specifically the will and independence of man (i.e., sin) as evidenced
by the mention of the number of fingers and toes of men who were notably powerful in their defiance

of God (2S. 21:20; 1Chr. 20:6).5°

Six also denotes incompleteness, being one less than seven, the number of completeness or perfection.
The Menorah has one central stem out of which six stems branch (Ex. 25:32-33). Some see this as an
indication of man’s incompleteness (the six branches) made complete only with the addition of
Messiah (the central branch). As Jesus said, “I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in
Me, and I in him, bears much fruit; for without Me you can do nothing.” (John 15:5) In the same way
that six days of work are incomplete without the seventh day of rest, man’s utmost effort when
independent of God results in incompleteness and failure.

Six days were appointed to him for his labour; while one day is associated in sovereignty with the Lord
God, as His rest. Six, therefore, is the number of labour also, of man’s labour as apart and distinct from

God’s rest. . . . the number is significant of secular completeness.90

In the book of Revelation is presented the final great effort of the human secular system to achieve its
ends apart from God. The cataclysmic events in response to the unbridled will of man are God’s
ultimate reminder of man’s innate inability and deficiency apart from God, which the earth-dwellers
refuse to acknowledge to the bitter end.

Among the enemies of God marked by the number six: we find Goliath, whose height was six cubits,
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having six pieces of armor and a spear’s head weighing six hundred shekels of iron (1S. 17:4-7);
Nebuchadnezzar, whose “image” was sixty cubits high and six cubits wide (Dan. 3:1); and Antichrist,
whose number is six hundred and sixty-six (Rev. 13:18). Even Solomon at the height of his earthly
glory received a mere six hundred and sixty-six talents of gold (1K. 10:14) each year and sat on a
throne of only six steps (1K. 10:19). Solomon, in his advanced human wisdom, great power and
influence, but eventual drift from God, illustrates characteristics shared by the Antichrist of the end.

Throughout history, the best that man can produce by every available means and effort of rebellious
will is “666” which falls short of God’s triune completeness (“777).

2.7.5.3.6 - Seven: Perfection, Completeness
The number seven is the most frequently encountered number in the book of Revelation:

Even the most careless reader of the Apocalypse must be struck by the manner in which almost every

thing there is ordered by sevens. Thus, besides the seven Churches-291 and their seven Angels, we
have already in this first chapter the seven Spirits (Rev. 1:4), the seven candlesticks (Rev. 1:12), the
seven stars (Rev. 1:16); and further on, the seven lamps of fire (Rev. 4:4), seven seals (Rev. 5:1), seven
horns and seven eyes of the Lamb (Rev. 5:6), seven heavenly Angels with their seven trumpets (Rev.
8:2), seven thunders (Rev. 10:3), seven heads of the dragon, and seven crowns upon these heads (Rev.
12:13), the same of the beast rising out of the sea (Rev. 13:1), seven last plagues (Rev. 15;1); seven vials
(Rev. 15:7), seven mountains (Rev. 17:9), seven kings (Rev. 17:10); not to speak of other recurrences,
not so obvious, of this number seven as the signature of the Book; as for instance, the distribution of the
entire Book into seven visions, the sevenfold ascription of glory to the Lamb (Rev. 5:12), and to God

(Rev. 7:12).1
Hindson lists the following ‘sevens’ in the book: churches (Rev. 1:4-20; 2-3); spirits (Rev. 1:4; 3:1;
4:5; 5:6); lampstands (Rev. 1:12-20; 2:1); stars (Rev. 1:16-20; 2:1; 3:1); lamps of fire (Rev. 4:5); seals
(Rev. 5:1-5); horns (Rev. 5:6); eyes (Rev. 5:6); angels (Rev. 8:2-6); trumpets (Rev. 8:2-6); peals of
thunder (Rev. 10:3-4); seven thousand people (Rev. 11:13); heads (Rev. 12:3; 13:1; 17:3-9); diadems
(Rev. 12:3); angels (Rev. 15:1-8; 21:9); plagues (Rev. 15:1-8; 21:9); bowls (Rev. 15:7; 17:1; 21:9);
mountains (17:9); kings (17:10-11); beatitudes (Rev. 1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 14); “I ams”
of Christ (Rev. 1:8, 17, 18; 2:23; 21:6; 22:13, 16).2 Tenney notes seven beatitudes (Rev. 1:3; 14:13;
16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7; 22:14).”3 Hindson notes: “David Hocking observes that the concept of our
Lord’s soon return is emphasized seven times in the Revelation by the words ‘shortly’ or ‘quickly’
[Rev. 1:1; 2:16; 3:11; 11:14; 22:7; 22:12; 22:20).”°* Morris mentions seven “I ams” of Christ (Rev.
1:8, 11, 17, 18; 21:6; 22:13, 16) and seven doxologies in heaven (Rev. 4:9-11; 5:8-13; 7:9-12; 11:16-
18; 14:2-3; 15:2-4; 19:1-6).%
As mentioned in our discussion of six, the number seven is understood to denote ‘perfection’ in the

sense of completion. God created in six days and rested on the seventh.’ This is the main symbolism
of the number seven in the book of Revelation. The seven churches are representative of a// churches.

The seven Spirits represent the perfect omniscience of the Holy Spirit.”’The seven seals, trumpets, and
bowls denote the completeness of God’s worldwide judgment.’®

The prevalence of seven throughout the book of Revelation has also been recognized as signifying this

15212 9

book as the final revelation of God to complete the cano 1 of Scripture: °

Almost certainly one of the primary reasons [for the preponderance of sevens] is to emphasize that this
is the last book of the Bible! In fact, the book closes with a grave warning against anyone who would

pretend to add anything further to God’s inspired™>33! Word (Revelation 22:18).190
It seems likely that John has written his book carefully to signify the perfect plan of God and the

completeness of his work. !°!

With the final acts recorded in the book of Revelation, God completes His mighty act of redemption
and renewal thus restoring His creation to the condition it had prior to the entrance of sin.'??

2.7.5.3.7 - Twelve: Jewish Tribes, Completeness

The number twelve appears in the book of Revelation as the twelve thousand Jews from each of the
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twelve tribes (Rev. 7:5-8, 14:1), the woman’s garland of twelve stars (Rev. 12:1), the twelve gates of
the New Jerusalem named after the twelve tribes and attended by twelve angels (Rev. 21:12), the
twelve foundations of the New Jerusalem named after the twelve apostles (Rev. 21:14), the length,
breadth, and height of the city being twelve thousand furlongs (Rev. 21:16), the twelve pearls at the
twelve gates (Rev. 21:21), and the twelve fruits of the tree of life, yielding its fruit each month (Rev.
22:2).

The primary symbolism denoted by the number twelve is its dominant association with the sons of
Jacob, the twelve tribes of Israel (Gen. 35:22; 49:28). Since Israel is God"s elect !°3 and Jesus chose

twelve apostles,'% it may be that God’s sovereign choice is also reflected in this value. But even in

Jesus’ selection of twelve apostles, a direct relationship to the twelve tribes of Israel is intended (Mtt.
19:28; Luke 22:30).

In the book of Revelation, nearly all occurrences of twelve, with the exception of the fruit of the tree of
life (Rev. 22:2), are related to the tribes of Israel and reflect the intense “Jewishness” of the book. '°°

As we shall see in our discussion of related passages and themes'>'3, the fulfillment of Old Testament
prophecies concerning the nation Israel is a key to understanding much of what takes place in the book
of Revelation. Hence, the preponderance of twelve.

Some have seen twelve as denoting ‘unity in diversity’ in that individuals (the tribes, the apostles) are

considered as a unified people of God.!% Still others have found in the number the idea of

completeness with the twelve tribes representing all Israel and twelve months representing a complete

year.7

2.7.5.4 - Searching for Meaning in all the Wrong Places

Among commentators of the last book of the Bible, a stark dividing line can be seen in regard to where
they go looking for an understanding of the symbols which they encounter in the text. The three main
sources which are appealed to are pagan mythology, Jewish apocryphall>*>>! writings, and the Old
Testament. Depending upon which of these three sources one emphasizes, a quite different picture of
John’s communication emerges. The decision of where to go looking for meaning is perhaps second

only to the art and science of interpretation'>”-) in its effect upon the resulting understanding. It is our

belief that those who utilize pagan mythology and uninspired Jewish apocrypha in order to understand

the book of Revelation have a deficient view of the perspicuity and sufficiency of the inspired>23%

Scriptures (Ps. 19:1-14; John 8:31; 1Cor. 4:6; 2Ti. 3:15-17; Heb. 4:12-13; 2Pe. 1:3, 19-21; Jude 1:3).
Some commentators assume a near equivalence among these three sources in the pursuit of meaning.

The sources for interpreting them [symbols] come from the OT1>>31], intertestamental literature, and the
Greco-Roman world—in other words, in the common world of the original readers in the province of

Asia. 108

Though the OT, Judaism, NTP248] and immediate context of the Apocalypse provide the primary
background for its imagery, much work remains to be done on surveying the various sources of the
Greco-Roman world to broaden the multiple ideas associated with many of the images in the

Apocalypse.'?

Others go so far as to assert that the meaning of the book of Revelation cannot be found within the
confines of inspired Scripture because certain symbols are not treated therein: “The Apocalyptist,
however, does not limit himself to O.T. imagery, but has much that is his own, or that belongs to the
common stock of the later apocalyptic. The Woman with Child [Rev. 12:1-2] has no parallel in the

O.T.” [emphasis added]'!?

Is it really true that God delivered inspired Scripture to John for our understanding, but expects us to
search extra-biblical sources for the necessary keys? And what of those who only have the inspired
Word of God at their disposal, but lack the historical and cultural materials which some commentators
assert are necessary? It is one thing to recognize that access to historical and cultural writings may
enhance our understanding of biblical material. It is quite another to say that it is a requisite for our
understanding. The latter view effectively denies the sufficiency of Scripture and elevates extra-
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biblical material on a par with inspired Scripture in making the latter dependent upon the former.

In contrast to these views, Thomas observes: “An attempt has been made to elevate extra-biblical
material referred to by John to the level of the OT among his sources. Yet no conclusive evidence
proves that he used sources, written or oral, outside the OT.”!!! Those who assert John’s dependence
upon outside sources are unable to provide clear-cut examples and often are simply reflecting the anti-

supernaturalism®3! so prevalent in academic circles today. Beale wisely cautions:

In recognizing the presence of allusions to sources other than the OT, whether Jewish or Greco-Roman .
.. One must be circumspect in the search for dependence on such other literary sources and resist the

temptation to find parallels where there are none.! 2

2.7.5.4.1 - Searching Pagan Mythology

Perhaps the most perplexing view is that the meaning for symbols in the book of Revelation is to be
found within the pagan mythology of the reader’s day. This is akin to saying we are to find the jewels
of God laying in the bottom of a secular trash can!
Fiorenza says the symbols have a special communicative function in addressing the social world of the
original readers, thus opening up a new symbolic world for them. It is our task to uncover that symbolic
world. '3

A major breakthrough in the scholarly study of Revelation was the recognition of the source and
character of its images and narrative patterns. These were not composed freely by the author to comment
on the current situation; in other words, they are not primarily allegories invented to comment on current
affairs. Further, these images and narrative patterns were not simply borrowed from the “Old
Testament” and cannot be understood fully in terms of such borrowing. They can be understood

appropriately and in depth only in the context of [Ancient Near East] and Greco-Roman myth.114

What is all the more amazing is the tendency of some to understand the symbols of the book in light of
pagan myth despite clear parallels to OT1>>51 passages: !>

Not only are we urged to look to secular sources for important meaning, but secular sources for which
today we only have fragmentary evidence as to their original contents at the time of John’s writing. If
we are dependent upon cultural writings which are mostly lost to history for a complete understanding
of Scripture, than what can be said of the self-claims of Scripture as being sufficient?

As has been recognized by some, this supposed dependence upon pagan mythology is largely an a
priori assumption and has not been clearly demonstrated. Commenting on the unlikelihood of crowns
representing a victor (rather than a royal ruler) in the Apocalypse, Trench observes: “nowhere else in
the Apocalypse is there found a single image drawn from the range of heathen antiquity. The Book
moves exclusively in the circle of Jewish imagery.”!'® In regard to the various and ingenious
explanations for the “white stone” of Rev. 2:17, Trench observes:

All these explanations, and others which it would be tedious to enumerate, even if they were more
satisfactory, and they appear to me most unsatisfactory, are affected with the same fatal weakness,
namely, that they are borrowed from heathen antiquity, while this Book moves exclusively within the
circle of sacred, that is, of Jewish, imagery and symbols, nor is the explanation of its symbols in any

case to be sought beyond this circle.!!’

Even some who have devoted immense effort and time in an attempt to understand the dependence of
material within the book of Revelation upon the social setting of the day candidly admit the tentative

nature of their case.!'8

We concur with Unger: “The importation of mythological identifications with pagan deities or
astrological lore . . . is not only futile but sacrilegious.”!”

2.7.5.4.2 - Searching Jewish Apocryphal Writings

Another frequently cited source of symbolism within the book of Revelation is the various uninspired
Jewish apocryphall®2>3! writings:

Symbols and other suggestions are derived very frequently from the Old Testament, sometimes from
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common Hebrew folk-lore, and in some instances apparently from apocalyptic sources not preserved to
us. There are passages in which critics are probably right in finding traces of the influence of some

unknown apocalyptic writing.!2°

[The assumption of the two witnesses] into heaven (Rev. 11:12) accords with that of Elijah (2K. 2:11),
and with that of Moses as stated in The Assumption of Moses, mentioned by Clement of Alexandria and
Origin. In this instance the Revelation seemingly assumes the familiarity of its readers with apocryphal

literature. 2!

Beckwith says that John incorporates common Hebrew folk-lore (non-truths) and bases meaning upon
material which is unknown and in any case is not available to us. From the similarity of the ministry of
one of the two witnesses with that of Moses, Tenney infers one must be Moses and therefore the reader
is assumed to be in need of information from The Assumption of Moses to understand this fact. These
are claims which are quite out of proportion with the hard evidence. Most often, our inability to
understand some symbol in the book is not based upon the unavailability of an unknown apocalyptic
writing, but our ignorance of the Old Testament®7), Further, familiarity with The Assumption of
Moses is not required in order for one of the two witnesses to be Moses. Not to mention that there are
reasons for supposing that neither of the two witnesses is Moses himself, but other Jews yet to be born.

Swete observes:

There is no evidence that any one of [the noncanonical apocalypses] has served him as a ‘source’;
coincidences between the work of John and the extant Jewish books are nearly limited to minor points
connected with the imagery and diction. Under the circumstances it is more than precarious to postulate

sources of which nothing is known. %2

What many mistake as the dependence of John upon noncanonical apocalyptic writings is their
common allusion to events from the Old Testament:

The general nature of the Revelation has been described as both apocalyptic and prophetic. Jewish
apocalyptic literature can be seen in Isaiah 24-27, Ezekiel 38-39, Daniel 7-12, and Zechariah 9-14.
Similar elements appear in the apocryphal books of Enoch, Baruch, Fourth Ezra, the Ascension of
Isaiah, and the Apocalypse of Zephaniah. But none of these are quoted in the Revelation, which

draws most of its symbolic imagery from the canonical>*121 Old Testament books. [emphasis
added]'®

2.7.5.5 - The Importance of the Old Testament

The main reason we have a tendency to look outside of Scripture for insights in our attempt at
understanding the symbols within the book of Revelation is our ignorance of the Old Testament. Like
Swete’s assertion (2.7.5.4) that the woman with child (Rev. 12:1-2) has no parallel in the Old
Testament, our lack of insight into Q713231 themes can cause us to prematurely go looking in extra-
biblical material for answers.

[Unlike apocalyptic writings] St. John’s . . . symbols are not obscure ravings hatched from a fevered
imagination; they are rooted firmly in the Old Testament (and the reason for their seeming obscurity is

that very fact: We have trouble understanding them only because we don’t know our Bibles). 124

The text itself gives clear indication where we need to look for greater understanding:

But in the days of the sounding of the seventh angel, when he is about to sound, the mystery of God
would be finished, as He declared to His servants the prophets. (Rev. 10:7 cf. Dan. 12:9; Amos 3:7)
[emphasis added]

Thus, the analogy of Scripture (Scripture interprets Scripture) is an important key to unlocking the

meaning of passages which we find puzzling:'?’

Commentators disagree as to the exact number of allusions to the Old Testament, but agree to their
prevalence throughout: 2

No book of the New Testament is so thoroughly steeped in the thought and imagery of the Hebrew

Scriptures. 2’

[The Apocalypse’s] relationship with the Old Testament can scarcely be overemphasized. . . . it is



2.7.5.5 - The Importance of the Old Testament 75

remarkable how the Old Testament is never explicitly quoted, but continually echoed and re:applied.128

The range of OT usage includes the Pentateuch, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings, Psalms, Proverbs, Song
of Solomon, Job, and the major and the minor prophets. Roughly more than half the references are from
the Psalms, Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel, and in proportion to its length Daniel yields the most. . . .

Among the allusions to Daniel, the greatest number are from Daniel 7.129

According to Swete . . . there are 46 references to Isaiah, 31 to Daniel, 29 to Ezekiel, 27 to the Psalms,
and then Genesis, Deuteronomy, Jeremiah, Joel, and Zechariah.'30

There are hundreds of places where John alludes in one way or another to the OT Scriptures. Swete
mentions that of the 404 verses of the Apocalypse, 278 contain references to the Jewish Scriptures (p.

cxxxv). UBS’s Green NTL5-248] (2d ed.) cites over five hundred OT passages in connection with the
book (pp. 897-920).131

There are over five hundred references to the Old Testament in the book of Revelation. The following is

a list of such references, but it makes no claim to being exhaustive or complete. . .'3?

The importance of our familiarity with the Old Testament in order to understand the book of
Revelation cannot be overstated! As we attempt to demonstrate in our discussion of Related

Passages and Themes'> '3, the vantage point of the Old Testament is required because the book of
Revelation extends and concludes various themes, problems, and promises which find their basis in the
Old Testament. Without a knowledge of the Old Testament, we are like math students looking at the
answers in the back of the textbook, but without any knowledge of the questions they were intended to
answer! We will inevitably find ourselves ‘guessing’ as to the true meaning intended by God.

It was this recognized dependence of the book of Revelation upon the Jewish Old Testament which led
to its authority being challenged by those with an anti-Semitic bent.!33 Entering the book of Revelation
with an anti-Jewish or overt allegorical slant to one’s interpretation of the Old Testament is a sure
recipe for disaster.

When we come to find an OT explanation for the symbols in the book of Revelation, we may safely
assume we have arrived. There is no reason to go beyond the text of Scripture in search of what is
often simply speculation. “If the text is sufficiently explained in . . . terms [of the Old Testament], why

look further? May not the local allusions be in essence gratuitous and unnecessary speculations?”!3*

2.7.5.6 - Is It Really So Difficult?

In the end, understanding the book of Revelation is not nearly as mysterious and difficult as many
would have us believe. True, it contains some of the more difficult passages of Scripture and we have
yet to meet any individual who can claim to have mastered all its depths. Still, the basic framework and
intended meaning of the book must be understandable by those who are born-again and search it with
zeal, prayer, and a sincere heart. For it to be otherwise would be a denial of God’s ability to
communicate to His saints. Perhaps we may not understand every issue, but the parts which are
important for us to grasp are imminently within our reach. Jesus Himself said as much (Mtt. 11:25;
Luke 10:21; Luke 24:25; cf. 2Pe. 1:19; Rev. 1:3).

If God is the originator of language and if the chief purpose of originating it was to convey His message
to humanity, then it must follow that He, being all-wise and all-loving, originated sufficient language to
convey all that was in His heart to tell mankind. Furthermore, it must also follow that He would use

language and expect people to understand it in its literal, normal, and plain sense. 3

There is little that is really new in the Revelation. Its varied contents are largely an amplification of what
is to be found in the preceding scriptures. Each of its figures and symbols are explained if not on its own

pages, then somewhere within the compass of the written Word.!3¢

There are symbols, but the Bible itself will explain what these symbols mean either by direct statement
or through a comparison of the usage of the symbol elsewhere in the Scriptures. The meaning of the

symbols will not be determined by speculation. '3’
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2.7.5.7 - The Importance of Right Relationship

As necessary as familiarity with the Old Testament is to an understanding of the book of Revelation, it
is not sufficient. We must add to it a right relationship with the ultimate Author of the book lest we fall
prey to the condition of Israel in Isaiah’s day:

Pause and wonder! Blind yourselves and be blind! They are drunk, but not with wine; they stagger, but
not with intoxicating drink. For the LORD has poured out on you the spirit of deep sleep, and has closed
your eyes, namely, the prophets; and He has covered your heads, namely, the seers. The whole vision
has become to you like the words of a book that is sealed, which men deliver to one who is literate,
saying, “Read this, please.” And he says, “I cannot, for it is sealed.” Then the book is delivered to one
who is illiterate, saying, “Read this, please.” And he says, “I am not literate.” Therefore the Lord said:
“Inasmuch as these people draw near with their mouths and honor Me with their lips, but have removed
their hearts far from Me, and their fear toward Me is taught by the commandment of men, therefore,
behold, I will again do a marvelous work among this people, a marvelous work and a wonder; for the
wisdom of their wise men shall perish, and the understanding of their prudent men shall be hidden.” (Isa.
29:9-14)

We must recognize that our wisdom depends upon God and He will not share intimacy of
understanding with those who feign a devotion or whose motivations are impure. Ultimately, it is not
knowledge we desire, but God Himself.

And you will seek Me and find Me, when you search for Me with all your heart. (Jer. 29:13)
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David probably selected one stone for Goliath and four more for each of Goliath’s brothers. The four brothers
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by David (1S. 17:4, 49-50), there were five brothers (1S. 17:40) of the same father, a giant from Gath (2S.
21:22; 1Chr. 20:8).
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the complete period of God’s work of creating.”—Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the
Greek Text, 58.

“The seven ‘eyes’ describe the perfect omniscience of the Holy Spirit (Zechariah 3:9).”—Wilson, 4
Dictionary of Bible Types, 363.

“Other examples of completeness are the seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls, which are so
numbered in order to underscore the completeness of God’s worldwide judgment and salvation.”—Beale, The
Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 59.

Although some restrict this warning to the book of Revelation only, it seems significant that no other N715-248]
book closes with a warning even remotely similar.

Morris, The Revelation Record, 30-31.
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“God completed His mighty work of creating, constructing, and energizing the entire cosmos and all its
creatures in the very first seven-day period of history. Because of sin and the curse, He has since been
accomplishing His might work of redeeming and saving the creation. One day this work also will be
completed.”—Morris, The Revelation Record, 31.
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Recognition of this very emphasis was a factor which led some to initially oppose acceptance of the book

within the canonl®>212],

“Twelve . . . represents completeness as well as the accompanying idea of unity in diversity, as in the one
nation Israel composed of twelve tribes. the twelve apostles mirror the same reality for the people of God in

the NT5-2481 period.”—Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 59.

“Twelve is the number of completeness. There are twelve tribes of Israel, twelve apostles of Christ, twenty-
four elders (a double twelve), tree of life has twelve types of fruit (Rev. 22:2), New Jerusalem has twelve gates
guarded by twelve angels (Rev. 21:12), the city has twelve foundations (Rev. 21:14). There are twelve
precious stones adorning the foundation stones and twelve pearls (Rev. 21:19-21). There are also multiples of
twelve: Each of the twelve tribes contains 12,000 people, making a total of 144,000 (12,000 times 12); the
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wall measures 144 cubits (12 times 12).”—Hindson, Revelation: Unlocking the Future, 6.

Osborne, Revelation, 17.
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Henry Barclay Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1998, 1906),
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Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 18.

Trench, Commentary on the Epistles to the Seven Churches in Asia, 110.
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evidence in fact needs to be strongly emphasized.”—Colin J. Hemer, The Letters to the Seven Churches of
Asia in Their Local Setting (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1989), 7. “The
objection may be raised that the whole thesis of this book proceeds from the assumptions about the local
applicability which may simply not be true. It may be said that a caution in the particular is here combined
with an unjustified overconfidence about the legitimacy of the whole undertaking.”—Hemer, The Letters to
the Seven Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting, 22.

Merrill F. Unger, Unger's Commentary on the Old Testament (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 2002),
Dan. 8:10.

Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John, viii.
Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 191.

Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John, xlix.
Hindson, Revelation: Unlocking the Future, 1.
Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 26.

“The Book of Revelation depends on the Old Testament much more than does any other New Testament book.
This fact alone should warn us that we cannot begin to fathom its meaning apart from a solid grasp of the
Bible as a whole.”—Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 30.

Also see Swete [Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John, cxxxv-cxlviii] for a list of references to Greek versions of
the Old Testament made by the Apocalypse.

Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John, xlix.

Hemer, The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting, 13-14.
Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 77.

Osborne, Revelation, 25.

Alan F. Johnson, Revelation: The Expositor's Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1966), 15.

Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 801-808.

“The first major figure to challenge the authoritative status of the book of Revelation was Marcion,
presumably because of its strong ties to the Jewish Scriptures.”—Collins, “Book of Revelation,” 5:695.
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2.8 - Style of Writing

It has been observed that the style of the Greek within the book of Revelation differs significantly from
that of the gospel of John. This has been frequently used to intimate that the author, although
describing himself as John (Rev. 1:1, 4, 9; 21:2; 22:8), is a different John than the Apostle. (See the
discussion concerning the authorship®°! of the book.) Our purpose here is to briefly discuss these
differences in style and to suggest possible reasons why this is so.

The Greek of the book of Revelation has been categorized as “more primitive” or “rougher” than that
of John’s Gospel. This is primarily due to the violation of some of the normal rules of Greek grammar.
Charles claimed it contained more grammatical irregularities than any other Greek document of the

ancient world.!

Most of these solecismsP2%8) are disagreements in case, number, gender, or person. Other instances

sometimes included in discussion of the solecisms are not outright transgressions of ordinary
grammatical rules but are better categorized as peculiar variants in style.2

Tenney describes a specific example: “For instance, this phrase, ‘from him who is and who was and
who is to come’ (Rev. 1:4) should be translated literally: ‘From he who is, and from he was, and from

he who is coming.” The case of the noun after the preposition ‘from’ is wrong; the second expression is

a finite verb and not a participle; and the third expression is used in the same way as the first.”3

Some have suggested that the differences in style might reflect the aging of John between the writing
of his Gospel and the book of Revelation, but this seems unlikely.*Others have concluded from these
differences that the author of the book of Revelation cannot be the author of John’s Gospel. Still others
point to possible reasons for the appearance of these irregularities.

Tenney sees the irregularity mentioned above (2.8) as being evidence of the Hebraic material and
thought of the author:

The reason for this strange rendering is that the Greek had no past participle of the verb “to be,” and so
the author used a finite form. Furthermore, the case did not change because evidently the entire
expression had become stereotyped as a title, and so did not alter the construction to fit the context. The
writer translated a Hebrew title directly and literally into Greek without attempting to conform to
the Greek idiom. He thought in Hebrew or Aramaic; he wrote in Greek. The relative certainty of this
fact shows that the book of Revelation does not emanate chiefly from Greek and pagan sources.

[emphasis added]?
Beale too observes a correlation between the irregularities and Old Testament allusions:

A significant number of these irregularities occur in the midst of OT12>1 allusions. A number of
expressions appear irregular because John is carrying over the exact grammatical forms of the allusions,
often from the various versions of the Greek OT and sometimes from the Hebrew. He does not change
the OT grammatical form to fit the immediate syntactical context in Revelation, so the OT expression

sticks out like a sore thumb. . . . the solecisms of the Apocalypse function in this way.°

Robertson sees the textual anomalies as reflecting a heavy dependence upon the Septuagint>26317

Others suggest that John’s writing style was affected by the emotionally vivid content given in rapid
succession. ®Another possibility is that John utilized an amanuensis (secretary) when writing the

Gospel, but was unable to do so on Patmos.’

An additional factor to consider is that other of John’s writings contain significant grammatical
irregularities:'°
Without any question there are unusual grammatical features in the Apocalypse, but what about John’s

other writings, his first epistle, for example? Are there not extreme grammatical irregularities here, too?
... Unusual grammatical phenomena are by no means limited to the Apocalypse in the apostle John’s

canonical>12] writings. If John deviated from the normal usage in 1 John, why could he not have done

so in the Apocalypse?'!
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The grammatical departures do not appear to be due to the ignorance of the writer, but appear
intentional, perhaps in order to emphasize theological subtleties.'?

Regardless of the reasons for the stylistic oddities of the Greek of the book of Revelation, it has not
adversely affected its literary impact:
But from whatever cause or concurrence of causes, it cannot be denied that the Apocalypse of John
stands alone among Greek literary writings in its disregard of the ordinary rules of syntax, and the

success with which syntax is set aside without loss of perspicuity or even of literary power. The book
seems openly and deliberately to defy the grammarian, and yet, even as literature, it is in its own field

unsurpassed. '

Notes

1" “Charles claimed it contained more grammatical irregularities than any other Greek document of the ancient

world. he accounted for this with his famous dictum that ‘while [John] writes in Greek, he thinks in Hebrew,
and the thought has naturally affected the vehicle of expression.” ”—Gregory K. Beale, The Book of
Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1999), 96.

2 Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 101-102.
3 Merrill C. Tenney, Interpreting Revelation (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1957), 14.

“The gospel of John was probably written between A.D. 85 and 90, the epistles of John in the early nineties,
and the Apocalypse about A.D. 95.”—Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1-7 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1992),
18.

Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 14.
Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 101.

“It is not so much particular Hebraisms that meet us in the Apocalypse as the flavor of the LXX238] whose
words are interwoven in the text at every turn.”—A. T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek NT in the Light of
HistoricalResearch (Nashville, TN: Broadman Press, 1934), 135.

“Some have suggested that the message was so emotional and vivid that John struggled to keep up with the
flashes of dramatic revelation coming on him.”—Mal Couch, “The Literary Structure of Revelation,” in Mal
Couch, ed., 4 Bible Handbook to Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2001), 69.

“It is also possible that John used an amanuensis (secretary) when he wrote the gospel and the epistles (as Paul
did; Rom. 16:22)—something he could not have done while writing Revelation in exile on Patmos.”—John
MacArthur, Revelation 1-11 : The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999),
6. “There is plausibility in the suggestion that the superior smoothness of the Greek of the Gospel and various
linguistic differences are due at least in part to the employment of a Greek amanuensis. . . . Paul wrote most of
his epistles by the hand of another.”—Isbon T. Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and
Stock Publishers, 2001), 356.

“While the solecistic anacolutha of the Apocalypse have no parallel on any large scale in the Gospel, there is a
considerable number of unusual constructions which are common to the two books.”—Henry Barclay Swete,
The Apocalypse of St. John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1998, 1906), cxxiii.

Thomas, Revelation 1-7, 7-8.

“his departures from Greek usage are pretty certainly not due to ignorance; his general correctness and his
Greek vocabulary show him to have possessed an adequate command of the language.”—Beckwith, The
Apocalypse of John, 345.

Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John, cxx.
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2.9 — Authorship

When one considers the contribution of the book of Revelation to the completion of the canonl®2121, its
prophetic emphasis, and its teaching concerning controversial doctrines,' it is not surprising to find
opposition to the book throughout its history. This opposition has centered in an attack upon its

canonicity!*!%! in conjunction with a denial of its apostolic authorship.?

As we discussed previously, the style of writing!>81 of the original Greek text raised additional
questions as to the authorship of the book. The primary reason given for rejecting John the Apostle as
author is the style of the Greek.

Here we should mention that the entire area of textual and New Testament criticism is fraught with
difficulties in lack of objectivity. “The subject presents one of these questions in New Testament
criticism in which mental bent, apart from the bias of prejudgment, is chiefly influential in determining
the conclusion reached.” Critics often come to the subject with preconceptions which result in an
underemphasis on objective evidence in favor of overemphasis on subjective evidence.

An example of objective evidence would be external evidence such as the testimony of early Church
Fathers as to the authorship. Subjective evidence usually consists of internal evidence derived from an
analysis of the text itself. The problem with internal textual evidence, as used in textual criticism, is
that it is highly malleable and easily conformed to the biases of the critic. Johnson recognizes the
contribution which presuppositions play in the conclusions reached and notes how unfruitful textual
analysis has been in attempting to shed light on the authorship of the book:

The evidence that allegedly argues against a single author revolves around a number of internal
difficulties. These fall into four categories: (1) the presence of doublets—the same scene or vision
described twice; (2) sequence problems—persons or things introduced seemingly for the first time when
in fact they had already been mentioned; (3) seeming misplaced verses and larger sections; and (4)
distinctive content within certain sections that does not fit the rest of the book. In each case, however,
there are satisfying alternative explanations. In fact, the difficulties just named stem more from the
reader’s presuppositions than from the text itself. Dissection of the text has been notoriously

unfruitful in yielding further light on the book itself. [emphasis added]*

Guthrie makes the pithy observation regarding Dionysius’ attack on Johannine authorship: “In this
Dionysius foreshadowed, as a man born before his due time, those modern schools of criticism which
have peopled early Christian history with a whole army of unknown writers, whose works attained as

great a prominence as their authors obtained obscurity.”> As Guthrie has noted, the critics would have
us believe that works of great prominence, such as the book of Revelation, accepted as part of the
canon, must have been written by one or more obscure authors now lost to the mists of history. The
critical tendency has become so prevalent and applied so widely to biblical texts that proving that the
book of Revelation somehow differs essentially from John’s Gospel no longer provides the conclusion
that it’s author can’t be John! “Dissimilarity with the Gospel neither proves nor disproves the apostolic
authorship of the Apocalypse (since more often than not the Gospel is held by modern critics to be the

work of someone other than John the apostle)” [emphasis added]°.

When approaching the issue of the authorship of the book of Revelation, we should bear these two
factors in mind: First, greater emphasis should be placed on the testimony of the early church
(objective evidence) than analysis of internal factors within the text (subjective evidence); Second,
attacks upon the Apostolic authorship are often coupled with an attempt to discredit the book and an
attendant opposition to its doctrines (e.g., its Jewish emphasis, a literal millennium).

2.9.1 - Apostolic Authorship Opposed

Opposition to the Apostolic authorship of the book of Revelation was initiated because its teachings
were thought to be incompatible with the rest of the New Testament or to be too Jewish in emphasis. A
Roman presbyter by the name of Caius who held the book of Revelation to be inconsistent with other
parts of the New Testament first attributed the authorship to Cerinthus rather than John the Apostle.

Caius’ criticisms were refuted by Hippolytus, but the issue was not put to rest. ’
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[5.2.23

Marcion, a second-century Gnostic 1, who rejected much of the New Testament because of his

anti-Semitic stance, also rejected the book of Revelation holding that its authorship was not apostolic.?

By the middle of the third century, opposition to apostolic authorship had also arisen from Dionysius
the Great, the bishop of Alexandria. Although he felt that the book was inspired>233), his opposition to
millenarianism (the belief in a literal one thousand-year kingdom on earth, Rev. 20:4) was thought to
have been one of the key factors which brought about his denial of apostolic authorship.’ Dionysius
also based his rejection of apostolic authorship upon an analysis of the differences between the text of
the book of Revelation and that of John‘s Gospel. Thomas has since shown that Dionysius’ analysis

was flawed.!? As bishop of Alexandria, Dionysius had great influence and his conclusions were to

color the acceptance of the book of Revelation as part of the canon>21?! within the eastern church for

years to come. (We discuss this in greater depth in our treatment of the acceptance of the book of

Revelation into the canon®101))

Eusebius®21! followed Dionysius in rejecting apostolic authorship and attributed the authorship to a

different John.!! Eusebius believed that Papias®2321’s mention of a “John the Elder” identified a
different John at Ephesus from John the apostle and that this John wrote the book of Revelation. But
there are reasons for understanding this mention by Papias as being the self-same John of the fourth

gospel.!?

Rejection of apostolic authorship continued in various places, especially the eastern church, right up to
the time of the Reformation. Erasmus, Luther, and Zwingli all regarded the book as non-apostolic,
largely because of their opposition to its teaching of a literal thousand-year-reign of Christ on earth.

Both Luther and Calvin more or less ignored the book.!?

2.9.2 - Alternatives to the Apostle John

The author of the book of Revelation claims to be simply, “John” (Rev. 1:1, 4, 9; 21:2; 22:8). While
most throughout church history have understood the author to be the Apostle John, others have
suggested it to be the work of other men named John or even those not named John. Osborne has

identified seven main alternatives suggested as author of the book: '#

There have been several suggestions: (1) John the apostle; (2) the elder John; (3) John Mark; (4) John
the Baptist; (5) another John; (6) Cerinthus; and (7) someone using the name of John the apostle as a

pseudonym. 1

To this list, we could add a recent eighth suggestion that the book is a composite work of several
authors. Swete observes the weaknesses of this eighth suggestion:

It is taken for granted by some recent authorities that the Apocalypse is a composite work. But does this
conviction rest on more than the reiterated assertion of writers who have found in the analysis of the
book a fascinating field for intellectual exercise? When the enquirer investigates the grounds on which
the hypotheses of compilation rests, . . . The phenomena which suggest diversity of authorship admit for
the most part of another explanation; they may well be due to the method of the author or the necessities

of his plan.'6

As we mentioned above, such theories are based upon an overt emphasis on subjective internal

evidence.!” Even then, there is significant internal evidence of the unity of the book for those with eyes

to see.!8

The proposal which has received the greatest attention is that the book of Revelation is the work of a
“John the Presbyter,” a second John besides the Apostle who resided at Ephesus. This idea hinges
entirely upon a fragment from Papias'>>321 which is only preserved for us by Eusebiust>>1°. The idea
of a different John was called attention to by Eusebius, yet church history prior to that time is silent as
to this possibility:
Except in an obscure fragment of Papias, preserved in Eusebius H. E. III. 39, no mention of the
Presbyter John is found before the fourth century. Eusebius is the first to point out the existence of such

a person as evidenced by the fragment which he preserves from the introduction to Papias‘book . . . It
must be said that the sole explicit historical evidence for the existence of John the Presbyter, as
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distinguished from the Apostle, is this passage of Papias. And while we are compelled to interpret the
passage as witnessing to his existence, yet there remains the extraordinary fact . . . that no other trace of
such a person appears till about the beginning of the fourth century, when Eusebius called attention to

the significance of Papias’ language, though Papias’ book had been well known through the centuries.®

This suggestion of Eusebius is still popular among some today, although Swete notes that we know
almost nothing about this figure, which is odd if indeed he were the author of such an important work.
“Perhaps no conjecture hazarded by an ancient writer has been so widely adopted in modern times. A
conjecture it still remains, for no fresh light has been thrown on the enigmatic figure of John the Elder.

But this circumstance has not prevented scholars from confidently attributing to him one or more of the

Johannine group of writings.”?

Along with “John the Elder,” some, such as Calvin, have suggested John Mark (the author of the book
of Mark).?'But this seems unlikely because there is no evidence in the New Testament or the early
church of John Mark being associated with the Asian church?? nor are there any significant linguistic
similarities between Mark’s gospel and the book of Revelation.??

2.9.3 - Internal Evidence

2.9.3.1 - Subjectivity of Internal Evidence

The two main areas of evidence for determining the authorship of the book are internal and external.
Internal evidence is based on the contents of the book itself as set forth by the text and includes its self-
claims, attributes, and grammatical signature. As we mentioned above, internal evidence is generally
less reliable than external evidence. Not because the evidence itself is inherently flawed, but because
determining which internal attributes of the book are of significance in relation to authorship and what
those attributes imply concerning the author is fraught with subjective assessment.

There is severe danger in relying solely on internal evidence for conclusions about authorship when
there is a strong consensus of ancient tradition covering the same. One’s use of internal criteria can and
often does become quite subjective, allowing him to prove just about anything he sets out to prove.
Sometimes, when there is no such consensus among the ancients, one must rely on internal matters, as is
the case with the epistle to the Hebrews. But to use internal evidence to counteract a consistent tradition

coming from the earliest period of church history is very ill-advised.?*

To help the reader more readily appreciate the subjective nature of drawing inferences solely from
internal textual evidence, we need only cite the bogus conclusion of Collins in regard to the book of
Revelation:

The most significant internal evidence for the date of Revelation is to be found in its references to the
destruction of a city called Babylon (14:8; 16:19; 17:5; 18:2, 10, 21). It is highly unlikely that the author
of Revelation would have been interested in the conquest of the historical Babylon by the Persians in the
6th century B.C.E. or in the occasions on which it was sacked during the period of the wars among the
successors of Alexander. It is even less likely that the author hoped for the destruction of a fortified
town called Babylon at the head of the delta of Egypt that was the headquarters of a Roman legion
during the early empire. . . . The explanation [by the angel] that follows makes clear that the woman
represents the city of Rome. . . . The use of this symbolic name is thus an important indication of the
date of Revelation. It implies that the work was written after the destruction of the temple by Titus, that

is, after 70 C.E.?

To Collins, the mention of Babylon at the time of the author is an obvious indicator that he must be
describing Rome, not Babylon. And John must desire the destruction of Rome because the Roman
Empire had destroyed Jerusalem by the time of John‘s writing. Therefore, the book must have been
written after 70 A.D. While this author agrees that the book of Revelation was written later than 70
A.D., this is a precarious position based on a faulty set of assertions! Collins’ subjectivity in his
assessment of the internal evidence is evident. He totally ignores the possibility that this prophetic
book (Rev. 1:3, 19; 10:7, 11; 22:6-7, 10, 18-19) may be describing literal Babylon in the far distant
future to John’s time. Thus is illustrated a major weakness in the use of internal evidence: the
subjective nature of its application often results in taking a wrong fork in the road of interpretation
which renders all subsequent conclusions void. So with internal evidence, we must proceed with
caution.
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2.9.3.2 - Simplicity of Title

Many have noted the simplicity of the title given by the author as simply “John.” This in itself is

evidence for the apostleship of the author:
The writer avouches himself as “John;” but, though there may have been other men named John in the
Church at this time, John the Presbyter and others, still it is well-nigh impossible to conceive any other
but John the Apostle who would have named himself by this name alone, with no further style or
addition. We instinctively feel that for any one [sic] else there would have been an affectation of
simplicity, concealing a most real arrogance, in the very plainness of this title. Who else, without this
arrogance, could have assumed that thus to mention himself was sufficient to ensure his recognition, or

that he had a right to appropriate this name in so absolute a manner to himself?2°

The writer is evidently known to the readers and needs no specific introduction. “The opening words
lay no emphasis upon the call and authorization of the prophet (contrast Isa. 6; Jer. 1). His identity and

authority are known to readers to whom he needs no introduction.”?” Beale notes that the form of
identification, lacking any specific claim to apostleship, also renders the use of “John” as a pseudonym
by some other writer unlikely: “If an unknown author were attempting to identify himself with a well-
known Christian figure like the apostle John, he would probably call himself not just ‘John’ but ‘John

the apostle.” 2% Hilgenfield concurs: * ‘An unknown John,” remarks Hilgenfield, ‘whose name has

disappeared from history, leaving hardly any trace behind it, can scarcely have given commands in the

name of Christ and the Spirit to the seven churches®261> 2

2.9.3.3 - Authority of Author

Then too, the authority which the author wields within the text can also be best explained if written by
John the Apostle:
It is worth noting that the author of the Apocalypse exercised an authority over the Asian churches that
went beyond that normally associated with N71>>48] prophets. This leads to the conclusion that although
he wrote as a prophet, he functioned among his churches as an apostle.3
He commends the Church of Ephesus for trying and convicting “them which say they are apostles , and
are not,” by which he implies his own undoubted claim to apostolic inspiration®?33 (Rev. 2:2), as

declaring in the seven epistles Christ’s will revealed through him.3!

2.9.3.4 - Textual Similarities

Others have highlighted what they see as differences in the text between the book of Revelation and
John’s Gospel, but there are many similarities as well. Only in these two books is Jesus called the
AOYOG [logos] in the NT1248]. Smalley “argues that the three main christological titles—Word, Lamb
of God, and Son of Man—are so similar between the Gospel and the Apocalypse that they suggest
unity of authorship.”*? Haupt comments on the prominence of paptupla [martyria] as a signature of
John’s writings, also found in the Apocalypse. Haupt also notes the frequent use of triplets and septets
as a signature of John’s gospel. In the opening chapters of all three of John’s writings, we find a
reference to Jesus as the “Word” (John 1:1; 1Jn. 1:1; Rev. 1:2).33

The frequent use of “overcome” also appears to be a signature of John:

The use of VIKX™V [nikan] , with [the single exception of Rom. 12:21] is exclusively St. John’s; and the

frequent recurrence of it on the one side in his Gospel and Epistles, and on the other in the Apocalypse
(thus compare John 16:32; 1Jn. 2;13-14; 5:4-5, with Rev. 2:11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21; 12:11; 21:7),
constitutes an interesting point of contact between the language of this Book and of those others whereof

he was the author as well.>*
Fausset observes John’s unique use of the Greek diminutive for “Lamb,” “The Greek diminutive for

‘Lamb’ (arnion , literally, ‘lambkin’) occurs twenty-nine times in the Apocalypse, and the only other
place where it occurs is John 21:15. In John’s writings alone is Christ called directly ‘the Lamb’ (John

1:29, 36).”35 Osborne favors the view that the Apocalypse was written by John the Apostle and cites a
number of similarities:
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(1) the only two books in the NT to argue for the deity of Christ on the basis of the “oneness motif”
between God and Jesus are John and the Apocalypse; (2) they share a similar theme—God seeking to
bring the world to repentance; (3) Mounce observes that the same Greek verb (ekkenteo ) used in the
Septuagint®>2%3] version of Zec. 12:10 appears both in John 19:37 and Rev. 1:7, but appears nowhere
else in the NT; (4) the identification by Ozanne of words and phrases common to John and the
Apocalypse such as “conquer,” “keep the word,” “keep the commandments,” “dwell,” “sign,” “witness,”

“true.”36

Swete provides a list of some 27 phrases found in common in various parts of the book as evidence of
a single author.” Thomas provides an extensive review of common vocabulary and syntactical
similarities between Revelation and the other writings of the apostle John.3®

Swete observes that the differences found between the book of Revelation and John’s other writings
which are thought to indicate a different author are overrated and fail to take into account the
differences in the content and themes of the books:
It is to be remembered that whereas the simple narrative of the Evangelist demands for the most part
only commonest words of daily life, the Apocalyptist deals with a great variety of subjects, some of
which call for a liberal use of special terms. . . . the enumeration of articles of merchandize in Rev.

18:11-13 is responsible for twelve of the words peculiar to this book, and the list of precious stones in

Rev. 21:19f. for ten more.>’

2.9.4 - External Evidence

2.9.4.1 - Testimony of the Early Church

As we have noted, the external evidence should be granted greater weight than internal evidence due to
its less subjective nature. As Thomas noted above, it would be foolish of us to reject the early and
objective evidence of historical witness in favor of late, subjective theories of internal grammatical and

textual analysis.*

The earliest testimony to the Apostle John as author appears to be that of Justin Martyr'>?>361, He

appeals to the book of Revelation as an acknowledged work of John the Apostle.*! (See Beckwith for
an extended treatment of the church tradition that John ministered at Ephesus after his release from
Patmos and died of old age in Asia Minor. [Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John, 366-392].) His

testimony is of special significance because he lived for some time at Ephesus amidst the seven

churches>2%] of Revelation 2 and 3 who were direct recipients of the book and because some of

Revelation’s original readers would still have been alive to refute or correct him on this point if need

be.BJustin’s testimony was echoed by Irenaeus, Tertullian'>>7?), Clement of Alexandria, and

Origenl52501, 44

Another early witness is that of Papias. As bishop of Hierapolis near Laodicea, one of the seven
churches(Rev. 3:14), his testimony to apostolic authorship is especially weighty.**He placed great

emphasis on oral teaching derived from those who once knew the apostles and is less likely to have
simply repeated the written tradition of others.

Victorinus (d. c. A.D. 304) also states that the book of Revelation was written by John the Apostle
during the reign of Domitian. “Victorinus of Pettau states that John was banished (damnatus) by
Domitian to a mine or quarry (metallum) on the island of Patmos, where he saw the revelation (in
Apoc. 10:11). In another passage, he explicitly says that the work was written during the time of

Domitian (in Apoc. 17:10).46

Fausset observes that the weight of such historic testimony, especially in view of its contemporary
locale and time to that of the book of Revelation, is convincing.*’

Tregelles well says [New Testament Historic Evidence], “There is no book of the New Testament for
which we have such clear, ample, and numerous testimonies in the second century as we have in favor
of the Apocalypse. The more closely the witnesses were connected with the apostle John (as was the
case with Irenaeus), the more explicit is their testimony. That doubts should prevail in after ages must
have originated either in ignorance of the earlier testimony, or else from some supposed intuition of
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what an apostle ought to have written. The objections on the ground of internal style can weigh nothing
against the actual evidence. It is in vain to argue, a priori, that John could not have written this book

when we have the evidence of several competent witnesses that he did write it.”*8

2.9.4.2 - Testimony of Enemies of the Early Church

Sometimes enemies can be friends. Such is the case regarding the contribution to this topic of the
testimony by those who opposed the early church. Ladd notes the opposition of the Alogi who opposed
the doctrine of Jesus as “the Word.” They rejected the book of Revelation as they did all literature by

John the Apostle, thus attesting the early tradition of John the Apostle as author.*’The witness of early

5223

Gnosticism>2%3 also attributes authorship to John the Apostle:

An important witness for the apostolic authorship of Revelation has more recently come from the
Gnostic materials discovered in 1945 at Chenoboskion in Upper Egypt. One of the documents is the
Apocryphon of John , which cites Revelation 1:19 and claims to be written by “John, the brother of
James, these who are sons of Zebedee.” Helmbold cites authorities who date the Apocryphon as early as
the end of the first century and notes that in any event it cannot be given a date much later than about

AD 150.%° Those who deny apostolic authorship of the book of Revelation must explain how it came to
be that this important body of prophetic revelation was given through an individual who lacked the
intimacy with God which characterizes other revelatory writers within Scripture? In other instances,
especially significant passages in the Word of God are given through individuals who have a special
intimacy with God. For example, the Torah (Pentateuch—first five books of the Bible) were given
through Moses whom God spoke with “face to face” (Num. 12:7-8). Next to Jesus, no other prophet had
the status and access to God as Moses (Deu. 18:18). In the case of prophetic revelation of the distant
future, Daniel is also unique. Having no sin on record’! and called “greatly beloved” of God (Dan. 9:23;
10:11, 19), it was through him that God chose to give prophecies of great significance to the subjects of
the book of Revelation. Are we now to hold that this capstone of all prophetic revelation, the book of
Revelation, is the work of some obscure secondary and not the Apostle John? How much more sound to
expect God to entrust this important work to the “disciple whom Jesus loved” (John 19:26; 20:2; 21:7,
20).

Here we find the disciple whom Jesus so dearly loved. John had been with the Savior since the
beginning. He had left the family fishing business to follow the carpenter from Nazareth. He was in the
“inner circle” with Peter and James. At the Last Supper, he was seated next to Jesus and leaned over on
his shoulder to talk to Him. He was the only disciple to show up at the cross. It was there that Jesus

entrusted the care of His mother, Mary, to His beloved disciple (John 19:25-27).52

It is against the very character of God, as revealed throughout Scripture, to entrust such a significant
work to someone whose identity the critics would have us believe has been lost to history.

If external evidence of historic testimony is given primacy, especially that of those closest to the time
and area of authorship, then it seems best to understand the human author as the Apostle John who had

the great privilege of being the servant through whom God would close the canon!®%121.33

Notes

! e.g., the existence, timing, and nature of the Millennium and the description of a future time of catastrophic

events coming upon the earth.

“The determining factor in New Testament canonization was inspiration®233], and the primary test was

apostolicity . . . If it could be determined that a book had apostolic authority, there would be no reason to
question its authenticity or veracity.”—Norman L. Geisler, and William E. Nix, 4 General Introduction to the
Bible (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1986), 283.

3 Isbon T. Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001), 354.

Alan F. Johnson, Revelation: The Expositor's Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing
House, 1966), 7.

> John MacArthur, Revelation 1-11 : The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago, IL: Moody Press,
1999), 5.

6 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977),
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29.

“A zealous anti-Montanist®2*?] the Roman presbyter Caius in the time of Zephyrinus (pp. 199-217) wrote a

Dialogue against the Montanist Proclus in which he attributed the Apocalypse to Cerinthus . . . [finding]
various discrepancies between it and the other parts of the New Testament. . . . Caius criticism was . . . taken
up and refuted by Hippolytus.”—Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John, 340. “Cerinthus . . . resided in Ephesus
around the turn of the first century. Included in his heretical potpourri of doctrines was the notion that at
Christ’s second coming a millennium characterized by sensuous pleasures would be established.”—Larry V.
Crutchfield, “Revelation in the New Testament,” in Mal Couch, ed., A Bible Handbook to Revelation (Grand
Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2001), 26.

“The first to reject apostolic authorship was Marcion, the second-century Gnostic who rejected all non-Pauline
books (apart from an edited version of Luke) . . . because of their Jewish influence. Dionysius . . . was the first
to develop a series of arguments for his position, . . . Dionysius believed that ‘another (unknown) John” wrote
Revelation.”—Grant R. Osborne, Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002), 3.

“Toward the middle of the third century Dionysius the Great, bishop of Alexandria, in his opposition to
millenarianism and apparently influenced by Caius, took up anew the question of the authenticity of the
Apocalypse . . . concluding that the John who wrote it was not the Apostle, he nevertheless accepted it as
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“The first opposition to its apostolicity came from the Alogi (ca. A.D. 170), who opposed the Logos doctrine
of the Fourth Gospel and therefore rejected all Johannine literature. The Alogi therefore testify indirectly to
the Johannine tradition and to the tradition that the Gospel and Revelation came from the same hand.”—G. E.
Ladd, “Revelation, Book of,” in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., International Standard Bible Encyclopedia
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1979, 1915), 4:172.

Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 28.
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Edward Hindson, Revelation: Unlocking the Future (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 2002), 20.
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by God, and that John was merely the privileged scribe who recorded what he saw and heard (this is not to
suggest that God dictated all Scripture, but this certainly holds good in large measure for Revelation).”—
Monty S. Mills, Revelations: An Exegetical Study of the Revelation to John (Dallas, TX: 3E Ministries, 1987),
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2.10 - Acceptance into the Canon

Three factors are difficult to separate in any consideration of the book of Revelation: the uniqueness of
its style of writing>®; the question of its authorship>°1; and its acceptance into the canon!®>%121 of the
New Testament. These three factors are interrelated in that each of them depends to some extent upon

the others.! Most frequently, the unique style of writing has been used as evidence against apostolic
authorship, which in turn has been used to reject the book from the canon of Scripture. We have
already discussed the first two of these interrelated factors and here we spend some time looking at
historic attitudes toward the book of Revelation from the perspective of its acceptance into the canon.
We need to also be aware of a fourth factor which is the ultimate explanation of many of the attacks
upon the authority of the book. “the canonical fortunes of no book hinged more on personal prejudice

and theological bias than that of the Revelation of John.”?

In other words, the pattern of events in history has often run in the opposite direction: First, a teaching
found in the book is opposed; Second, a desire developed to reject the teaching by rejecting the book;
Third, an attempt is made to undermine its apostolic authority by attributing its writing to someone
other than John the Apostle; Fourth, differences in writing style between the book and John’s other
writings provided a potential means to reject apostolic authorship.

The two teachings of the book which have probably been most opposed have been the millennial reign
of Christ on earth (Rev. 20:4) and the prophetic certainty of a time of great upheaval and judgment
coming upon the earth prior to the establishment of the reign of Christ. The former was a key reason
for the rejection of the book among some in the early church who viewed any fulfillment of Old
Testament promises involving the Jews with great disdain. The latter is more frequently under attack in

our own day by those who hold to Dominion Theology>>'71 or Christian Reconstructionism.? We

touch on Dominion Theology’s attempts to “reinterpret” passages which speak of a future time of

tribulation in our discussion of systems of interpretation!*'?,

2.10.1 - Rejection

The first substantial opposition to the book of Revelation arose in the second century in response to the
teachings of the cult of Montanism. Montanus®24* appealed to the book to support some of his
teachings. Those who opposed his teachings called into question the validity of the book he employed
for his doctrines.* Montanism taught an extravagant view of the Millennial Kingdom'>23% which
placed great emphasis upon material and sensual aspects. Although the Millennial Kingdom wi// be a
time of great material blessing, many felt that Montanus misrepresented the emphasis of New

Testament teaching which is focused upon a denial of the flesh in favor of greater spiritual realities.
This led the church to emphasize the purely spiritual aspects over the material aspects of God’s
blessings—an imbalance which is still with us today. This opposition to the materialism of Montanus

and to a literal Millennial Kingdom in favor of a spiritual emphasis went hand-in-glove with the

growing tendency to employ allegory in interpretation731.

To . . . leaders in the Eastern church, millennialism was nothing more than a Jewish concept that
appealed to Christians’ baser sensual appetites rather than to their higher spiritual nature. . . . Early on,
Augustine held millenarian views. But he abandoned that doctrine for the superficial reason that some
millenarians had envisioned a kingdom age of unparalleled fruitfulness featuring banquet tables set with
excessive amounts of food and drink. He favored . . . a spiritualized interpretation of the Apocalypse. . . .

[5.2.1]

Augustine articulated an amillennial view in which no future thousand-year earthly millennium

was expected.”

Yet a belief in a literal thousand-year-reign had been the view held by those in the very early church
who had closest contact with the living apostles.’

As we mentioned in our discussion of the authorship!>*1 of the book, Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria,
felt that John the Apostle was not the author of the book. Although Dionysius was careful not to reject
the book out-of-hand, his views had a large effect upon the Eastern Church and led to doubts by many



2.10.1 - Rejection 95

who followed him.

Criticism, . . . from so distinguished a Bishop as Dionysius . . . could not fail to carry weight in Egypt
and the Greek-speaking East, shaking the faith of many in the apostolical authorship of the Apocalypse,
and therefore in its canonicall®>*1?! authority. In the fourth century Eusebius!®>21%! is unable to speak
positively as to its canonicity . . . Cyril of Jerusalem, a few years later, not only omits the Apocalypse
from his list of canonical books, but seems definitely to exclude it from private as well as public use . . .
it finds no place in the Laodicean list of 363, or in that of Gregory of Nazianzus; . . . In Eastern Syria the
Apocalypse was either still unknown or it was ignored; it formed no part of the Peshitta New Testament.
Junilius, . . . in the sixth century, is silent about the book; Ebedjesu, a Nestorian Bishop in the first year
of the fourteenth century, still passes it over without notice in his list of New Testament books. . . .
Neither Theodore, Chrysostom, or Theodoret is known to have quoted the Apocalypse. . . . As late as the
beginning of the ninth century Nicephorus places it among the antilegomena with the Apocalypse of

Peter.?

Origen>>>%s pupil, Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria . . . opposed the chiliastic views of Nepos, a

bishop in Egypt, and believed that linguistic differences with the Gospel of John as well as differences in
thought and style meant that the Apostle John was not the author. His influence led to serious doubts in
the East. Eusebius . . . said Revelation was written by John the Elder and refused to consider it
canonical. Other Eastern Fathers who doubted it were Cyril of Jerusalem, Chrysostom, Theodore of
Mopsuestia, and Theodoret of Cyrsu. As a result it was not in the canonical list at the Council of

Laodicea in 360, . . . Athanasiust>*"] accepted it completely . . . and it is in the official canonical list at
the Council of Carthage in 397.°

Among those who either distinctly declared against it, or seem to have used it with reserve, were Cyril
of Jerusalem, Gregory Nazianzen, Amphilochius of Iconium, Chrysostom, Theodoret.1°

The opposition of the Eastern Church showed some weakening in the third Council of Carthage (A.D.
397) which finally included it in the list of canonical books,!'but the book was not fully accepted by
the Eastern Church until the Third Council of Constantinople in A.D. 680.!2

Although the book was endorsed and enjoyed a wide circulation by the Western Church from a very

early date (see below), an attitude of opposition or indifference toward the book continued even until
the time of the Reformation. It may be surprising today to read of Martin Luther’s attitude toward the

book. He rejected its divine inspiration'>2>33] Bplaced it last in his New Testament along with other

books he felt had relatively little value,'* and made a quite disappointing statement in view of the
claim of the book to be the “Revelation of Jesus Christ”: “In 1522 Martin Luther wrote of the
Revelation, ‘My mind cannot use itself to the Book, and to me the fact that Christ is neither taught
nor recognized in it, is good and sufficient cause for my low estimation.” Though he modified his
view some years later, to the end Luther remained doubtful about the book’s authenticity.” [emphasis

added] '

Luther was not alone in his disdain for the book of Revelation. It was rejected from the canon by
Zwingli'®and Calvin never produced a commentary on it.

2.10.2 - Acceptance

The acceptance of the book of Revelation by the Western Church was markedly different than that of
the Eastern Church.!7Perhaps this was because the Western Church had more direct knowledge of its

32601 of Asia were its direct recipients. Beckwith lists the following
5252 52.36).

author since the seven churches!
Church Fathers who accepted the Apocalypse: Papiast>2>321, bishop of Hierapolis; Justin Martyr!
Irenaeus™234, presbyter and bishop of Lyons (Gaul); Theophilus, bishop of Antioch (in Syria);
Tertullian'>% 731 of Carthage; and Clement of Alexandria.'® The early acceptance of the book of
Revelation in the very area to which it was addressed is strong evidence of its rightful canonicity. “If

the Apocalypse were not the inspired>233 work of John, purporting as it does to be an address from
their superior to the seven churches of Proconsular Asia, it would have assuredly been rejected in that

region; whereas the earliest testimonies in those churches are all in its favor.”!

In the literature of the second half of the second century, evidence begins to reveal wide circulation of
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the Apocalypse. Andreas quotes Papias about Revelation 12:7 ff. Irenaeus refers to old copies of the
book and to people who knew John. Other early authors who mention the book are Justin,
EusebiusP21°1, Apollonius, and Theophilus the Bishop of Antioch. It is referred to a number of times in
the Epistle of the Churches of Vienne. Other references to the book abound. Tertullian . . . quotes from
eighteen out of the twenty-two chapters . . . and cites it as Scripture. Some literature from the period
seems to refer to the book using similar phraseology, e.g., the Shepherd of Hermas, which refers to the
great tribulation, and the Acts of Perpetua and Felicitas, which according to Swete abounds in imagery
similar to the book of Revelation. The circulation and wide use of the book as Scripture are evident by

the beginning of the third century.?°

The Apocalypse seems to have been accepted almost from the beginning in the Western church . . . it

appears to have been recognized by Papias . . . and may be reflected by Ignatius[s'z'zg] ... it was
accepted by Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian, Hippolytus, Clement of Alexandria, and Origin. It was

5.2.12]

included in the earliest list of canonicall works, the Muratorian Canon, in the latter part of the

second century.?!

The book was accepted as canonical in the West much earlier than the East. “full acceptance in the

canon was recognized in the Festal Letter of Athanasius®27) written from Alexandria in 367. The
Damasine Council (382) and the Council of Carthage (397) ratified this by officially including it in the
canon of New Testament Scriptures.”??

Today, the book of Revelation is well-established in the canon of Scripture. Its extensive connections
with the Old Testament and undeniable relationship to related passages of Scripturel> '3, especially its
many parallels with the book of Genesis, make it impractical to dismiss as uninspired or inconsistent
with the rest of Scripture. Yet there are still those who oppose its teachings.

Earlier the battle over the authority of its teachings took place in relation to its canonization, but now
the battle rages over how it is to be interpreted> 2. Opposition to its plain teachings in our own time
has come on two fronts: a rejection of the predicted time of upheaval and judgment to come upon the
earth prior to the return of Christ and a rejection of His subsequent reign for one thousand years upon
the earth following His return. By overemphasizing the symbolic naturet>” of the text or associating
the text with the genrel®>??2 of obscure Jewish apocryphal®23! works, today’s commentators attempt

to persuade the student to approach the text in a way which allows the denial of these realities. Yet, as
we shall see, these are plainly the teachings of this most fascinating book of the New Testament.
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2.11 — Date

Having discussed the authorship>®! and acceptance!>'% of the book of Revelation, we now turn our

attention to an examination of the various dates proposed for when the book was written. Dates for the
book have been proposed from as early as A.D. 41 to as late as A.D. 117, although the majority of

scholars have placed it between A.D. 54 and A.D. 96.!

Our treatment of the date the book was written is intended mainly to acquaint the unfamiliar reader
with the significance of the topic and the major arguments presented in support of the most popular
dates. The works cited here provide additional background for those who are interested in delving into
this matter further.

2.11.1 - Significance of the Date

The significance of the date of the book of Revelation depends to a great degree on the interpretive

system>'?] one holds. The Preterist Interpretation’'>2! requires that the book be written during the

reign of Nero*!? before the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. If the book proves to have been

written after A.D. 70, then the entire basis of the preterist>>>% interpretation collapses. Other systems
of interpretation are not so sensitive to the date of writing, since their interpretive frameworks do not
connect the events of the book as directly to the events attending the fall of Jerusalem.

The reason the preterist position is intent on dating the book before A.D. 70 is twofold: First , they
insist that the theme of the book centers on the near-term destruction of Jerusalem prophesied by Jesus

(Luke 21:22).2 Second, modern preterism is often associated with the Christian Reconstruction

movement which holds to Dominion Theology'®>?*!7 which cannot accept a worldwide rejection of

Christ and a time of global judgment prior to His return. Those who accept the teaching that the book
of Revelation predicts a future time of judgment coming upon the earth are seen as ‘defeatists,”® so
there is significant motivation to try to prove an early date over against the traditional late date.*

The reader should be aware of the major weakness of those who depend upon an early date for their
interpretation: “The danger of dependence on a particular date for the writing of Revelation is aptly
stated by Howard Winters: ‘When the interpretation depends upon the date, the interpretation can

never be more certain than the date itself—if the date is wrong, then, of necessity the interpretation is

wrong.”

In a review of fellow preterist David Chilton’s commentary on Revelation, entitled The Days of
Vengeance, Kenneth Gentry observes, “If it could be demonstrated that Revelation were written 25 years
after the Fall of Jerusalem, Chilton’s entire labor would go up in smoke.” Another preterist, R. C.
Sproul, observes, “If the book was written after A.D. 70, then its contents manifestly do not refer to the
events surrounding the fall of Jerusalem—unless the book is a wholesale fraud, having been composed

after the predicted events had already occurred.”®

For systems of interpretation other than the preterist, the date is not critical. Either an early or a late
date for the writing of the book of Revelation will not significantly affect the understanding of the
book. But if the book of Revelation proves to have been written affer the fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70,
then the preterist interpretation can be rejected.

Hitchcock has noted the narrow date range which modern preterism depends upon for its interpretation
of the book. He also observes that many of those who support an early date do not necessarily support
a date as early as is required by the modern preterists:

While it is true that many scholars do hold to a pre-70 date for Revelation, it is critical to observe that
the preterist position requires more than just a pre-70 date. According to Gentry, Revelation anticipates
the destruction of Jerusalem (August A.D. 70), the death of Nerol24¢] (June A.D. 68), and the formal
imperial engagement of the Jewish war (spring A.D. 67). Therefore, for preterists, the earliest
Revelation could have been written . . . is the beginning of the Neronic persecution in November A.D.
64, and the latest possible date . . . is spring A.D. 67. The date Gentry favors is A.D. 65. . . . the problem
Gentry faces is that almost all of the scholars he lists in support of his position do not actually support



2.11.1 - Significance of the Date 99

his position at all. These early-date advocates hold an early date, but not an early-enough date to support

the preterist position.”

Although there are other early-date advocates, the most vocal advocates of our time have a specific
agenda: to localize the prophetic content of the book of Revelation in both time (prior to A.D. 70) and
place (events surrounding Jerusalem and within the boundaries of the historic Roman Empire). This
agenda provides two key results: First, the future judgment of the “earth dwellers>13" and
tribulation upon the earth is moved to the past clearing the way for Christian Reconstructionism and
dominion. Second, the events of Revelation are poured out specifically upon the Jews rather than the
entire disbelieving world. In concert with Replacement TheologyP23, they believe the nation of Israel
has been irrevocably replaced by the Church in the program of God.

It is our belief that when all the evidence is taken into account, the traditional late date is supported.
But even if the early date turns out to be valid in the end, it still would not prove that the events of the
book are found exclusively in the events of the past. In other words, the early date is necessary for the
preterist interpretation, but not sufficient to prove that the text applies strictly to the immediate readers
of John’s day.

2.11.2 - The Nature of Internal Evidence

As we saw when discussing the authorship!>*) of the book, there are two primary sources of evidence
available when analyzing a biblical text: internal and external. We also noted that the interpretation of
internal evidence is especially subject to subjective bias. External evidence has the advantage of being

less subject to the bias of the interpreter.’

Those who favor an early date for the book of Revelation, and who wish to minimize the external
evidence in favor of a later date, would have us place a greater emphasis on internal evidence than
external evidence. “Conservative Christianity must recognize that the essential and determinative
evidence ought to be drawn from the internal testimony of the scriptural record itself, when it is

available.” The key point of contention in regard to the use of internal evidence is found in Gentry’s
last phrase: when it is available. Leaving aside the interpretation of internal evidence which has its
own problems, the determination of what constitutes internal evidence is highly problematic. Most
often, the selection of internal evidence is driven by the a priori stance of the interpreter. What one
interpreter sees as being “determinative” and “conclusive,” another interpreter sees as indicative of
something else entirely.

For example, Hemer understands Revelation 6:6 as being significant internal evidence of a late date:
“We adduce reasons for accepting the view that Rev. 6:6 alludes to an edict issued by Domitian in AD
92 to restrict the growing of vines in the provinces . . . and connect this with the contemporary setting

of the Philadelphian letter.”!” Here lies the problem: who determines when a textual artifact is
connected with a historical situation approximate to the time of writing? Hemer is sure that Domitian’s
edict restricting the growing of vines is the source for John’s puzzling statement in Revelation 6:6. Yet
many other interpreters see no such connection and understand the passage in an entirely different
light. The crux of the matter is determining when historical similarity equates to textual dependence or
identity? This involves a huge amount of subjectivity on the part of the interpreter.

It is also frequently the case that the internal evidence results from the view which the interpreter has
brought to the text, which is then used in support for the view: “As we will see . . . the book of
Revelation is primarily a prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans. This fact alone

places St. John’s authorship somewhere before September of A.D. 70.”!!

Here we see half of an “interpretive circle” which operates in the interpretation of internal evidence by
early date advocates: the book is obviously a prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem and therefore
must have been written prior to the event. The other half of this circle is as follows: the book was
written before A.D. 70 and therefore must have the destruction of Jerusalem in view as its major

theme. Internal evidence which contradicts this conclusion is minimized or reinterpreted.'?

The main problem with internal evidence is that it is subject to too many conflicting interpretations.
What one person believes is “significant” internal evidence for their particular view is often possible to
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explain in totally different ways. The identity of the seven kings and seven heads of Revelation 17:9-
11 is one such commonly-used piece of internal “evidence.” “[Gentry takes] the contemporary reign of
the sixth king in Rev. 17:9-11 and the integrity of the temple and Jerusalem in Rev. 11:1-13 to
exemplify arguments that are ‘virtually certain’ proof of a date some time in the sixties.”!* But, as
Mounce observes, it is inadvisable to utilize something as evidence which is subject to such a diversity
of interpretations. “The interpretation of the seven heads of the beast set forth in Rev. 17:10-11 is also

presented as favoring the early date. Here again the divergence of opinion regarding this figure

precludes the advisability of attempting to build a chronology on it.”!#

It is our position that internal evidence is highly overrated in the field of biblical studies as is evident
from its fruitlessness. This is plainly evident in the conclusions drawn from academic considerations of

internal evidence drawn from the four gospels.'?
2.11.3 - Evidence for an Early Date

2.11.3.1 - Internal Evidence for an Early Date

Aspects of the text of the book of Revelation have been understood by some as being indicative of an
ecarlier date.

Chilton holds that since Scripture teaches that all prophecy would be complete by the end of the 70th
week of Daniel (Dan. 9:24-27) and since the book of Revelation contains prophetic material, therefore
the book must have been written prior to the end of Daniel’s 70th week:

We have a priori teaching from Scripture itself that all special revelation ended by A.D. 70. The angel
Gabriel told Daniel that the “seventy weeks” were to end with the destruction of Jerusalem (Dan.
9:24-27); and that period would also serve to “seal up the vision and prophecy” (Dan. 9:24). In other
words, special revelation would stop—be “sealed up”—Dby the time Jerusalem was destroyed. [emphasis

added]'6

We concur with Chilton’s basic premise: prophecy and vision wil/ be sealed up at the conclusion of the
70 weeks of Daniel. But Chilton assumes the 70th week is completed with the destruction of Jerusalem

in A.D. 70—a view which is fundamentally flawed. !” This is the interpretive equivalent of “two
wrongs don’t make a right.” Here is revealed another Achilles heel of reliance upon internal evidence:
it is too easily subject to cross-correlation which seems supportive, but is not necessarily related.
Chilton misinterprets the meaning of a passage in Daniel to “prove” his interpretation of John’s
passage, but both interpretations are in error.

Edersheim held that the many allusions in John’s Gospel and the book of Revelation to aspects of
priestly service in the Temple inferred that John had close association with the priestly line (John
18:15-16) and that the Temple was still in service at the time both books were written.

These [allusions] naturally suggest the twofold inference that the book of Revelation and the Fourth
Gospel must have been written before the Temple services had actually ceased, and by one who had not
merely been intimately acquainted with, but probably at one time an actor in them. . . . it seems highly
improbable that a book so full of liturgical allusions as the book of Revelation—and these, many of
them, not too great or important points, but to minutia—could have been written by any other than a
priest, and one who had at one time been in actual service in the Temple itself, and thus become so
intimately conversant with its details, that they came to him naturally, as part of the imagery he

employed. 18

While we might concur with Edersheim’s observations concerning John’s knowledge of priestly duties
and the allusions found in his works, all that seems to be necessary is for John to have had such
knowledge at some point during his life. Clearly, the Temple was in operation during the times
recorded by John’s Gospel (John 2:14-19). But does John’s acquaintance with the Temple necessitate
that its service was contemporaneous with the writing of the book of Revelation? The obvious answer
is, “no.” Any writer’s knowledge is cumulative: it is often the case that a writer expresses knowledge
gained from an earlier point in his life. This is not at all unusual. Further, there is no reason why direct
revelation from God, as is the case with the book of Revelation, might not convey details not
previously known to the prophet. Let the reader pause to make note of this frequent pattern involving
internal evidence: what could possibly be true is asserted as being requisite. The former interpretation



2.11.3.1 - Internal Evidence for an Early Date 101

of the evidence is nearly always admissible, but the latter conclusion does not necessarily follow. This
leap from “would seem” to “must” is commonly found in arguments based on internal evidence.

An entire category of internal evidence surrounds the assertion that the Beasf*?! of Revelation (Rev.
11:7; 13:1-18; etc.) is to be understood as a veiled political reference to Nerol*12l. At least three

aspects of the life of Nerol>24¢] are said to be found in John’s description of the Beast!>>): First ,
Nero’s persecution of Christians (Rev. 13:7); Second , the myth that after his death Nero would come
to life again (cf. Rev. 13:3, 14; 17:8, 11); Third , the “number of the name” of the Beast (Rev. 13:16-

18) matches that of “Caesar Nero.”!® While it is true that similarities can be found between the final
Beast of world history and Nero (or many other anti-Christian leaders of history), similarity does not
prove identity. The major problem with interpreting Nero as the Beast is that Nero doesn’t even come
close to fulfilling numerous details of the text—not the least of which is being killed, resurrected, and

then cast alive into the Lake of Fire at the Second Coming of Christ (Rev. 19:20). Nero committed

suicide never to rise again. We discuss these issues in greater depth in our discussion of Nerol*12],

What is probably considered to be the most significant internal evidence for a pre-A.D. 70 date by
early date advocates is John’s mention of a Temple in Revelation 11: “We wholeheartedly concur with
Adams’s [sic] assessment that the fact that the Temple was standing when Revelation was written is

‘unmistakable proof that Revelation was written before 70 A.D.” > * While we would concur with the
last portion of Gentry’s statement. /f'the Temple were standing when Revelation was written, then it is
indeed unmistakable that Revelation was written prior to the destruction of the Temple. The problem is
with the first part of the statement. Gentry equates John’s mention of a Temple as being equivalent to

the fact that the Temple stood at that time.?! His statement goes beyond the demonstrable facts. Gentry

continues, “How could John be commanded to symbolically measure what did not exist?””?> Here
again, the assertions of the early date advocates go far beyond what can be reliably concluded (or
proven) from the text itself. As many have observed, a similar pattern has been established within the
book of Ezekiel where the prophet is given a vision of another Temple at a time when no Temple
stood? and Ezekiel’s temple is also measured. Clearly, Ezekiel’s mention of a Temple, including not
only measurements as in John, but myriads of details far in excess of John stand as unassailable
evidence against the claim that mere mention of a Temple by John proves as fact that he wrote prior to
the destruction of Herod’s Temple in A.D. 70. Not only is this pattern of prophetic revelation
concerning a future Temple found in Ezekiel, but also in Daniel (Dan. 9:27; 12:11):

The chief preterist[5'2'59] argument for the Neronic date from Revelation is the mention of the temple in
Revelation 11:1-2. . . . this interpretation fails to take into account the Old Testament prophetic parallels.

. especially Daniel and Ezekiel. In both of these Old Testament prophetic books a Temple is
mentioned that is not in existence at the time the author is writing. . . . Ezekiel received news of the
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem in Ezekiel 33. However, after receiving the news, in Ezekiel 40-
48, Ezekiel, like John, receives a vision of a Temple that, if taken literally, has never existed up to this

day. Moreover, Ezekiel, like John, is told to measure the Temple he sees in his vision.2*

Even if Herod’s Temple were to have been standing at the time John wrote, the Temple he mentions in
Revelation 11 could still have been a future Temple. After all, Zechariah, writing during the Second
Temple era, described a Temple future to his day.? Significantly, Zechariah also mentions
measurement in association with the revelation he was given.

The internal evidence which early-date advocates assert as proof of a pre-A.D. 70 date for the book of
Revelation falls short. In each case, the interpretation of the evidence is either flawed or overstated. At
most, the evidence makes a case for the possibility of a pre-A.D. 70 date, but cannot be taken as
objective evidence of this as a necessity.

2.11.3.2 - External Evidence for an Early Date

We now turn to the external evidence for an early date. This evidence tends to be less subjective and
therefore more significant than the internal evidence.

Johnson cites several early documents which suggest that Paul borrowed from the pattern of the seven
letters in the book of Revelation in writing his epistles: “Some external evidence for the early date
exists in the Muratorian Fragment (170-190) and the Monarchian Prologues (250-350). These
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documents claim that Paul wrote to seven churches!>?%! following the pattern of John’s example in

Revelation. But this would date the book before the Pauline Epistles!”2 This is not very strong
evidence because it really is just an early form of the sort of arguments which characterize textual

criticism (internal evidence). As we have mentioned, similarity does not prove identity.?”

It has also been held that Papias'>23?! indicates, in relation to Jesus’ prophecy of Mark 10:39, that John
was martyred contemporaneously with his brother James. Since James was martyred in A.D. 63, this

would make a late date for the book of Revelation impossible.”$Papias’ statement is preserved in the
writings of “George the Sinner” of the 9th century:

After Domitian, Nerva reigned one year. He re-called John from the island and allowed him to live in
Ephesus. At that time he was the sole survivor of the twelve disciples, and after writing the Gospel that
bears his name was honored with martyrdom. For Papias, the bishop of Hierapolis, who had seen him
with his own eyes, claims in the second book of the Sayings of the Lord that he was killed by the Jews,
thus clearly fulfilling, together with his brother, Christ’s prophecy concerning them and their own

confession and agreement about this.—George the Sinner (9th century), Chronicle?®

Papias’ statement simply says that like James, John was “killed by the Jews.” It does not necessarily
follow that they perished at the same time. It appears that George the Sinner understood John’s
martyrdom to have been after his return from Patmos at the conclusion of Domitian’s reign. Thus the
statement of Papias does not necessitate an early date for John’s death. Moreover, church tradition

relates that although John came to Ephesus in A.D. 66,*’he survived at least until the time of Trajan
(A.D.98-117).3!

The major external evidence offered by early date advocate Gentry involves a forced and unconvincing
reinterpretation of a key late-date testimony. This in itself is an indication of the dearth of external
evidence for an early date. The controversy surrounds the interpretation of an important statement
made by Irenaeus (ca. A.D. 180):

We will not, however, incur the risk of pronouncing positively as to the name of Antichrist>231; for if it
were necessary that his name should be distinctly revealed in this present time, it would have been

announced by him who beheld the apocalyptic vision. For that was seen no very long time since, but

almost in our day, towards the end of Domitian’s reign.

Schaff comments on the statement of Irenaeus: “The traditional date of composition at the end of
Domitian’s reign (95 or 96) rests on the clear and weighty testimony of Irenaeus, is confirmed by

Eusebius and Jerome, and has still its learned defenders. . .33 Even though Schaff’s own views

concerning the date differed from the “learned defenders” he mentions, 34 it is clear that he understands
the statement of Irenacus in its straightforward sense. Irenacus is stating that it was the apocalyptic
vision which was seen toward the end of Domitian’s reign.

Early date advocates, such as Gentry, attempt to obscure the plain statement of Irenaeus by casting a
shadow over its interpretation:

The most serious potential objection to the common translation has to do with the understanding of
éu)p(f(er] [eorathe], “was seen.” What is the subject of this verb? Is it “him who saw the Apocalypse”
(i.e., John) or “the Apocalypse”? What of these two antecedents “was seen” “almost” in Irenaeus’s time
and near “the end of the reign of Domitian?>

Gentry wants to insert doubt where none exists in order to perform his preterist®2>%1 “sleight of hand.’
He reverses the plain sense of the text, having us understand that it was John which was seen towards
the end of Domitian’s reign, not the apocalyptic vision. Gentry goes to great lengths in his attempt to
undermine the obvious reading of Irenaeus. If he is not successful at this, he suggests that the Latin
translation is in error. And if that doesn’t persuade the reader, he spends several more pages
convincing the reader that Irenaeus isn’t a reliable witness anyhow: “If Irenaeus’s famous statement is
not to be re-interpreted along the lines of the argument as outlined above . . . it may still be removed as
a hindrance to early date advocacy on [other] grounds.”3¢ Hitchcock counters Gentry’s attempt at
reinterpreting Irenaeus:

There are four simple points that render Gentry‘s position highly suspect. First, the nearest antecedent to
the verb “it was seen” is “the apocalypse” . . . David Aune observes, “Further the passive verb eorathe,
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*he/she/it was seen,” does not appear to be the most appropriate way to describe the length of a person’s
life. . .” Second the verb “was seen” fits perfectly the noun apokalupsis. . . Third, if John were the
intended subject . . . Irenacus . . . would have surely said that John lived into the reign of Trajan, a fact
that Irenaeus knew well. Fourth, the vast majority of scholars . . . have accepted the fact that this
statement refers to the time the Apocalypse was seen.>’

It should also be recognized where early-date advocate Gentry is eventually headed with his argument:

an identification of Nero as the Beast>>°1 of Revelation. He conveniently omits the statements of
Irenaeus immediately following those in question which clearly indicate that Irenaeus had no such
notion of Nero as the Beast:

But when this Antichrist shall have devastated all things in this world, he will reign for three years and
six months, and sit in the temple at Jerusalem; and then the Lord will come from heaven in the clouds, in
the glory of the Father, sending this man and those who follow him into the lake of fire; but bringing in
for the righteous the times of the kingdom, that is, the rest, the hallowed seventh day; and restoring to
Abraham the promised inheritance, in which kingdom the Lord declared, that “many coming from the

east and from the west should sit down with Abraham, Isaac, and J. acob.”38

A few commentators have suggested that “it was seen” should be translated “he [John] was seen,” so
that the phrase does not mean the Apocalypse was written during Domitian’s time but only that John
was seen during Domitian’s time. But “the Apocalypse” is the closest antecedent, and the Latin
translation of Irenacus supports this understanding of the clause. The majority of patristic writers and
subsequent commentators up to the present understand Irenacus’s words as referring to the time when
the Apocalypse “was seen.” In the same context, Irenaeus discusses various possible identifications for
the number of the “beast” (666). But he does not entertain the possibility that the beast is to be
identified with Nero, and he even rejects the possibility that the beast is to be identified with any
Roman emperor at all. [emphasis added]*®

Here is a man writing approximately 110 years after the death of Nero and infinitely closer than us to
the culture and events of that time who understands the Beast of Revelation to be yet future. No
wonder Gentry fails to mention this, because the full context of Irenaeus’ statement undermines the
main thesis of the preterists! Irenaeus understands the Beast to be a future world figure who will reign
for a literal three and one-half years (Rev. 11:2; 13:5) and be destroyed at the Second Coming of Christ

ushering in the Messianic KingdomP23° (predicted by the OT1>2>) upon the earth. Gentry is trying to

bend the simple statement of an early church firturisti>12-] (2.122]

agenda.

to serve the modern-day preterist

2.11.4 - Evidence for a Late Date

Having examined the main evidence in support of an early date for the book of Revelation, we turn
now to the evidence supporting a late date, near the end of the reign of Domitian (A.D. 95-96).

2.11.4.1 - Internal Evidence for a Late Date

As with the evidence for an early date, we will examine both internal and external evidence. We repeat
our previous caution concerning the nature of internal evidence. Most of it is highly subjective and
very tentative in nature and should be regarded with a suitably skeptical eye.

2.11.4.1.1 - Changes since the Writing of the Epistles

An entire class of internal evidence falls into the general category of differences which have been
noticed between the epistles and the book of Revelation. These differences are thought to provide
evidence of a significant span of time between the time the epistles were written and the writing of the
book of Revelation. Some of the epistles are thought to have been written near the time of the early
date suggested for the book of Revelation (e.g., A.D. 66-67 for 2 Timothy; 67-68 for 2 Peter). If the
book of Revelation was written at approximately the same time as the epistles, how do we account for
the differences which have been observed?

In the book of Revelation, John writes about the conditions prevailing in the seven churchest>2%01 of
Asia. In two of the churches (Ephesians, Laodicea), the conditions described by John seem to differ
from that described by the epistles:
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If John wrote Revelation in A.D. 64-67, then the letter to the church at Ephesus in Revelation 2:1-7
overlaps with Paul’s two letters to Timothy, who was the pastor of the church when Paul wrote to him. .

.. Yet Paul makes no mention of the loss of first love or the presence of the Nicolaitans?>*%71 at

Ephesus in his correspondence with Timothy. Neither does he mention these problems in his Ephesian
epistle, which was probably written in A.D. 62.40

On the question, When the Apocalypse was given, we have a certain amount of implicit evidence here
(Rev. 2:4-5), in this reproach with which the Lord reproaches the Ephesian Angel; such as has its value
in confirming the ecclesiastical tradition which places it in the reign of Domitian, as against the more
modern view which gives the reign of Nerol>24%] as the date of the composition of this Book. It has well
been observed that in St. Paul’s Epistle to the Church of Ephesus there are no signs, nor even
presentiments, of this approaching spiritual declension with which the great Searcher of hearts upbraids
it here. . . . Those who place the Apocalypse in the reign of Nero hardly allow ten years between that
condition and this—too brief a period for so great and lamentable a change. It is inconceivable that there
should have been such a letting go of first love in so brief a time. . . . Place the Apocalypse under
Domitian, and thirty years will have elapsed since St. Paul wrote his Epistle to Ephesus—exactly the
interval which we require, exactly the life of a generation. The outlines of the truth are still preserved;

but the truth itself is not for a second generation what it was for the first.*!

Similar changes have been noted in the Laodicean Church:

The church at Laodicea was the only one of the seven churches (and possibly Sardis) that did not receive
any commendations in Revelation 2-3. In his letter to the Colossians, probably written in A.D. 60-62,
Paul indicates that the church was an active group (Colossians 4:13). He mentions the church three times
in his letter (Col. 2:2; 4:13, 16). It would certainly take more than two to seven years for the church to
depart so completely from its earlier acceptable status such that absolutely nothing good could be said

about it in Revelation.*?

Another significant difference between the book of Revelation and the epistles concerns the

Nicolaitans™ 31, At the time of the book of Revelation, the Nicolaitans appear to be a well-established
and distinct heretical sect with a well-known title. For all their prominence in the letters to the seven
churches (Rev. 2:6, 15), absolutely no mention is made of them in the epistles which otherwise spend
considerable time warning against heretical tendencies.*

Perhaps even more significant is the lack of mention of Paul within the book of Revelation. Paul had a
profound and lengthy ministry at Ephesus—the church addressed by one of the letters of the book of
Revelation (Rev. 2:1-7). If Paul ministered in Ephesus for almost 3 years beginning in A.D. 52**and
John wrote within just 12-16 years of Paul’s ministry (as held by early date advocates), it seems very
unusual that there was not the slightest inference about Paul in any of the letters to the Asian churches.
But if John wrote much later, near the end of the 90s, then something more than 40 years would have
passed and the generation which saw Paul’s ministry would no longer be living.

Revelation 2:1-7 makes no mention of the great missionary work of Paul in Asia Minor. On his third
missionary journey Paul headquartered in Ephesus for three years and had a profound ministry there. If
John wrote in A.D. 64-67, then the omission of any mention of Paul in the letters to the seven churches
of Asia Minor is inexplicable. However, if John wrote 30 years later to second-generation Christians in

the churches, then the omission is easily understood.*>

2.11.4.1.2 - Emperor Worship

There has been much discussion and disagreement concerning the significance of emperor worship in
relation to establishing the date of the book of Revelation. As we mentioned in our discussion of the
internal evidence for the early date, there are those who consider the worship of the Roman Emperors

to be one of the keys to identifying the Beast®2] of Revelation with Nero!>2#6l. So much so that they
understand the events of the book as primarily centering around the Emperor Cult associated with the
Roman Caesars, thereby interpreting it to be a veiled political document of John’s day.

The primary problem with understanding emperor worship at John’s time as a major contributor to
dating the book lies in the assumption that much of what is described within the book relates to Rome

and the Caesars of that time. But this is not as obvious as some would assume. First, the persecutions

5.2.66]

which the seven churches! are said to be undergoing are not necessarily a reflection of the
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emperor cult. Second, the association of the Beast with the current emperor of Rome is uncertain. None
of the Roman emperors are known to have fulfilled the specific predictions set forth by John, unless

God be accused of the extensive use of hyperbolel>22") throughout the prophecy. In fact, none of the
specifics revealed concerning the activities of the Beast can be definitively assigned to any of the
Roman emperors. Therefore, it is our feeling that any allusions to emperor worship thought to be in the
text are dubious and of only secondary value in establishing a date with any reliability.

The main argument in favor of the late date in relation to emperor worship is found in the belief that at
the time of Nero, emperor worship (where the emperor was regarded as god) had not fully come to the
fore: “He was not tempted like his predecessors to imagine himself divine, preferring to gain credit for
brilliant endowments of a human type. He shrank from the title of Divus and the erection of temples in
his honour, because they seemed to forebode the approach of death, and Nero loved life better than a
shadowy immortality.”*®

At a later date, under Domitian, emperor worship is said to have developed more fully,*” “It is known

that Domitian went beyond his predecessor in asserting his own divinity.”*

More important for the [dating] issue here is that Nero was not deified, though there is some evidence
that he wished to be. However, there was no widespread demand that he be recognized as such. . . . the
coins of the 90s prove Domitian’s megalomania; they show even his wife was called the mother of the
5231]

9

divine Caesar. . . . the imperial cult was apparently much more developed and prominent in

Domitian’s day than it was in Nero’s time.*

Under Nero and his successors down to Domitian, the emperor-cult continued as one of the established
religious institutions, but its progress is not signalized by edicts enforcing it, or by notorious
persecutions arising from it. It is in the reign of Domitian (81-96) that we reach an insistence upon the
cultus more vehement and more threatening for the future. . . . Clement of Rome, contemporary with
Domitian, refers to his course in the quite general words ‘the sudden and repeated calamities and

adversities which have befallen us.”>°

We are told by ancient Roman writers that toward the end of Domitian’s reign there was more chaos in
the cultural and social spheres of the Empire than in any prior time. Furthermore, we are informed that
Domitian insisted on greater divine titles than earlier emperors in order to increase his tyrannical hold on

the reigns of government. Those refusing to acknowledge these new titles were persecuted.>!

Whatever the case may be, it is our feeling that the state of emperor worship at the time of John is not a
reliable indicator of the date of the book, whether early or late, because it cannot be clearly shown that
the events within the book which appear similar are in fact truly related. Especially given the global
and eschatological focus of this last book of the Bible.

2.11.4.1.3 - Other Evidence

A handful of other lines of evidence are seen as supporting the late date.

Some have seen the independent spirit of the Laodicean church in Revelation 3:17 as an allusion to the

city’s unaided reconstruction after a severe earthquake during the reign of Nerol>24%1,52The completion

of the reconstruction, undertaken without assistance by Rome, is seen to have required more time than
a Neronian date for the book of Revelation.™

The mention of opposition to the churches at Smyrna and Philadelphia from “synagogues of Satan”
(Rev. 2:9; 3:9) is seen to be more likely under Domitian than Nero. Under the reign of Domitian,
Christianity was increasingly no longer viewed as a sect within the umbrella of Judaism, and had the
advantage of being a legally-permitted well-established faith. Also, in A.D. 90, a curse was inserted
into the synagogue service with the intention of flushing out any believers in Jesus as Messiah.

An explanation is offered of the ‘synagogues of Satan’ at Smyrna and Philadelphia (Rev. 2:9; 3:9) which
links them with conflicts operative under Domitian. It is further argued that the occasion was provided
by the conjunction of that emperor’s policy with the insertion of the curse of the Minim in the Shemoneh
'Esreh in about AD 90. The aftermath of the controversy may be traced in a problem passage in
Ignatius®2281 (ad Philad. 8.2) as it affected one of the very churches under discussion.>*

Although we recognize the weakness of internal evidence in general, we note that Hemer, one of few
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who has studied the cultural allusions of the book of Revelation in great detail, concludes:

I started with a provisional acceptance of the orthodox Domitianic dating, and have been confirmed in
that view by further study. . . . We accordingly reaffirm the Domitianic date of the letters in the light of
the kind of evidence here considered, while recognizing that many of these indications are uncertain.
Cumulatively they align themselves with the case widely accepted on other grounds that the Revelation

was written about AD 95.%°

2.11.4.2 - External Evidence for a Late Date

2.11.4.2.1 - Early Testimony

As mentioned previously, a major early testimony to the late date of the book of Revelation is found in
the statement by Irenaeus®234 (ca. 130-200) to the effect that John’s apocalyptic vision was seen
towards the end of Domitian’s reign:

We will not, however, incur the risk of pronouncing positively as to the name of Antichrist>23Y; for if it
were necessary that his name should be distinctly revealed in this present time, it would have been
announced by him who beheld the apocalyptic vision. For that was seen no very long time since, but

almost in our day, towards the end of Domitian’s reign.>®

As we mentioned above, a straightforward reading of the statement of Irenaeus indicates that it was the
vision, not John, that was seen during the reign of Domitian. Eusebius'>>'°1 (b. ca. 260) certainly
understood it in that light. “In the Chronicle, Eusebius lists these events in the fourteenth year of

Domitian: ‘Persecution of Christians and under him the apostle John is banished to Patmos and sees his

Apocalypse, as Irenaeus mentions.’ ™%’

Eusebius also records that “ancient Christian tradition” held that John had been banished under
Domitian:

But after Domitian had reigned fifteen years and Nerva succeeded to the empire, the Roman Senate,
according to the writers that record the history of those days, voted that Domitian’s honors should be
cancelled, and that those who had been unjustly banished should return to their homes and have their
property restored to them. It was at this time that the apostle John returned from his banishment in the

island and took up his abode in Ephesus, according to an ancient Christian tradition.>8

It appears that Eusebius drew some of his material from Hegesippus:

Eusebius says, “After Domitian had reigned fifteen years, Nerva succeeded. The sentences of Domitian
were annulled, and the Roman Senate decreed the return of those who had been unjustly banished and
the restoration of their property. Those who committed the story of those times to writing relate it. At
that time, too, the story of ancient Christians relates that the apostle John, after his banishment to the
island, took up his abode at Ephesus.” The key phrase here is, “Those who committed the story of those
times to writing relate it.” To whom is Eusebius referring? The context indicates he is referring to

Hegesippus, whom he has just referred to twice as a source for his information.>

Although there is no doubt that subsequent testimony within the early church was influenced by
Irenaeus, nonetheless it will be seen that this view has strong support, which would seem unlikely if a
bona fide alternate view of an early date also had currency in the early church.

Tertullian'>>71 (ca. 160-220) and Origenl®2>% (ca. 185-254) support the late date.%® Although they do
not specifically say that John was banished by Domitian, Jerome and Eusebius interpreted Tertullian as
holding this view:

While Tertullian [c. A.D. 160-220] does not specifically say that John was banished to Patmos during
the reign of Domitian, he is credited by Jerome with doing so. In addition, Eusebius quotes Tertullian’s
Apology 5, which was written in A.D. 197, and then follows with his own statements that reveal he
interpreted Tertullian as following the prevailing tradition of placing John’s exile under Domitian.°!
Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215) in his Quis Salvus Dives (Who Is the Rich Man That Shall Be
Saved?) cites the story handed down of John being removed from Patmos to Ephesus upon the death of
“the tyrant.” The “tyrant” is likely Domitian rather than Nerol>24¢! because Eusebius cites Clement

with Irenaeus as a witness to the Domitian exile.5?
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The late date is attested to by the mid-second century Acts of John,**and Victorinus (d. ca. 304) who

wrote the first commentary on the book of Revelation:

Victorinus [d. c. A.D. 304], who wrote the first commentary on Revelation . . . at Revelation 10:11
notes: “He says this, because when John said these things he was in the island of Patmos, condemned to
labor of the mines by Caesar Domitian. There, therefore, he saw the Apocalypse; and when grown old,
he thought that he should at length receive his quittance by suffering, Domitian being killed, all his
judgments were discharged. And John being dismissed form the mines, thus subsequently delivered the
same Apocalypse which he had received from God.” Commenting further upon Revelation 17:10,
Victorinus states, “The time must be understood in which the written Apocalypse was published, since

then reigned Caesar Domitian.”%

Jerome, writing around 390, continues the witness of the late date:

In two places, Jerome stated clearly that John was banished under Domitian. First, in his Against
Jovinianum (A.D. 393), Jerome wrote that John was “a prophet, for he saw in the island of Patmos, to
which he had been banished by the Emperor Domitian as a martyr for the Lord, an Apocalypse
containing boundless mysteries of the future.” Second, Jerome’s most specific statement is found in his
Lives of Illustrious Men, where he writes about John’s banishment: “In the fourteenth year then after
Nero, Domitian having raised a second persecution, he was banished to the island of Patmos, and wrote

the Apocalypse, on which Justin Martyr>2-3% and Irenacus afterwards wrote commentaries.”®

Although opponents of the late date would have us understand this abundant witness as a single

statement by Irenaeus uncritically echoed by those that followed, it stands to reason that if there had
been a significant historic witness otherwise, there would necessarily be more indication in the historic

record.

2.11.4.2.2 - Nature of Christian Persecution

We discussed previously the bearing which emperor worship?!'41-2l might have as internal evidence

on the question at hand. There, we were dealing with a specific form of persecution related to the

requirement to worship the Roman Emperor. We treated this as internal evidence because the

connection between emperor worship and the description of the Beast>>°
is tentative.

Here we look at persecution in general during the time of Nerol>246

1 and persecution of believers

! and Domitian. The connection

between generic persecution and the churches of Asia, especially Smyrna, is more definite than that of

emperor worship. The letters to the seven churches!>*>%) are clearly written to reflect actual conditions
experienced by those churches at the time of writing. Although they say nothing explicit in relation to

emperor worship, the fact of Christian martyrdom is undeniable (Rev. 2:10, 13).

Beale prefers the later date because of indications that general Christian persecution intensified near

the end of the first century:

The letters in Revelation suggest that Jewish Christians were tempted to escape persecution by seeking
some form of identification with Jewish synagogues, which were exempted from emperor worship, and
that Gentile Christians were tempted to compromise with trade guild cults and even the emperor cult in
order to escape persecution. Such a situation is more likely to have been present toward the end of the

first century rather than earlier.

There is even record of Christian persecution involving both execution and exile under Domitian:

Dio Casius records that Domitian executed the aristocrat Flavious Clemens and banished his wife Flavia
Domitilla because of “atheism” (&esétl’]q [atheotes]). . . . Dio’s full statement views “atheism” as “a
charge on which many others who drifted into Jewish ways were condemned.” A similar but later
statement affirms that Domitian’s persecution was explicitly two-pronged, being directed against
“maiestas [treason]” or against “adopting the Jewish mode of life.” . . . With particular reference to
Flavia Domitilla, inscriptions and Christian tradition affirm that she professed Christianity, which would
have made her a prime candidate for a charge of “atheism” by those believing in the deity of the

emperor.67

Beale also notes that evidence is lacking that Nero’s persecution of Christians extended beyond Rome
to Asia Minor as reflected by the letters to the seven churches there.%®
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The different treatment of Peter and Paul (executed) versus John (banished) is more difficult to explain
if all three occurred under Nero’s reign:

Church history consistently testifies that both Peter and Paul were executed in Rome near the end of

Nero’s reign. Preteristsl®>%>°] maintain that during this same time the apostle John was banished to
Patmos by Nero. Why would Nero execute Peter and Paul and banish John? This seems inconsistent.
The different punishments for Peter and Paul as compared with John argue for the fact that they were
persecuted under different rulers. Moreover, there is no evidence of Nero’s use of banishment for

Christians.%®

Overall, it seems that evidence of Christian persecution in the book of Revelation is more characteristic
of the reign of Domitian than that of Nero.

2.11.4.2.3 - The Church at Smyrna

Some have observed that the church at Smyrna may not have existed until almost the time of
NeroB3-24%] allowing precious little time for it to have earned a reputation suitable for the
commendation given by Christ (Rev. 2:8-11).”°Polycarp233], bishop of Smyrna, writing to the
Philippians (ca. 110) indicates that the church at Smyrna post-dated Paul’s ministry, which is more in
keeping with a late date:
In his letter to the Philippians written in about A.D. 110, Polycarp says that the Smyrnaeans did not
know the Lord during the time Paul was ministering. “But I have not observed or heard of any such

thing among you, in whose midst the blessed Paul labored, and who were his letters of recommendation
in the beginning. For he boasts about you in all the churches—those alone, that is, which at that time had

come to know the Lord, for we had not yet come to know him.” [emphasis added]”!

2.11.4.2.4 - John in Asia

Thomas notes that if John arrived in Asia Minor in the late 60s, the early date must overcome problems
of timing:
A second reason for preferring the later date is the timing of John’s arrival in Asia. According to the best
information, he did not come to Asia from Palestine before the late 60s, at the time of the Jewish revolt
of A.D. 66-70. This was after Paul’s final visit to Asia in A.D. 65. ... A Neronic dating would hardly
allow time for him to have settled in Asia, to have replaced Paul as the respected leader of the Asian

churches, and then to have been exiled to Patmos before Nerol® 240 death in A.D. 68.72

Notes

1" “The book of Revelation has been dated as early as Claudius (AD 41-54) and as late as Trajan (AD 98-117). . .
. The majority of scholars place the composition of the Apocalypse either during the reign of Domitian (AD

81-96) or toward the end or immediately after the reign of Nerol*1?! (AD 54-68).”—Robert H. Mounce, The
Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), 31-32.

“The early date is especially important to those viewing the main intention of the book as prophecy of the

imminentt>230 destruction of Jerusalem: interpreters who hold to the early date generally understand the book

primarily as a polemic against apostate Jewish faith.”—Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A
Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 4.
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Richard L. Mayhue, ed., The Master's Seminary Journal, vol. 5 (Sun Valley, CA: The Master's Seminary,
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Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1966), s.v. “Latest Possible Date.”

3> Mark Hitchcock, “The Stake in the Heart—The A.D. 95 Date of Revelation,” in Tim LaHaye, and Thomas Ice,
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2.12 - Systems of Interpretation

We now arrive at the major fork in the road in understanding the book of Revelation. If you have
traveled with us thus far, you are aware of various factors which influence how one understands this

last book of the Bible. We’ve discussed how anti-supernaturalism'>>) and categorizing the book as

[2.6]

apocryphal genrel>®l can contribute toward a tendency to see the book as hyperbolel’22"] or a veiled

political document. We’ve also discussed the importance of how symbols are interpreted®’) and the

2.72]

importance of meaningt>’\1 for a proper interpretation'>”-? to result. We also mentioned attacks upon

the authority of the book by way of questioning its apostolic authorship®>°! and acceptance into the
canon>19, All of these aspects are brought together in the topic at hand: the various systems of

interpretation through which the text of the book is understood.
Ice identifies the major approaches to interpreting prophecy which are typically found when studying
the book of Revelation:

There are four approaches to interpreting prophecy, and all related to time: past, present, future, and
timeless. These are known as preterism[? 1221 (past), historicism?'>* (present), futurism!>12] (future),

2.12.3

and idealism! I (timeless).!

We would add a fifth approach known as eclecticl?1?! (mixed).

Systems of Interpretation Compared

Name Time Period Revelation Chapters 4-19

Preterism>122] | past Describes the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 or the fall of
Rome in A.D. 476.

Historicism2-1241 | present Describes major events of Christian history spanning from John’s
time to the Second Coming of Christ.

Futurism(212:5] future Describes a future period prior to the Second Coming of Christ.

Tdealism!2-12-3] timeless Describes spiritual truths. Good will eventually prevail over evil.
Readers are encouraged in their current trials.

Ecclecticl2-12-6] mixed Typically favors idealism while borrowing some elements from
other systems.

Each “system of interpretation” approaches the text with a different set of presuppositions and
necessarily derives a different understanding of the meaning conveyed by the book. Here is the source
of the primary “confusion” over the book and why so many despair of grasping its contents. Not only
are there a number of major interpretive systems applied to the book, but within each system there is a
certain amount of variation in understanding the secondary features of the text. The amount of
interpretive variation within each interpretive system ranges from relatively little (futurist) to large and

substantial (historicist, idealist, eclectic).

In keeping with the previously stated Golden Rule of Interpretation™>??4, we believe that the Futurist
Interpretation!? 121 is the correct approach to understanding the book of Revelation. It results in the
most consistent understanding among practitioners of any one system and has the benefit of being
applicable across the entire body of Scripture from Genesis to Revelation. It also has the advantage of
being the normal way most people read throughout the day and is as equally applicable to
understanding a breakfast menu as an owner’s manual for an automobile.

When we use literal interpretation, we retain the eschatological worldview of the contemporaries of
Jesus and the New Testament:

The Dead Sea Scrolls offer to us a window into the eschatological worldview of Jesus and the New
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Testament. Their eschatology followed a literal interpretation of prophetic texts and a
numerological calculation of temporal indicators in judgment and pronouncements, and understood a
postponement of the final age, while not abandoning their hope of it. In many ways their eschatology
was not dissimilar from modern Christian premillennialismP®?%1 and reveals that as a system of
interpretation, premillennialism is more closely aligned to the first-century Jewish context than

competing eschatological systems. [emphasis added]?

Our treatment of the book will make mention of alternative interpretations at important junctures, but
to attempt to mention them all would only lead to hopeless confusion and a commentary spanning
thousands of pages which might never be completed! “It is nearly impossible to consider all the

interpretive options offered by people holding the other three views.”*

Nevertheless, it is important to understand each of the popular systems in order to grasp how widely
different results can be derived from the identical text.

2.12.1 - The Importance of Interpretation

The importance of having an objective guide to interpret the text can be seen in the following
comments of Gregg who has taught the book of Revelation over a considerable period of time. “Over
the next decade, I found myself favoring first one view and then another as I became aware of the

merits of each.” “Revelation was written to be understood and to confer a blessing upon its readers, . .
. Some readers may be curious about my own approach to the book of Revelation. It is not my desire to
showcase my own opinions (which have changed a number of times and may do so again in the

future) . . . ” [emphasis added]®

When those who purport to guide the inexperienced shift between the major interpretive views, is it
any wonder many despair of ever understanding this book? The adverse effects of a waffling teacher
upon his students is surely one of the reasons why teachers will receive greater judgment (Jas. 3:1).
“Many are told that scholars themselves are woefully divided as to the meaning of this prophecy. And
if godly men who study God’s Word cannot figure out its meaning, how can the average Christian?

With such a comprehensive and interpretive mountain to climb, Revelation unfortunately remains a

closed book to many people.”’

If experienced teachers are so unsure about how to approach the text that they admit they may be
teaching quite different conclusions to the next batch of students who follow their guidance, how
valuable can such guidance be in the first place? Such an approach denies the perspicuity of Scripture
and the stated intention God gives for the book (Rev. 1:1, 3)!

Gregg’s words above underscore the importance of being consistent in one’s system of interpretation.
If one is unsure about the principles underlying how to read and understand the text, then confusion
and lack of conviction are sure to be the result. This can hardly result in the blessing promised by God
(Rev. 1:3).

Since every interpreter makes a commitment, implicitly if not explicitly, to a particular system of
interpretation, it is important to recognize errors which result when any one of the systems is taken to
an unbiblical extreme:

A return to the Biblical text is the only recourse in this strife of opposing theories. The truth in each
[interpretive system] is drawn from its accord with the statements of Revelation; the error in each arises

from an overextension of the truth or from an exaggeration of some one interest.®

In the treatment of interpretive systems which follows, considerably more space is devoted to
describing the preterist>>%1 system. Although it is our view that only the futurist interpretation
properly reflects the intended meaning of the text and that the other views are to be faulted in their
departure from literal hermeneutics'>%2%), we spend extra time on preterism because of its seeming rise
in popularity at the time of our writing. It is our hope to expose the major shortcomings of the
approach so that some who might have been swayed by its teachings are better able to discern the
dangers.

For an excellent chart by Daniel Atkin, Robert Sloan, and Craig Blaising summarizing and comparing
the views of the different interpretive systems with respect to the book of Revelation, see [Trent C.
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Butler, Chad Brand, Charles Draper, and Archie England, eds., Broadman and Holman Illustrated
Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2003), s.v. “Revelation”].

2.12.2 - Preterist Interpretation

The term “preterismB2°1 is based on the Latin preter, which means “past.” Preterism understands
certain eschatological passages which are yet future as having already been fulfilled. All biblical
interpreters understand that certain prophecies have been fulfilled, but preterists differ in that they
interpret a greater portion of Scripture as already having come to pass. There are different types of
preterism resulting from differences in views as to which passages have been fulfilled and what events
they were “fulfilled” by.

2.12.2.1 - Types of Preterism

Mild or partial preterism'>*>>1 holds that most of the prophecies of Revelation were fulfilled in either
the fall of Jerusalem (A.D. 70) or the fall of the Roman Empire (A.D. 476), but the Second Coming of
Christ is yet future. This form of preterism is orthodox and is the most frequent view encountered in
our day.

Moderate preterism has become, in our day, mainstream preterism. Today it appears to be the most
widely held version of preterism. Simply put, moderates see almost all prophecy as fulfilled in the A.D.
70 destruction of Jerusalem, but they also believe that a few passages still teach a yet future second
coming (Acts 1:9-11; 1Cor. 15:51-53; 1Th. 4:16-17) and the resurrection of believers at Christ’s bodily
return. . . . In addition to R.C. Sproul, some well-known moderate preterists include Kenneth L. Gentry,
Jr., Gary DeMar, and the late David Chilton (who converted to full preterism after all his books were

published).!?

Full, extreme, or consistent preterism holds that all the prophecies of Revelation are already fulfilled,
that we are currently living spiritually in the “new heavens and new earth” and denies a future bodily
return of Jesus. Full or consistent preterism is heretical.

Extreme or full preterists view themselves as “consistent” preterists. . . . Extreme preterists believe that
“the second coming MUST HAVE already occurred, since it was one of the things predicted in the O.T.
which had to be fulfilled by the time Jerusalem was destroyed” . . . This means there will never be a
future second coming, for it already occurred in A. D. 70. Further, there will be no bodily resurrection of
believers, which is said to have occurred in A.D. 70 in conjunction with the second coming. Full
preterists believe that we now have been spiritually resurrected and will live forever with spiritual
bodies when we die. . . . Full preterists say . . . we are now living in what we would call the eternal state
or the new heavens and new earth of Revelation 21-22. Champions of this view include the originator of
full preterism, . . . J. Stuart Russell . . . Max R. King and his son, Tim . . . David Chilton . . . Ed Stevens,

Don K. Preston, John Noe, and John L. Bray.ll

Although mild (partial) preterism is considered orthodox, full (extreme, consistent) preterism denies
the bodily Second Coming of Christ and so is outside of orthodoxy. While one is most likely to
encounter the mild preterist view in reading commentaries on the book of Revelation, one should be
aware of the tendency of mild or partial preterism to develop into full or consistent preterism, thus
crossing the line between orthodoxy and heresy. “Extreme preterism is sometimes known as
‘consistent preterism’ because it consistently applies the principles of preterism to all prophecy. If
moderate preterists were consistent, they unavoidably would be extreme preterists, and would have to

deny the reality of the eternal state.”!?

Since full (extreme, consistent) preterism is heretical and less frequently encountered, we will focus
primarily upon mild (moderate, partial) preterism which seems to be increasingly popular in our day.

In its approach to the book of Revelation, partial preterism divides into two primary views concerning
what events are foretold by the book: “Preterists hold that the major prophecies of the book were

fulfilled either in the fall of Jerusalem (AD 70) or the fall of Rome (AD 476).”'3 “The second form of
preterist interpretation holds that Revelation is a prophecy of the fall of the Roman Empire, ‘Babylon

the Great,” the persecutor of the saints, in the fifth century A.D. The purpose of the book is to

encourage Christians to endure because their persecutors assuredly will be judged.”!*
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2.12.2.2 - The Motivations of Preterism

Although all preterists©2>% insist that their view of Scripture is the best way to understand and explain
the text, it is useful to understand that some preterists are influenced in their tendency to interpret
future passages as having been already fulfilled by a variety of motives. One motive is to respond to
the criticism of skeptics who have pointed out that Jesus’ promises to come soon have not yet
materialized. Preterists believe that their view that Jesus has come in a “spiritual way” prior to A.D. 70
vindicates the Bible in the eyes of such skeptics (e.g., Bertrand Russell). But tailoring interpretation to
favor non-believers is unlikely to win them to Christ.

Do preterists think that Bertrand Russell, or anyone else who is antagonistic to the Christian faith, is
going to be convinced that the Bible is God’s Word by arguing that Jesus came in A.D. 70? A preterist
coming [of Christ] is a pathetic coming. It does no honor. . . to the integrity of Scripture. The
substitutionary atonement of Christ, the Trinitarian nature of the Godhead, and many other [doctrines],
are all truths that come from Scripture, but also truths that invite the attack of agnostics, atheists,
humanists, and secularists. Why is it, when we come to prophecy, that suddenly we must tailor our

interpretation to suit non-believers?!

As we have previously mentioned, there is also the motivation to remove what appears to be a coming
global judgment out of the path of Christian reconstructionism and dominion. How are Christians to be
motivated to convert the governmental institutions of the world through political action if the book of
Revelation, understood in a normal way, seems to describe an unparalleled time of persecution and
global catastrophe in divine response by God to global apostasy on the part of the nations?
[Gentry] associates cultural defeatism and retreatist pietism with assigning a late date to Revelation and
wants to date the book before A.D. 70 so as to have biblical support for the implementation of long-term

Christian cultural progress and dominion. This probably reflects his basic motivation for the early dating

of Revelation: a desire for an undiluted rationale to support Christian social and political involvement. '

If it is not practical to undermine the authority of the book, then the next best thing is to reinterpret its
teachings in a way which sweeps its predictive revelation aside. This is accomplished within preterism

by moving the future back to the past.!”

But how could what appears to be a global time of unparalleled trouble (Dan. 12:1; Jer. 30:7; Mtt.
24:21; Mark 13:19; Rev. 3:10; 7:14) be moved from the future to the past? The way preterism
accomplishes this shift is to explain that the book’s description of a coming time of tribulation
involving Babylon and the earth dwellers!>?1%/ is actually a veiled description of God’s wrath being
poured out on Jerusalem and the Jews in the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome in A.D. 70.

The Preterist will be glad to remind the futurist that the opening verses of Revelation chapter one
indicate a first-century fulfillment: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto him, to shew
unto his servants things which must shortly come to pass. . . for the time is at hand ” (Rev. 1:1, 3). For
the preterist, the book of Revelation was written around A.D. 68 and it has the same focus as the Olivet
Discourse: some impending disaster in the immediate future that will affect the ancient Roman world.

What might that be? Preterists unanimously point to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70.'3

The events of the book are understood as describing this time period, localized to the events of Rome
and the Mediterranean, and during which Nerol3->46] (most commonly) occupies the role of the

Beast'>29] of Revelation 13. In the destruction of Jerusalem, the Jewish state finds its ultimate
judgment and complete rejection while the blessings of the kingdom are transferred to the “New
Israel,” the Church. Never mind that John uses completely different terms to describe the primary
recipients of God’s wrath, the preterist manages to maneuver Israel into place as the recipient of God’s
judgment. ““ “The preterist perspective . . . sees . . . Babylon the Great’ represent[ing] apostate Israel,
who aids Rome in oppressing Christians. Accordingly, part of the purpose of the book is to encourage
Christians that their Jewish persecutors will be judged for their apostasy and to assure the readers that
they are now the true Israel.”!” The preterist identifies the Beast of Revelation with pagan Rome which
Daniel sees as the object of final judgment, but then insists that it is apostate Israel that is the focus of

God’s judgment in the book of Revelation.?

Although many preterists are devout, conservative, and orthodox in their views, the preterist system of
interpretation has also attracted liberal and neo-orthodox interpreters who tend to view the Scriptures
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as a textbook for sociological progress and minimize its supernatural and judgmental elements.?!

In summary, preterism is often fueled by several underlying motivations: First, a desire to move the
time of tribulation described by the book of Revelation from the future into the past. This removes a

major stumbling block to the view of Dominion Theology>21") as embraced by Christian
reconstructionists that all the world’s institutions will eventually come under the sway of Christianity
through the worldwide dissemination and progression of the gospel. Second, a desire to reinterpret the
many passages in both Q7132311 and N713248] which speak of a future time of restoration and blessing
involving the nation Israel as applying to the Church. Israel’s rejection of Messiah Jesus is seen as an
irrecoverable error necessitating the replacement of Israel by the Church as the spiritual inheritor of
previous promises to Israel.?> Third, an attempt to interpret Scripture in a way which minimizes the
objections of skeptics. Fourth, a desire on the part of more liberal preterists to avoid taking predictive
prophesy as supernatural and descriptive of events to come.

2.12.2.3 - The Beginning of Preterism

As will become evident in our discussion of the futurist system of interpretation'®'23), the early church

[5.2.59]

was not preterist in its outlook.

Dr. Henry Alford summarized the early history of preterism this way: “The Praeterist view found no
favour, and was hardly so much as thought of, in the times of primitive Christianity. Those who lived
near the date of the book itself had no idea that its groups of prophetic imagery were intended merely to

describe things then passing, and to be in a few years completed.”??

Justin Martyr32361 (c. 100-165), who would have been in a position to know believers who had lived
through the events of Nerol>24%] and the fall of Jerusalem, knows nothing of preterism:

Justin Martyr . . . certainly knew many believers who had lived through the events of A.D. 70. He also
clearly regarded the second coming of Christ as a future event. . . . Justin, who could not have written
much more than fifty years after the destruction of Jerusalem, still saw a future fulfillment of both the
Tribulation prophecies and the return of Christ in glory. [emphasis added]?*

The Didache or Teaching of the Twelve (dated as early as A.D. 70 or soon thereafter) evidences a

futurist interpretation of the Olivet Discourse, one of the favorite passages frequently used in support
25

of the preterist view.
Most cite the Spanish Jesuit Alcasar, who died in 1614, as the first real preterist.”’Even then, his
development of a preterist interpretation is seen to be in response to the Reformers having identified
Babylon with the Roman church and a need to provide an alternative understanding:

[Alcazar’s] work was not free from controversial bias. The Reformers had identified Babylon with the
Roman church, and had succeeded in making the Revelation a powerful controversial weapon in their
favor. In order to offset this interpretation, Alcazar attempted to show that Revelation had no
application to the future. [emphasis added]?’

Tenney puts his finger on the heart-beat of preterism. The same motivation fueled Alcasar as modern
preterists: a desire to show that what God appears to have predicted concerning the future is in fact not
coming upon the earth. It is our conviction that preterism is helping to lay the groundwork to
undermine the predictions of the book of Revelation so that a future apostate Church lacks an
understanding of the anti-Christ role it occupies prior to His return.

It seems that the further we get from the events of John’s day, the more popular it becomes to
understand events of his day as having “fulfilled” the predictions of the book of Revelation. But what
is especially troubling about this trend is that evidence seems totally lacking that those much closer to

the events and culture of John’s day had any notion of the preterist perspective:?

If the preterist contention that the prophecies of the Olivet Discourse and Revelation were fulfilled in the
first century is true, then why is there no evidence that the early church understood these prophecies in
this way? . . . There is zero indication, from known, extant writings, that anyone understood the New

Testament prophecies from a preterist perspective.2”
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2.12.2.4 - Hermeneutics of Preterism

[5.2.26 5.2.59

Although a full discussion of the hermeneutics®22% of preterism>2> is beyond the scope of our
purpose here, it is helpful to understand some key aspects concerning how preterists approach the
interpretation of Scripture in general, and the book of Revelation in particular.

The hermeneutics of preterism places great emphasis on all passages which convey the notion of
“soon” or could be understood as teaching that certain events should have occurred near to the time of
the New Testament.

The preterist system of interpretation involves a “slippery slope” where some so-called “time texts” are
said to have already been fulfilled (Rev. 1:3; 2:16; 3:11), whereas other equivalent time texts are left as
possibly future (e.g., Rev. 22:20). The “slippery slope” begins with mild preterism, and leads toward
full (extreme) preterism which denies the Second Coming of Christ (heresy). The basic tension
preterism has is if some of the passages which state that Jesus‘coming is “near” must indicate His
return within the generation that heard these statements, then why not all such passages? Yet if this
view is applied to all such passages consistently (the view of consistent preterism ), then passages such
as Revelation 22:20, “Surely, I am coming quickly,” which an overwhelming number of commentators
hold to refer to His physical, bodily return, must also have been fulfilled and so all of Jesus’ promises
about His Second Coming must have already occurred. The problem here is that the preterist approach

denies the doctrine of imminency®>?3%. (See our discussion of Imminency!*31.)

Preterists believe in the doctrine of imminency, but deny that passages which teach the any-moment
return of Christ have in view His literal Second Coming. “Our study of the New Testament is
drastically off-course if we fail to take into account the apostolic expectation of an imminent Coming
of Christ (not the Second Coming) which would destroy ‘this generation’ of Israel and fully establish

the New Covenant Church.”? But Scripture teaches that the any-moment coming of Jesus is not just a
symbolic “cloud coming” of preterism which is neither discernible by the skeptical world nor by His

Church,?' rather, He may come at any moment to gather the Church to Himself (John 14:1-3; 1Th.
4:13-18; 1Cor. 15:51-53).

So one thing to notice concerning the hermeneutics of mild preterism is its inconsistent treatment of
passages concerning the coming of Christ. It tends to place as many Second Coming passages in the
past as possible, taking care not to post-date passages which are especially germane to Christ’s bodily
Second Coming and risk falling into the heresy of full preterism. This is what happened with the late
David Chilton. His commentary on the book of Revelation, written while a mild preterist, takes
Revelation 22:6-7 as having been fulfilled in the first-century.3?Eventually he came to believe that all
Second Coming passages found their fulfillment in the first century and became a full preterist,
denying a future bodily return of Christ.

It seems that more and more preterists are becoming hyperpreterists. . . . [mild preterism’s view] opens
the door for people to move into the heretical position of hyper-preterism. . . . we have already seen the
late David Chilton take this route. Walt Hibbard, the former owner of Great Christian Books (previously
known as Puritan and Reformed Book Company), once a reconstructionist, moved from partial to full
preterism. . . . Once a person accepts the basic tenets of preterism, it is hard to stop and resist the appeal

to preterize all Bible prophecy.>?

Most preterists stop short of allegorizing away the bodily return of Christ (the error of /iyper-preterism).
But it is frankly hard to see how any preterist could ever give a credible refutation of hyper-preterism
from Scripture, given the fact that the hermeneutical approach underlying both views is identical. Hyper-

preterists simply apply the preterist method more consistently to a/l New Testament prophecy.>*

The preterist interpreter views all prophetic passages through a set of glasses which require that nearly
all time indicators such as “soon,” “quickly,” “near,” “at hand,” etc. be understood as having had a first
century fulfillment. As we mentioned above, for the preterist who holds to a yet future literal bodily
return of Christ, there are at least some passages concerning His return which do not have a first-
century fulfillment (e.g., Rev. 22:20). The problem for the preterist then becomes one of determining
which passages teach an imminent return which he will allow to stretch out for nearly 2000 years like
the futurist, and which to assert as being already fulfilled by a non-physical cloud coming of Christ.
For wherever a “time text” is associated with the return of Jesus which the preterist believes requires a
first-century fulfillment, an invisible, spiritual coming of Christ “must” have occurred. But this gets

LRI
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tricky because non-literal, invisible “comings” are a dime a dozen—being impossible to objectively
validate since there are no witnesses.> Here is the Achilles Heel of the preterist hermeneutic: when
and when not to “go spiritual” in understanding a passage.

While the initial dilemma is restricted mostly to Second Coming passages, it soon extends outward to a
myriad of prophetic predictions because in order to find a first-century fulfillment to the many details
which Scripture has revealed as yet future, the preterist is forced into searching historic documents in a
sort of “newspaper exegesis after-the-fact” to find some event or persona who has a similarity to the
Scriptural text.

Preterists search first century “newspapers” to see what events fit in with their scheme of first-century
fulfillment. Though futurists are often charged with practicing “newspaper exegesis,” preterists are the
real masters of the art. Interestingly, for the preterist, the closer we move to the time of the Lord’s

physical return, the farther we get from the events they believe are indicated in the book of Revelation.3¢

Sometimes a similar event or persona is found, although never one that fulfills the details of the text
for a careful reader. Other times the record of history is unable to produce. This eventuates a symbolic
interpretation or spiritualization of the text because some prophetic events are completely lacking a
first-century analog. Thus enters another characteristic of preterist interpretation: a flipping back and
forth between taking the text literally or symbolically:
The biggest problem with the preterist position is the lack of consistent hermeneutics. They work hard to
find historical evidence of [literal] prophetic fulfillment in the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Any

time an event described in a prophecy cannot be linked to an actual historical event, preterists
immediately resort to a symbolic interpretation of the text. . . . What are the criteria for taking something

literally? When does something become symbolic?3’

Preterists are inconsistent when they interpret Revelation’s numbers. On the one hand, they interpret the
numbers 42 (Revelation 13:5), 666 (Revelation 13:8), and 1, 5, and 7 (Revelation 17:10) in a
straightforward, literal fashion. On the other hand, preterists contend that the numbers 1,000, 12,000,

and 144,000 are purely symbolic.3®

The preterist hermeneutic is like a vehicle with two gears. The route along the text proceeds in first
gear (literal interpretation) until a “bump” appears in the road (lack of historic fulfillment). Then the
preterist shifts to second gear (symbolic or figurative interpretation) to get over the bump before
dropping back into first gear.

Since preterism sees almost all of the book of Revelation as having already been fulfilled in the past, it
holds that nearly the entire book is focused solely on the readership of John’s day.>One wonders how
many first-time readers of the book of Revelation who arrive without any special bias would reach the
following conclusion of preterism?
The Book of Revelation is not about the Second Coming of Christ. It is about the destruction of
Israel and Christ’s victory over His enemies in the establishment of the New Covenant Temple. In fact,

as we shall see, the word coming as used in the book of Revelation never refers to the Second Coming.

Revelation prophesies the judgment of God on apostate Israel. [emphasis added]*

2.12.2.5 - Damaging God’s Word

There are so many problems and dangers associated with preterism!>2>%, it is difficult to know how to
enumerate them. Here we will touch on our main concerns regarding this system of interpretation and
the damage it does to God’s Word:

1. A Denial of Predictive Prophecy - Preterism removes the capstone of God’s written
revelation. The last book of the Bible no longer includes information covering the entire sway
of history through the physical Second Coming of Christ, but has largely spent its significance
as a historical document concerning events over 1900 years ago involving Rome and Israel.
All that remains is a hazy notion that somehow the eternal state must be what we are

experiencing on earth now.*!

2. A Denial of Global Judgment - Preterism localizes the book of Revelation making it nearly
impossible to see how God could have described events truly global and future if that had
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been His intent.*2

3. A Denial of Reality - If we are in the new heavens and new earth of Revelation 21-22 as
preterists would have us believe, then Scripture means nothing. Either that, or we need to
begin embracing a dualistic view of reality which denies our common senses, similar to that
of Christian Science. The transition set forth in the creation of a new heavens and a new earth
and a complete removal of the curse of Genesis is simply not evident to any objective

observer. If this is the new heavens, Jesus was a charlatan.*> Moreover, it would be news to
most people in the world that the decisive victory of Satan portrayed in the book of
Revelation has already been accomplished.*

4. A Blurring of Canonical'>21?! Boundaries - Preterism majors on searching first-century
non-canonical writings for “fulfillments” to predictive prophecy. The results are predictable.
Teaching and writing by preterists invariably draws almost as heavily from non-canonical
writings (the “fulfillments”) as Scripture (the predictions). We have witnessed the effects of

this blurring of the boundary of the canon firsthand, especially on new untaught believers.

The result is the elevation of faulty historic writings and the denigration of inerrant!>232

Scripture. There is also the danger of pointing inexperienced believers to errant and
uninspired apocryphalt®?>] and historical writings as the main diet in the place of God’s Holy
Word.#

5. A Denial of the Imminent'>*3" Second Coming - As more and more passages dealing with
Christ’s return are interpreted as first-century “cloud comings,” the imminent expectation of
His Second Coming, so central to the expectation of the New Testament, fades. Commenting
on the writing of commentaries, preterist Chilton observes, “Indeed, if my eschatology is
correct, the Church has many more years left to write many more words!” [emphasis

added]*® So much for an expectation of the imminent return of our Lord!

2.12.3 - Idealist Interpretation

Mounce and Osborne provide a good summary of the idealist approach to interpreting the book of
Revelation

Its proponents hold that Revelation is not to be taken in reference to any specific events at all but as an
expression of those basic principles on which God acts throughout history. . . . The idealist approach
continues the allegorical interpretation which dominated exegesis throughout the medieval period and
still finds favor with those inclined to minimize the historical character of the coming consummation. . .

. Its weakness lies in the fact that it denies to the book any specific historical fulfillment.*’

This popular approach argues that the symbols do not relate to historical events but rather to timeless
spiritual truths. . . . As such, it relates primarily to the church between the advents, that is, between
Christ’s first and second comings. Thus it concerns the battle between God and evil and between the
church and the world at all times in church history. . . . The millennium in this approach is not a future

event but the final cycle of the book . . . describing the church age.*8

By employing allegorical interpretation, the book is reduced to a symbolic exhibition of good versus
evil. “The more moderate form of allegorical interpretation, following Augustine, . . . regards the book
of Revelation as presenting in a symbolic way the total conflict between Christianity and evil or, as
Augustine put it, the City of God versus the City of Satan.”*

Idealists have much in common with preterists’>2>°) in that they avoid an understanding of the book of

Revelation which would seem to be describing future events. Here again, there is an overemphasis on
the readers of John’s day, as if the book were only written to describe historic events of their time and
hold devotional value for those that follow:

Its flaw is not so much in what it affirms as in what it denies. Many idealists could be classed as
preterists, since they hold that the imagery of the Apocalypse is taken from its immediate world, and that
the prevailing conditions of Domitian’s reign are reflected in the symbolic episodes that fill its pages.
They refuse to assign to them any literal historical significance for the future, and they deny all
predictive prophecy except in the most general sense of the ultimate triumph of righteousness. “The
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problem with this alternative is that it holds that Revelation does not depict any final consummation to

history, whether in God’s final victory or in a last judgment of the realm of evil.”>!>°

Idealist Calkins summarizes idealism in five propositions:

1) It is an irresistible summons to heroic living. 2) The book contains matchless appeals to endurance. 3)
It tells us that evil is marked for overthrow in the end. 4) It gives us a new and wonderful picture of
Christ. 5) The Apocalypse reveals to us the fact that history is in the mind of God and in the hand of

Christ as the author and reviewer of the moral destinies of men.>2

Thus, the capstone of biblical revelation, chock full of self-proclaimed prophetic relevance, is reduced
to something akin to a devotional >3

Idealism also suffers from an inconsistency of interpretation where small sections are interpreted
literally, but then the interpreter reverts back to symbolism and allegory. There is no clear or consistent
means for determining when this shift should occur. A fundamental mistake is made when the fact that
John is receiving revelation through a series of visions is seen as license to hold that John’s
communication is something less than logically coherent.

They have John in a sort of “dream world” until their personally contrived formula has him revert to a
literal mode of predicting the future in more precise terms. To be sure, the bulk of the Apocalypse
resulted from John’s prophetic trance(s) . . . (Rev. 1:10; 4:2; 17:3; 21:10). There is, however, no
justification for equating such a trance with a dream where logical coherence is nonexistent. Though in
some sort of ecstatic state, John’s spirit was wide awake and its powers were exercised with unusual

alertness and clarity.54

In our view, the idealist interpretation has only one aspect to commend it: an appreciation of the value
of the realities recorded in the book of Revelation to all the people of God throughout history.
Especially to those who face great trials, persecution, or even martyrdom. With this, we
wholeheartedly agree. In almost every other way, we oppose the idealist interpretation because it

violates the Golden Rule of Interpretation™22* and makes an accurate historical understanding of the
events God has revealed almost impossible.

The bankruptcy of this approach is best illustrated by the huge variation in the interpretive results of its
practitioners. If the idealist interpretation is the correct one, then the true meaning of the book of
Revelation cannot be reliably determined. But then perhaps it would not matter if the book were given
only to inspire the saints!

2.12.4 - Historicist Interpretation

The historicist system of interpretation understands the book of Revelation as setting forth the major
events of Christian history spanning the time of John until the present.> “Historicist interpreters
generally see Revelation as predicting the major movements of Christian history, most of which have
been fulfilled up to the time of the commentator.”>® “Proponents of this method have tended to take
Rev. 2-19, including the seals, trumpets, and bowls as well as the interludes, as prophetic of salvation

history, that is, the development of church history within world history.”>” This view has also been
called the continuist view.>8
The beginning of historicism has been attributed to Joachim of Fiore (12th century) or Nicolas of Lyra

(died 1340).

This approach began with Joachim of Fiore in the twelfth century. He claimed that a vision had told him
the 1,260 days of the Apocalypse prophesied the events of Western history from the time of the apostles
until the present. The Franciscans followed Joachim and like him interpreted the book relating to pagan
Rome and the papacy (due to corruption in the church). Later the Reformers . . . also favored this

method, with the pope as the Antichrist>2315°

Nicolas of Lyra (teacher of theology at Paris, died 1340) . . . Abandoning the theory of recapitulation, he
finds in the course of the book prediction of a continuous series of events from the apostolic age to the
final consummation. The seals refer to the period extending into the reign of Domitian; in the later parts
are predicted the Arian and other heresies, the spread of Mohammedism, Charlemagne, the Crusades,

and other historical details.®®
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The historicist view has been the interpretive approach of numerous well-known individuals: Albert
Barnes, Bengel, Elliott, Martin Luther, Joseph Mede, Isaac Newton, Vitringa, William Whiston, and

John Wycliffe.%! See Ice for a summary of historicist interpretation of Revelation 6-19 (that of Albert
Barnes).%?

One of the problems the historicist view encounters is that the events of the book of Revelation appear
to be clustered within a relatively short time period (Rev. 11:2-3; 12:6, 14; 13:5). In order to apply this
period to history from the time of John to that of the interpreter, the 1260 days of the time period are
understood as “prophetic days” and interpreted as years

The principal difficulty in the way was to dispose of the predictions which limited the final stage of
Antichrist’s career to forty-two months, or twelve hundred sixty days. This was accomplished by what is
known as the “year-day” theory, which regards each of the 1260 days as “prophetic days,” that is, as
1260 years, and thus sufficient room was afforded to allow for the protracted history of Roman

Catholicism.®

A variation on this approach was to use the 2,300 days of Daniel 8:14 to arrive at yet a longer period of
time. %4
One of the primary motives behind the full development of historicism was a desire to interpret the

book of Revelation as an anti-Roman Catholic polemic where the Beas#>2°] was seen as denoting the

pope and the papacy. This suited the needs of the enemies of the “Babylonish” papacy, especially
during the Reformation. “This method of interpreting the book of Revelation achieved considerable
stature in the Reformation because of its identification of the pope and the papacy with the beasts of
Revelation 13. Thiessen lists Wycliffe, Luther, Joseph Mede, Sir Isaac Newton, William Whiston,

Elliott, Vitringa, Bengel, and Barnes as adherents of this approach.”® Pink sees historicism and its

anti-pope focus as being a key contributor to the rise of postmillennialism!>2-°]

The dominant view which has been held by Protestants since the time of the Reformation is that the
many predictions relating to the Antichrist describe, instead, the rise, progress, and doom of the papacy.
This mistake has led to others, and given rise to the scheme of prophetic interpretation which has
prevailed throughout Christendom. When the predictions concerning the Man of Sin were allegorized,
consistency required that all associated and collateral predictions should also be allegorized, and
especially those which relate to his doom, and the kingdom which is to be established on the overthrow
of his power. When the period of his predicted course was made to measure the whole duration of the
papal system, it naturally followed that the predictions of the associated events should be applied to the
history of Europe from the time that the Bishop of Rome became recognized as the head of the Western
Churches. It was, really, this mistake of Luther and his contemporaries in applying to Rome the
prophecies concerning the Antichrist which is responsible, we believe, for the whole modern system of
post-millennialism.%

Historicism suffers with idealism in the variety of interpretations which arise from its proponents

Elliott, in his Horae Apocalypticae , holds that the trumpets (Rev. 8:6-9:21) cover the period from A.D.
395 to A.D. 1453, beginning with the attacks on the Western Roman empire by the Goths and
concluding with the fall of the Eastern empire to the Turks. The first trumpet was the invasion of the
Goths under Alaric, who sacked Rome; the second was the invasion under Genseric, who conquered
North Africa; the third was the raid of the Huns under Attila, who devastated central Europe. The fourth
was the collapse of the empire under the conquest of Odoacer. The locusts of the fifth trumpet were the
Moslem hordes that poured into the west between the sixth and eighth centuries, and the sixth judgment

of the four angels bound at the Euphrates (Rev. 9:14) was the growth and spread of the Turkish power.67

This has led to endless speculation that is totally without biblical support. Identifications have included
monks and friars as “locusts,” Muhammad as the “fallen star,” Alaric the Goth as the first trumpet,

Elizabeth I as the first bowl, Martin Luther as the angel of Sardis, Adolf Hitler as the red horse.%8

The key problem for historicism is the need to constrain the events of the book of Revelation into the
historic mold brought to the text by the interpreter. Since different interpreters give priority and
attention to different historical events or geographical regions, the results predictably vary. Moreover,
when the chain of events of the book mismatch those of the historic period, there is the need to leave
literal interpretation for the flexibility of spiritual interpretation. Thus, an inconsistent interpretive

approach results.%® John Hendrik de Vries decries the historical method of interpretation: “It turns
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exegesis into an artful play of ingenuity.””°

Historicism is not very popular today. This is partly because of its consistent failure to account for the
actual events of history to our own time.”! The variation in results obtained by proponents has also been
so great that it tends to invalidate the approach.”?Osborne lists a number of weaknesses of the system,
including: (1) an identification only with Western Church history; (2) the inherent speculation involved
in the parallels with world history;”® (3) the fact that it must be reworked with each new period of
world history.”

The historicist position, . . . suffers from the inability of interpreters of this school to establish a specific
verifiable criterion of judgment whereby positive identification for the fulfillment of specific prophecies
can be proved to be historically fulfilled by specific events in world history, in historical instances of
fulfillment to which most of the interpreters of this school could agree. The method requires the student
of Revelation to go outside the Bible and seek for the fulfillment of predictions in the past events of
world history, and to one not well taught in history the method is impossible to carry out, leaving the

book of Revelation largely closed to the ordinary reader.”

The historical interpreters differ so much among themselves that we may well ask, Which one of them
are we to believe? It is this very diversity which has caused so many earnest students to put the

Apocalypse aside in despair.76

Modern advocates of historicism include the Seventh-Day Adventists and the followers of the late
David Koresh of Waco, Texas.”’

2.12.5 - Futurist Interpretation

The approach to interpreting the book of Revelation which has gained perhaps the widest exposure of
all systems of interpretation in recent times is the futurist interpretation. This is a result of a number of
seminaries in the recent past which have championed a literal interpretative approach to all of Scripture
within a framework which understands related Old Testament passages and promises involving Israel,
and which distinguishes between Israel and the Church. The futurist interpretation is the basic
interpretive framework behind the hugely popular Left Behind series of novels by authors Tim LaHaye

and Jerry Jenkins.”®

Futurism derives from the consistent application of literal hermeneutics'>*>2), the Golden Rule of
Interpretation®22%, across the entire body of Scripture, including the book of Revelation. Contrary to

the claims of many of its critics, it is not an a priori view which is imposed on the text.”® As evidenced
by the testimony of the early Church, futurism is the most natural result of a plain reading of the text
and the way that most unbiased readers would understand the book on their first reading.

Futurism gets its label from its refusal to see unfulfilled passages as having been fulfilled by
approximately similar events in the past. Hence, it holds that many of the events in the book of
Revelation await future fulfillment:

The futurist generally believes that all of the visions from Revelation 4:1 to the end of the book are yet
to be fulfilled in the period immediately preceding and following the second advent of Christ. The

reason for the view is found in the comparison of Revelation 1:1, 19 and 4:1.80

Futurists see eschatological passages being fulfilled during a future time, primarily during the seventieth
week of Daniel, at the second coming of Christ, and during the millennium. While all

dispensationalists[s'z'15] are futurists, not all futurists are dispensationalists. Futurists are also the most

literal in their interpretation of prophecy passages. Dr. Tenney says: “The more literal an interpretation

that one adopts, the more strongly will he be construed to be a futurist.”8!

Osborne summarizes the two primary forms taken by futurism:%?

There are two forms of this approach, dispensationalism and what has been called “classic

premillennialism[5‘2'58].” Dispensationalists believe that God has brought about his plan of salvation in a

series of dispensations or stages centering on his election of Israel to be his covenant people. Therefore,
the church age is a parenthesis in this plan, as God turned to the Gentiles until the Jewish people find
national revival (Rom. 11;25-32). At the end of that period, the church will be raptured, inaugurating a
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seven-year tribulation period in the middle of which the Antichrist®>?31 will make himself known (Rev.
13) and instigate the “great tribulation” . . . At the end of that period . . . Christ returns in judgment,
followed by a literal millennium (Rev. 20:1-10), great white throne judgment (Rev. 20:11-15), and the
beginning of eternity . . . Classical premillennialism is similar but does not hold to dispensations. Thus
there is only one return of Christ, after the tribulation period (Mtt. 24:29-31; cf. Rev. 19:11-21) and it is

the whole church, not just the nation of Israel, that passes through the tribulation pf:riod.83

Futurism was undeniably the system of interpretation held by the majority in the early church.
“Variations of this view were held by the earliest expositors, such as Justin Martyr>2361 (d.165),

Irenaeus™234 (d.c.195), Hippolytus (d.236), and Victorinus (d.c.303).”%* Modern futurists
wholeheartedly agree with the statement of Jerome, writing in A.D. 393: “John ... saw...an

Apocalypse containing boundless mysteries of the future”®> As early as Irenaeus (130-200) and
Hippolytus (170-236), basic futuristic concepts such as the remaining week of Daniel’s seventy weeks
(see our discussion of related passages and themes?131) had already become evident:

When Knowles deals with the next major contributors—Irenaeus (130-200) and his disciple Hippolytus
(170-236)—he describes their views as “undoubtedly the forerunners of the modern dispensational
interpreters of the Seventy Weeks.” Knowles draws the following conclusion about Irenaeus and
Hippolytus: “. . .we may say that Irenaeus presented the seed of an idea that found its full growth in the
writings of Hippolytus. In the works of these fathers, we can find most of the basic concepts of the
modern futuristic view of the seventieth week of Daniel ix. That they were dependent to some extent
upon earlier material is no doubt true. Certainly we can see the influence of pre-Christian Jewish
exegesis at times, but, by and large, we must regard them as the founders of the school of interpretation,

and in this lies their significance for the history of exegesis.”°

Because futurism is a result of literal hermeneutics (see below) and the early church was spared the
damaging effects of allegorical interpretation>’-), the early church also understood Scripture to teach

a future, one-thousand-year reign of Christ on earth in fulfillment of OT23! promises of the

5.2.39

Messianic Kingdom23% 87This was a widespread view among early interpreters:

[Justin Martyr] asserts that it teaches a literal Millennial Kingdom of the saints to be established in
Jerusalem, and after the thousand years the general resurrection and judgment. . . . Irenaeus . . . finds in

the book the doctrine of chiliasm!>2>13], that is, of an earthly Millennial Kingdom. . . . Hippolytus is a

chiliast . . . identifies . . . Antichrist, who was represented by Antiochus Epiphanes and who will come
out of the tribe of Dan, will reign 3 1/2 years, persecuting the Church and putting to death the two
Witnesses, the forerunners of the parousia (held to be Elijah and Enoch). . . . Victorinus . . . understands
the Revelation in a literal, chiliastic, sense . . . The two witnesses are Elijah and Jeremiah; the 144,000
are Jews who in the last days will be converted by the preaching of Elijah . . . the false prophet, will

cause the image of Antichrist to be set up in the temple at Jerusalem.

Notice that Victorinus, writing well in advance of modern futurists, but after the destruction of

Jerusalem in A.D. 70, sees the Templel>>73] of Revelation as being a fitture Temple, just like modern
futurists.

Unfortunately, with the rise of allegorical interpretation®731 and the opposition of the heresy of
Montanism (which utilized an extravagant form of millennial teaching drawn from the book of
Revelation),%’the futurist view fell into disfavor, not to be seen in a favorable light again for over a

thousand years.”°

During the Reformation, literal interpretation flourished in response to the allegorical methods
employed throughout the Middle Ages by the Roman Church. However, the Reformers never fully
extended literalism to prophetic passages and key Reformers did not fully appreciate the book of
Revelation.

The primary fork in the road between futurism and all other systems of interpretation concerning the
book of Revelation comes in the refusal of the futurist to be imprecise with the details of God’s
revelation.”! For example, when a passage states that a man “performs great signs, so that he even
makes fire come down from heaven on the earth in the sight of men” (Rev. 13:13), the futurist expects
fulfillment to involve: (1) a man; (2) performing great signs in a similar way that great signs were
performed in the OT and by Christ in the gospels; (3) who calls down literal fire from literal heaven as
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was done in the OT; (4) viewed by other men. He then asks the simple question: Is there any reliable
historic record of such an event since the time of John’s writing? The obvious answer is, “No!” Hence
this event awaits future fulfillment. It really is that simple!

There is a strong connection between literal interpretation and futurism: “The more literal an
interpretation that one adopts, the more strongly will he be construed to be a futurist.”®? Literal
interpretation allows the text to speak for itself:*3

Critics frequently misrepresent futurism as if it places its entire emphasis on understanding the book of
Revelation as applying to the future: “The futurist position especially encounters the difficulty that the

book would have had no significant relevance for a first-century readership.” [emphasis added]**

This is a major misunderstanding of the futurist position which holds that the early chapters of the
book are specifically addressed to the then-existing churches in Asia Minor and fully appreciates the
historical setting and contents of these passages. Moreover, futurism concurs with Swete that the
events of the book of Revelation are relevant in every age as a great source of blessing and security for
persecuted believers:

In the Epistle of the Churches of Vienne and Lyons, written in 177 to their brethren in Asia and Phrygia,
which bears many signs of the use of the Apocalypse by the Christian societies of South Gaul during the
troubles in the reign of Marcus Aurelius. . . . It is impossible to doubt that the roll which contained St
John’s great letter to the parent Churches in Asia was often in the hands of the daughter Churches in

Gaul, and perhaps accompanied the confessors to the prisons where they awaited the martyr’s crown.”

The critics of futurism require complete primary relevance of the entire book for the readers of John’s
own day. But those most closely associated with the culture and times of the readers evidence no such
requirement! The witness of Justin Martyr and Irenaeus is especially important because they both had
close association with the earliest Christians who would have been familiar with the times during
which John wrote the book of Revelation. Even so, they fail to understand the events recorded in the
book in the way in which preterists or idealists insist, but reflect the futurist view. Writing in the early
2nd century, they were much better positioned than we to understand the relevance of John’s message
to their times! Are they to be accused of being guilty of making the book “irrelevant?”

The mistake being made is constraining the book of Revelation as if it had only a single purpose. No
matter which view is taken, if one fails to understand the many purposes of the book, the interpretive
result will be the lacking. Preterist Chilton remarks: “No Biblical writer ever revealed the future
merely for the sake of satisfying curiosity: The goal was always to direct God’s people toward right
action in the present. . . . The prophets told of the future only in order to stimulate godly living.”
[emphasis added]’° If Chilton were correct, then there would be little reason for prophecy to be
predictive. The fact is, the prophets gave prophecy for more reasons than merely the stimulation of
godly living. This was indeed an important reason, but not the only reason. The many fulfilled
prophecies testifying to the identity of Jesus at His First Coming provide an abundant counter example
to Chilton’s claim.

It is a misrepresentation of the futurist interpretation to assert that it denies the relevance of the text to
the first-century readership. This is tantamount to saying that appreciating the prophetic predictions
throughout Scripture essentially denies the relevance of the same passages to those who originally
received them. The pattern of prophetic passages throughout Scripture is clearly one of both immediate
local application and future prediction. Even in cases where there is no immediate local application by
way of historical events (e.g., Isa. 53), the passages still contain inestimable worth to the original
recipients in setting forth the will of God as well as inspirational value in the sure hope of what God
will do in the future (Rom. 8:24-25). In the Apocalypse, this dual application of prophetic Scripture
(both immediate/local and future/remote) is made explicit in the organizational framework set forth by
Christ (Rev. 1:19) and in the setting off of the seven epistles from the remaining material.

Other criticisms of futurism are manifestly silly. Gregg denies futurists the right to use the analogy of
Scripture (Scripture interprets Scripture):

A major feature of the Tribulation expected by futurists is its seven-year duration, divided in the middle
by the Antichrist’s violating a treaty he had made with Israel and setting up an image of himself in the
rebuilt Jewish temple in Jerusalem. Yet none of these elements can be discovered from a literal
interpretation of any passage in Revelation. . . . The futurist believes that Revelation 20 describes a
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period of world peace and justice with Christ reigning on earth from Jerusalem, though no part of this
description can be found in the chapter itself, taken literally. This observation does not mean that this
futurist scenario cannot be true. But it must be derived by reading into the passages in Revelation

features that are not plainly stated.®’

Gregg would have futurists interpret the book of Revelation as if it were delivered with no connection
to existing prophetic information given by God. Never mind what the rest of Scripture has to say about
Israel, Daniel’s seventy weeks, Jacob’s trouble, the Great Tribulation predicted by Jesus, or other
matters. Those who attempt a comprehensive understanding of Scripture by bringing together
everything God has said on related subjects are accused of “reading into” passages that which is simply
not there!

Obviously, care needs to be exercised when connecting passages which seem to have related aspects,
but if a good case can be made for a correlation, then the interpreter who fails in this synthesis is

failing in his task before God. Chiding futurists who correlate the little horn'>?37) of Daniel (Dan. 7:8),

the man of sin of Paul (2Th. 2:3), and the Beas#!>%) of Revelation (Rev. 13:1) because of obvious and
intentional similarities given in Scripture, but providing no sensible or profitable synthesis in its place
is a pattern frequently demonstrated by critics. This is the primary reason why futurists can offer a
systematic and detailed outline of eschatological events while the other systems fail to provide
anything even remotely similar. It almost seems that the critics of futurism dislike the certainty and
coherence it offers in its interpretation of prophecy. But if God supernaturally gave the inspired(>23]
Scriptures through a single author (the Holy Spirit), why shouldn’t such coherence and correlation be
expected?

To the futurist, the book of Revelation has relevancy to John, to the seven churchest>29] of Asia, to
the Church throughout history, and to the saints all the way through the Second Coming of Christ and
into the eternal state. Now that’s relevancy!

The book of Revelation is important to us because it portrays the world as a global village. Entering the
twenty-first century, no better expression describes our earth and its people. Besides a mushrooming
population, other factors are pushing all humanity together, such as an interlinking economy, jet age

transportation, and satellite communications.”®

We believe in the futurist interpretation of the book of Revelation. This is because we are convinced of
the Golden Rule of Interpretation as the key to properly understanding God’s Revelation. This is true
of all written communication where the desire of the author is to convey a clear message rather than to
puzzle or obscure). It is our conviction and experience that applying the Golden Rule from Genesis to
Revelation will result in a futurist interpretation of Scripture and is the only reliable means of
accurately knowing what God intended to the degree we may understand Him as His finite creatures.

2.12.6 - Ecclectic Interpretation

The final system of interpretation we discuss briefly is that of an eclectic interpretation. This system
picks and chooses elements from each of the other interpretive systems and applies them at different
places in the text. It is the ultimate “interpretive smorgasbord” whose proponents proclaim combines
the best from each system. “The solution is to allow the preterist>>], idealist, and futurist methods to

interact in such a way that the strengths are maximized and the weaknesses minimized.”” This sounds
appealing and is in keeping with the trend towards diversity so prevalent in our day. Rather than
struggle within the restrictive framework of any one system, why not “have them all?”

The answer, once again, is hermeneutics’®22%l, hermeneutics, hermeneutics! Thomas identifies the

Achilles Heel of the eclectic approach: “It leaves to human judgment the determination of where the
details of a text end and its general picture begins. Allowing this liberty for subjective opinion cannot

qualify as objective interpretation.”!?

One can’t simply combine the elements from disparate systems of interpretation, for they are often at
odds with one another. Therefore, the subjectivity (a word to be avoided in interpretation) of the
interpreter now rules over the choice of when to use which system. Obviously, different interpreters
will make this decision differently across the text and the results will be as eclectic as the system itself.
This, too, is a bad thing if you believe that God’s Word has one primary meaning which He desires all
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His saints to understand.
Taking one example from Beale:

Accordingly, no specific prophesied historical events are discerned in the book, except for the final
coming of Christ to deliver and judge and to establish the final form of the kingdom in a consummated
new creation—though there are a few exceptions to this rule. . . . ([e].g., Rev. 2:10, 22 and 3:9-10, which
are unconditional prophecies to be fulfilled imminently in the specific local churches of Smyrna,

Thyatira, and Philadelphia).'®!

Here Beale arbitrarily and personally decides that “no specific prophesied historical events are
discussed,” but then immediately makes equally arbitrary exceptions. And if things which are said to
three of the seven churches'>*%] can be held to be “unconditional prophecies,” why not the many other
prophecies throughout the rest of the book? We submit that no two eclectic interpreters will make the
same distinctions as to which portions of the text are to be treated historically, literally, symbolically,
figuratively, or devotionally. Therefore, a reliable meaning cannot be derived from such an approach.
This is not to say that futurists unanimously agree about the precise details of related matters, but it is
easily demonstrated that they arrive at a much narrower variation in understanding—a cluster of “near
hits” around the center of the target while the eclectic interpreters are scattered all over the target.

A growth in popularity of the eclectic interpretation is to be expected given our postmodern age, for
the eclectic system of interpretation has much in common with it: First, the tendency to embrace all
paths as being approximately equivalent; Second, the desire to avoid treating other views negatively;
Third, the willingness to allow for a variety of interpretations of what truth is (your truth is your truth,
my truth is my truth). The Word of God’s objective claim that there is a single path to truth undermines
the claims of an eclectic approach much as it does the claims of postmodernism.

Those who advocate this view are often idealists who recognize some of the weaknesses of their
system and desire to dabble in aspects of the other systems. The resulting interpretation is highly
varied and idealistic in overall tone.
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Chilton: “[the preterist] viewpoint is an old one, stretching back to the early church.”—David Chilton, The
Days of Vengeance (Tyler, TX: Dominion Press, 1987), xv.

Ice, “The History of Preterism,” 39.
Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 575.

“The nature of the event has to do with a ‘Cloud Coming’ of Christ . . .”—Kenneth L. Gentry, Before
Jerusalem Fell: Dating the Book of Revelation (Atlanta, GA: American Vision, 1998), 123.

“In case we might miss it, he says again, at the close of the book, that ‘the Lord, the God of the spirits of the
prophets, sent His angel to show to His bond-servants the things which must shortly take place’ (Rev. 22:6).
Given the fact that one important proof of a true prophet lay in the fact that his predictions came true (Deu.
18:21-22), St. John’s first-century readers had every reason to expect his book to have immediate
significance.”—Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 42.

Thomas Ice, “Some Practical Dangers of Preterism,” in Tim LaHaye, and Thomas Ice, eds., The End Times
Controversy (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 426.

MacArthur, “Signs in the Sky,” 111.

Isn’t this the very reason why the Scriptures indicate the return of Jesus will be visible, global, and
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unmistakable?
Spargimino, “How Preterists Misuse History to Advance their View of Prophecy,” 20.

Gordon Franz, “Was ‘Babylon’ Destroyed when Jerusalem Fell in A.D. 70?,” in Tim LaHaye, and Thomas
Ice, eds., The End Times Controversy (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 236.

Andy Woods, “Revelation 13 and the First Beast,” in Tim LaHaye, and Thomas Ice, eds., The End Times
Controversy (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 243.

“[Preterists assume] that the book uses a future orientation not to describe future reality but to challenge the
situation of the original readers. There are two main variations within preterist interpretation: those who see
the book describing events leading to the predicted judgment of apostate Israel and the destruction of the
Jewish T emple[5 2731 in A.D. 70 and those who understand its focus as describing the situation of the Christian
church within the Roman Empire (the conflict between church and state).”—Grant R. Osborne, Revelation
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002), 1. Osborne mentions a third variation which has more in
common with the idealist interpretation, providing “a spatial interaction between the earthly and the heavenly
so as to give new meaning to the present situation.”—QOsborne, Revelation, 19.

Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 43.

“The preterist has an interpretation which has a firm pedestal, but which has no finished sculpture to place on
it.”—Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 144.

Concerning Revelation 10:11 wherein John is told, “And he said to me, “You must prophesy again about many
peoples, nations, tongues, and kings.’,” Chilton says, “St. John’s prophecy regarding the destruction of Israel
and the establishing of the New Covenant will encompass the nations of the world. . . . John is to extend the
proclamation of [the] Gospel to all nations.”—Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 270. But this is a misreading
of the text. The text states that what John will yet reveal in the book is about these global entities not fo them.
The passage has nothing to do with proclaiming the gospel, but everything to do with proclaiming the
revelation which is being given to John which concerns these peoples, nations, tongues, and kings. The fact is,
the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 is just not that big of a deal to the modern man in Siberia and is not
what is in view.

“The city of God, described in the last chapters of the book, is obviously unrealized. Even if it be regarded as a
symbol of some perfect state of human society, it has not yet been achieved. The preterist view simply does
not account adequately for the claim of Revelation to be a prediction of the future.”—Tenney, Interpreting
Revelation, 137.

“The major problem with the preterist position is that the decisive victory portrayed in the latter chapters of
the Apocalypse was never achieved. It is difficult to believe that John envisioned anything less than the
complete overthrow of Satan, the final destruction of evil, and the eternal reign of God.”—Mounce, The Book
of Revelation, 41-42. “[Mild preterist] Gentry actually believes we are in some way in the new heavens and
the new earth of Revelation 21-22. If this is true, then we all must be living in the ghetto side of the New
Jerusalem. But there is no ghetto in the New Jerusalem.”—Ice, “Some Practical Dangers of Preterism,” 420.

“Because of their first-century template for interpreting Bible prophecy, preterists come close to investing
certain historians with canonic authority. . . . Should Josephus’s writings become the sixty-seventh book of the
Bible?”—Spargimino, “How Preterists Misuse History to Advance their View of Prophecy,” 219.

Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, Xiii.

Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 43.

Osborne, Revelation, 20.

John F. Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1966), 17.
Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 143.

Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 48.

Ice, “What Is Preterism?,” 21.

Robertson says, “There seems abundant evidence to believe that this apocalypse, written during the stress and
storm of Domitian’s persecution, was intended to cheer the persecuted Christians with a view of certain
victory at last, but with no scheme of history in view.” [emphasis added]—Mal Couch, Introductory
Thoughts on Revelation (Ft. Worth, TX: Tyndale Theological Seminary, n.d.). [emphasis added]

Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 1:34.
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One of the problems with this approach is that as Jesus delays in His coming, the “present” is constantly
changing requiring a re-analysis of the “fit” between the events given by John and the span of history.

Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 46.

Osborne, Revelation, 19.

Mal Couch, Classical Evangelical Hermeneutics (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications), 258.
Osborne, Revelation, 18.

Isbon T. Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001), 329.

“This [view] was held by Martin Luther, Isaac Newton, Elliott, and others.”—Mal Couch, “Interpreting the
Book of Revelation,” in Mal Couch, ed., A Bible Handbook to Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel
Publications, 2001), 47. “This method of interpreting the book of Revelation achieved considerable stature in
the Reformation because of its identification of the pope and the papacy with the beasts of Revelation 13.
Thiessen lists Wycliffe, Luther, Joseph Mede, Sir Isaac Newton, William Whiston, Elliott, Vitringa, Bengel,
and Barnes as adherents of this approach.”—Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ, 18.

Ice, “What Is Preterism?,” 19.

Arthur Walkington Pink, The Antichrist (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, 1999, 1923), s.v.
“intro.”

“This spiritualistic approach is built upon the day/year theory, whereby 1260 days (literally 3 1/2 years)
mentioned in Daniel and Revelation cover the time (1260 years) of the domination of Antichrist over the
church. Another variation is to apply the day/year theory to the 2,300 days of Daniel 8:14. Thus, the historicist
attempts to figure out when Antichrist came to power (i.e., the Roman Church and the papacy) by adding
1,260 or 2,300 years to arrive at the time of the second coming and the defeat of Antichrist.”—Ice, “What Is
Preterism?,” 18.

Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ, 18.

Pink, The Antichrist, s.v. “intro.”

Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 138.

Edward Hindson, Revelation: Unlocking the Future (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 2002), 14.

“The historicist is constantly confronted with the dilemma of a far-fetched spiritualization in order to maintain
the chain of historical events, or else if he makes the events literal in accordance with the language of the text
he is compelled to acknowledge that no comparable events in history have happened.”—Tenney, Interpreting
Revelation, 138.

Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ, 19-20.

“The deterrent to a strictly dated interpretation of Revelation is the failure of all such schemes that have
hitherto been proposed. No matter how the figures and intervals in it have been pressed and twisted to yield
results, no clear parallel to the current era has yet been devised.”—Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 135.

“Proponents of this view living at different periods of church history cannot agree with one another, since they
limit the meaning of the symbols only to specific historical referents contemporary with their own times.”—
Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 46.

PreterismP2>%) suffers from this same weakness, although in a more restricted historic time-frame.
Osborne, Revelation, 19.

Jerome Smith, The New Treasury of Scripture Knowledge (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1992),
Rev. 4:1.

E. W. Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1984, 1935), Rev. 8:7.

“Those who followed events surrounding David Koresh in Waco, Texas, may be interested to know that he,
along with [Seventh-Day] Adventists, are among the few historicists of contemporary times. This view was
popular from the time of the Reformation to the beginning of the twentieth century, and has diminished
since.”—Ice, “What Is Preterism?,” 18.

Dr. Tim LaHaye is a noted futurist theologian having published numerous works on prophecy, some of which

we draw on in this work. See the bibliography[5‘6].
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We can offer our own experience in support of this claim. Having been born-again and taught for five years

within a Church which embraced preterismP®%1, it was our own careful study of the details of Scripture

across the entire span of books which caused us to reject preterism in favor of what we only later came to
understand was called futurism.

Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 139.
Ice, “What Is Preterism?,” 21.

There is also a form of extreme futurism in which even the first three chapters of the book of Revelation are
seen as yet future. [Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation)

Osborne, Revelation, 20-21.
Johnson, Revelation: The Expositor's Bible Commentary, 12.

“In two places, Jerome stated clearly that John was banished under Domitian. First, in his Against Jovinianum
(A.D. 393), Jerome wrote that John was ‘a prophet, for he saw in the island of Patmos, to which he had been
banished by the Emperor Domitian as a martyr for the Lord, an Apocalypse containing boundless mysteries of
the future.” ”—Mark Hitchcock, “The Stake in the Heart—The A.D. 95 Date of Revelation,” in Tim LaHaye,
and Thomas Ice, eds., The End Times Controversy (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 135.

Thomas Ice, “The 70 Weeks of Daniel,” in Tim LaHaye, and Thomas Ice, eds., The End Times Controversy
(Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 350.

“The early church fathers believed in a literal, thousand-year, earthly reign of Christ because they interpreted
the teachings of Revelation in a normal rather than mystical way.”—Larry V. Crutchfield, “Revelation in the
New Testament,” in Mal Couch, ed., 4 Bible Handbook to Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications,
2001), 25.

Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John, 320.

“The opposition to the heresy of Montanism, which made great use of the Apocalypse and gave extravagant
form to its millennial teaching, caused it to be either rejected or differently interpreted.”—Beckwith, The
Apocalypse of John, 323.

“This was the method employed by some of the earliest fathers (e.g., Justin, Irenaeus, Hippolytus), but with

the triumph of the allegorical method . . . after Origenl®>2%1 and of the amillennial>>!1 view after Augustine

and Ticonius, the futurist method (and chiliasm) was not seen again for over a thousand years.”—Osborne,
Revelation, 20.

As we noted earlier, this is one reason why many who are trained in the sciences and engineering tend toward
this view of Scripture. Being trained in logic and the analysis of details, we reject the approximate
“fulfillments” and interpretations of the other systems in favor of a God Who fulfills His predictions down to
the gnat’s eyelash.

Tenney, Interpreting Revelation, 142.

“Dispensationalism is actually built on the idea of letting the Bible speak for itself with a normal, literal
hermeneutic. If simple rules of grammar and observation are put into place, the Scriptures will begin to make
sense, from Genesis to Revelation.”—Couch, “Why is Revelation Important?,” 41.

Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 47.
Henry Barclay Swete, The Apocalypse of St. John (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1998, 1906),

Xciil.

Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 27.

Gregg, Revelation Four Views: A Parallel Commentary, 41.
Couch, “Why is Revelation Important?,” 17.

Osborne, Revelation, 21.

100 Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1-7 (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1992), 35.

101 Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 48.
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2.13 - Related Passages and Themes

When we come to the book of Revelation, it is important to understand how interwoven its contents are

with inspired™2331 writings which precede it in the canon2121 of Scripture. The book is not an

independent document disconnected from the rest of Scripture and intended only for the angels of the

seven churches'>*%1.! Nor is it constrained to dealing only with the events of the readers of John’s

day. It must be seen for what it truly is: the capstone of God’s revelation to man. Beyond this book,
nothing more has been revealed by God to His Church for over 1900 years. Therefore, the wise reader
will keep the following points in mind:

1. The book of Revelation is not a “head without a body.” It is intimately connected with the

previous revelation of God, especially promises and predictions which have not yet found
fulfillment.

2. The book of Revelation is God’s message to His people intended to guide them during the
entire period from the departure of Christ through the day of Christ’s return.

We make the mistake of “truncating” God’s message when we fail to interpret its contents within the
broad continuum of God’s revelation to man and His historical work upon the earth.

Since the book of Revelation describes events during the “crisis” of the final rejection of God by the
world prior to the coming of Jesus Christ, we should expect these events to also appear elsewhere in
the Scriptures because of their great importance. And indeed they do. Our purpose in this section is to
help the reader become aware of related passages and themes which bear upon an interpretation of the
book of Revelation. Without a knowledge of these related passages and themes, it becomes difficult—
even problematic—to understand the events conveyed by John in this final book of Scripture.

In the following discussion, we focus on the major parallels between the book of Revelation and key
passages elsewhere in Scripture. But, as was mentioned in our discussion of the interpretation of

symbols>71 there are literally hundreds of passages throughout the Bible and especially the Old
Testament, which are connected to the book of Revelation. These will come to light as we make our

way through the Commentary'.

2.13.1 - Trouble Ahead

A major theme throughout Scripture is the impending arrival of God’s Kingdom on earth. Although
the Kingdom will be a time of great blessing, peace, and prosperity upon the earth, Scripture reveals
that the arrival of God’s Kingdom on earth is characterized by conflict and judgment.

Why do the nations rage, and the people plot a vain thing? The kings of the earth set themselves, and the
rulers take counsel together, against the LORD and against His Anointed, saying, “Let us break Their
bonds in pieces and cast away Their cords from us.” He who sits in the heavens shall laugh; the Lord
shall hold them in derision. Then He shall speak to them in His wrath, and distress them in His deep
displeasure: “Yet I have set My King On My holy hill of Zion.” I will declare the decree: The LORD
has said to Me, “You are My Son, today I have begotten You. Ask of Me, and I will give You The
nations for Your inheritance, and the ends of the earth for Your possession. You shall break them with a
rod of iron; You shall dash them to pieces like a potter’s vessel.” (Ps. 2:1-9)

This psalm records the general opposition of man to the rule of God, especially by the leaders of men.
The divine response to this rejection includes wrath and a promise that Jesus will ‘break them” and
‘dash them.” These are not terms describing gradual Christian conversion and enlightenment which
will one day encircle the globe as men continually turn to God. Rather, this psalm describes the radical
intervention by God into human history to overthrow the rejection of His King.

God’s climactic intervention in the affairs of a rejecting world to establish His kingdom on earth is the
theme of numerous other passages. For example:

You watched while a stone was cut out without hands, which struck the image on its feet of iron and
clay, and broke them in pieces. Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver, and the gold were crushed
together, and became like chaff from the summer threshing floors; the wind carried them away so that
no trace of them was found. And the stone that struck the image became a great mountain and filled the
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whole earth. (Dan. 2:34-35)

And in the days of these kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed;
and the kingdom shall not be left to other people; it shall break in pieces and consume all these
kingdoms, and it shall stand forever. Inasmuch as you saw that the stone was cut out of the mountain
without hands, and that it broke in pieces the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and the gold-the great
God has made known to the king what will come to pass after this. The dream is certain, and its
interpretation is sure. (Dan. 2:44-45)

In Nebuchadnezzar’s dream, interpreted by God through Daniel, an image made of various metals
representing a series of kingdoms is described. Significantly, the dream includes the vision of a stone
“cut without hands” which strikes the image resulting in the various metals being “crushed.” The
imagery here is violent, sudden and dramatic—the exact opposite of the gradual worldwide conversion

which postmillennialists'>>3%] expect to be the fruit of the gospel spreading across the earth.

I was watching; and the same horn was making war against the saints, and prevailing against them, until
the Ancient of Days came, and a judgment was made in favor of the saints of the Most High, and the
time came for the saints to possess the kingdom. Thus he said: ‘The fourth beast shall be a fourth
kingdom on earth, which shall be different from all other kingdoms, and shall devour the whole earth,
trample it and break it in pieces. The ten horns are ten kings Who shall arise from this kingdom. And
another shall rise after them; He shall be different from the first ones, and shall subdue three kings. He
shall speak pompous words against the Most High, shall persecute the saints of the Most High, and shall
intend to change times and law. Then the saints shall be given into his hand for a time and times and half
a time. ’But the court shall be seated, and they shall take away his dominion, to consume and destroy it
forever. Then the kingdom and dominion, and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven,
shall be given to the people, the saints of the Most High. His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and all
dominions shall serve and obey Him.” (Dan. 7:21-27)

Daniel’s dream and visions record yet another abrupt transition. Prior to the “judgment in favor of the
saints,” the “horn was making war against the saints, and prevailing against them” [emphasis
added]. This passage describes events immediately prior to the coming of God’s kingdom on earth.
This coming of God’s kingdom is something which Jesus instructed His disciples and by extension, all
believers throughout the ages to pray for (Mtt. 6:10). Did the kingdom come in this sense at the
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus? No. We know this from the conditions which the Lord set forth
in the prayer: “Your kingdom come. Your will be done On earth as it is in heaven.” [emphasis added]
Until God’s will is being done “on earth as in heaven,” the kingdom of God has not come in the sense
Jesus would have us pray for, nor in the way the previous passages describe.

Idealists interpret these passages as symbolizing spiritual conflict rather than physical conflict whereas

preterists®2 tend to see these passages as hyperbolicl>>?71 descriptions of first-century events. But
literal interpretation and the many passages indicating that the earth will reject the knowledge of God
(Mtt. 24:10-12; 2Th. 2:3; 1Ti. 4:1-3; 2Ti. 3:1-9; 2Pe. 2:3-7) indicate that Christianity will not gradually
subsume the social and political institutions of earth resulting in a “Golden Age.” Rather, the world
system is predicted to eventually reject and intensely persecute the people of God. It is only by the
direct intervention of God and by His own hand that peace and justice will prevail. See Campaign of
Armageddon*?),

As in previous dispensationall>*'3 tests of mankind,? this age will also end in trouble. The Scriptures
frequently describe the events attending this period using the term tribulation.
The term tribulation is used in several different ways in Scripture. It is used in a non-technical, non-
eschatological sense in reference to any time of suffering or testing into which one goes. It is so used in
Matthew 13:21; Mark 4:17; John 16:33; Romans 5:3; 12:12; 2 Corinthians 1:4; 2 Thessalonians 1:4;
Revelation 1:8-9. It is used in its technical or eschatological sense in reference to the whole period of the
seven years of tribulation, as in Revelation 2:22 or Matthew 24:29. It is also used in reference to the last

half of this seven year period, as in Matthew 24:21 3

Several well-known titles are applied by Scripture to this coming time of trouble: the Day of the
Lord>24 | the Time of Jacob’s Trouble, and the Great Tribulation.
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The Tribulation precedes the Messianic Kingdom on Earth *

Chronology of Eschatology

{vE DISPENSATION OF GRace

<vE MESSIANIC KWGDOM

<vE CHURCH Age

1000 Years

/

Messiah the King
on the Davidic Throne

A.D. 2003 + x Years

x Years

The Resurrection of Messiah
(Firstfruits of the First Resurrection)

Period of The Resurrection and The
Rapture of Church Saints (Second Order
of the First Resurrection)

The Second Resurrection
followed by the Second Death

Resurrection of Old Testament and The Eternal Order
Tribulation Saints (Third and Fourth

Orders of the First Resurrection)

Copyright @ 2003 by Ariel Ministries, Ariel Ministries, PO. Box 792507, San Antonio, TX 76279-2507.

The concept of trouble or tribulation is associated will all three [titles]: the Day of the Lord in Zep. 1:14-
17, the Time of Jacob‘s Trouble in Jer. 30:7, and the Great Tribulation in Dan. 12:1 [Jesus’ Great
Tribulation statements in Mtt. 24:21, 29 were a reference to Daniel 12:1, indicating that Daniel is
referring to the Great Tribulation]. All three of these Old Testament passages use the same word for

trouble. The Hebrew scholars who produced the Septuagint[s'z'és] used the Greek word for tribulation to
translate this Hebrew word for trouble in Zephaniah 1:15 and Daniel 12:1, showing they understood that

both the Day of the Lord and the Great Tribulation will be characterized by tribulation.’

This time of trouble is unavoidably connected with “the problem of man.” This problem is as old as
Satan: pride. It is God’s express purpose to turn man’s pride to humility in “the Day of the Lord.”

Enter into the rock, and hide in the dust, from the terror of the LORD and the glory of His majesty. The
lofty looks of man shall be humbled, the haughtiness of men shall be bowed down, and the LORD alone
shall be exalted in that day. For the day of the LORD of hosts Shall come upon everything proud and
lofty, upon everything lifted up-And it shall be brought low- upon all the cedars of Lebanon that are
high and lifted up, and upon all the oaks of Bashan; upon all the high mountains, and upon all the hills
that are lifted up; upon every high tower, and upon every fortified wall; upon all the ships of Tarshish,
and upon all the beautiful sloops. The loftiness of man shall be bowed down, and the haughtiness of men
shall be brought low; the LORD alone will be exalted in that day. (Isa. 2:10-17) [emphasis added]

2.13.2 - Jewish Rabbinical Thought

Because this future time of trouble is so clearly portrayed in many O7231 passages, it should come
as no surprise that the Jewish rabbis understood the world would be subjected to cataclysmic events

before Messiah would come.® “According to the Babylonian Talmud, ‘The advent of the Messiah was

pictured as being preceded by years of great distress.” 7

The idea became entrenched that the coming of the Messiah will be preceded by greatly increased
suffering, . . . the pangs of the Messianic times are imagined as having heavenly as well as earthly
sources and expressions. From Above, awesome cosmic cataclysms will be visited upon the earth: . . .
These will be paralleled by evils brought by men upon themselves: . . . This will last seven years. And

then, unexpectedly, the Messiah will come. [emphasis added]8

The Babylonian Talmud states, “Our Rabbis taught: In the seven-year cycle at the end of which the son
of David will come . . . at the conclusion of the septennate, the son of David will come” (Sanhedrin, 97a,

p- 654). [The word septennate refers to a period of seven years.]9

Another Jewish source known as the Bereshit Rabbah states: If you shall see the kingdoms rising
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against each other in turn, then give heed and note the footsteps of the Messiah (XLII:4). 10

Where did the rabbis get such ideas? From the Word of God when normally interpreted as the small
sample of passages we have given above demonstrates!

2.13.3 - The Day of the Lord

A frequently found phrase throughout Scripture related to this time of trouble is the Day of the
Lordl>?'¥ (Isa. 2:10-22; 13:6, 9; Jer. 46:2, 10; Eze. 13:5, 9, 14, 21, 23; 30:3-6, 8, 19, 25-26; Dan. 9:1-
27; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11, 31; 3:14; Amos 5:18, 20; Ob. 1:15; Zep. 1:7, 14; Zec. 14:1; Mal. 4:5; Acts 2:20;
1Th. 5:2; 2Pe. 3:10). This particular day is seen to be so unique and significant that it is also referred to
as simply, that day (Isa. 2:11, 17; 2:20; 4:2; Joel 3:18; Mark 13:32; Luke 21:34; 2Ti. 1:12, 18; 4:8).

The Day of the Lord refers to God’s special interventions into the course of world events to judge His
enemies, accomplish His purpose for history, and thereby demonstrate who He is—the sovereign God of

the universe.'!

There is some disagreement concerning whether the phrase “Day of the Lord” refers just to the time of
tribulation, or whether it also includes the thousand-year reign of Christ on earth which follows.

The most common biblical term for the seven years of Tribulation in both testaments is the Day of
Jehovah or Day of the Lord. There are many who use the term, the Day of the Lord, to apply to both the

Tribulation and the Messianic Kingdom[5'2‘39]. This is generally based on the assumption that the
phrases, the Day of the Lord and that day, are synonymous. While it is true that the expression, that day,
has a wide meaning that includes both the Tribulation and the Messianic Kingdom, in those passages
where the actual phrase, the Day of the Lord (Jehovah) is used, they never refer to the Millennium, but

always to the Tribulation.'?

We believe there are reasons to understand the phrase as including the millennial reign:

1. Peter’s description of the Day of the Lord appears to include events following the Millennium
(2Pe. 3:10-12 cf. Rev. 20:11; 21:1).13

2. The phrases this day and that day are not disconnected terms, but involve demonstrative
pronouns which make little sense in the absence of any antecedent. The antecedent is seen to
be the Day of the Lord (Isa. 2:12 cf. 2:20; Joel 3:14 cf. Joel 3:18).

Nevertheless, the phrase Day of the Lord is uniformly connected with darkness and judgment, whereas
the phrases this day and that day do appear to be associated with the positive era subsequent to the

initial dark elements of the day.'4

The two-fold nature of the day is characterized by a time of intense darkness followed by incredible
blessings:

The future Day of the Lord will have at least a twofold nature. First, it will be characterized by darkness
and a tremendous outpouring of divine wrath upon the world (Joel 2:1-2; Amos 5:18-20; Zep. 1:14-15;
1Th. 5:1-11). Amos 5:18-20 emphasizes that this will be the total nature of the Day of the Lord for
God’s enemies. It will bring no divine light or blessing to them. This will be the nature of the Day of the
Lord during the 70th week of Daniel. Second, the Day of the Lord will also be characterized by light, an
outpouring of divine blessing, and the administration of God’s rule. The Prophet Joel, after talking about
the darkening of the sun, moon, and stars and God’s Day of the Lord judgment of the armies of the
nations gathered in Israel (Joel 3:9-16), foretold great divine blessing “in that day” (Joel 3:17-21). In
addition, the Prophet Zechariah, after discussing the future Day of the Lord, when all nations will war
against Jerusalem and the Messiah will come to the earth to fight against the nations (Zec. 14:1-5),
indicated that although the earlier part of “that day” will be characterized by darkness, the latter part will
be characterized by light (Zec. 14:6-7), great blessing (Zec. 14:8), and God’s rule over the earth (Zec.
14:9). This will be the nature of the Day of the Lord in the Millennium. . . . Just as each day of creation
and the Jewish day consisted of two phases—a time of darkness (“evening”) followed by a time of light
(“day”) [Gen. 1:4-6]—so the future Day of the Lord will consist of two phases, a period of darkness
(judgment) followed by a period of light (divine rule and blessing). . . . First, during the 70th week of
Daniel it will be characterized by darkness and a tremendous outpouring of divine wrath upon the world.
Second, during the Millennium it will be characterized by light, an outpouring of divine blessing, and

the administration of God’s rule over the whole world.!?
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This dual nature results from both a sequential division (judgment bringing in the Kingdom of God on
earth followed by the blessings of the millennial reign of Christ) and a spiritual division (the enemies

of God will experience only the judgment whereas the people of God will experience the blessings of
the millennial reign).

Since, . . . the present day of Satan and rebellious mankind involves their rule of the world system, the
future Day of the Lord would not truly be His day if it did not involve His rule of the world system
during the Millennium. How could the Day of the Lord fully demonstrate who He is—the sovereign
God of the universe—without the sovereign exercise of His rule in visible form over the entire world?'6
Day of the Lord passages can be difficult to interpret because of the close association of near-term
(historic judgments of Israel’s enemies) and far-term aspects (astronomical signs). Interpretation in
many of these passages is complicated somewhat by the Law of Double Reference (clearly evidenced
in passages such as Zec. 9:9-10; Isa. 61:1-2 cf. Luke 4:18-21; Mic. 5:2-4):

This law observes the fact that often a passage or a block of Scripture is speaking of two different
persons or two different events which are separated by a long period of time. In the passage itself they
are blended into one picture, and the time gap between the two persons or two events is not presented by

the text itself. The fact that a gap of time exists is known because of other Scriptures. . R

This has led to some difference of opinion as to whether the phrase Day of the Lord applies strictly to
the future time of God’s direct intervention to bring the rule of Messiah or whether it also includes
other “days of the Lord” in past history—significant days when God intervened on behalf of Israel
(e.g. Jer. 46:1-10).

The Bible indicates that there have been several Days of the Lord in the past in which God demonstrated
His sovereign rule by raising up several nations to execute His judgement on other nations. He raised up
Assyria to judge the northern kingdom of Israel during the 700s B.C. (Amos 5:18, 20), Babylon to judge
the southern kingdom of Judah during the 600s and 500s B.C. (Lam. 1:12; 2:1, 21-22; Eze. 7:19; 13:5;
Zep. 2:2-3), Babylon to judge Egypt and its allies during the 500s B.C. (Jer. 46:10; Eze. 30:3), and

Medo-Persia to judge Babylon during the 500s B.C. (Isa. 13:6, 9).!8

But among literal interpreters, there is no question that the Day of the Lord is yet future because it

entails cataclysmic events and astronomical signs which are not to be taken as mere hyperbolel>22]
(Isa. 2:19-21; Joel 2:2-10, 30-31; Zec. 14:12; Acts 2:20; 2Pe. 3:10).

Isaiah 34:1-8 and Obadiah 15 describe a Day of the Lord when God will judge all nations or Gentiles of
the world. None of the past Days of the Lord involved divine judgement of all the nations. . . . In light of
this, we can conclude that the Day of the Lord of Isaiah 34 and Obadiah must be future. . . . in 1
Thessalonians 5:1-11 the Apostle Paul referred to a Day of the Lord that was future beyond the time
when he wrote his epistle and that would bring sudden, inescapable destruction upon the unsaved of the

world.1?

There appear to be many different titles employed within Scripture to designate this intense time of
judgment coming upon the earth.

Following the translation found in the American Standard Version of the 1901 edition, these names
include [in the Old Testament]: The Time of Jacob’s Trouble (Jer. 30:7); The Seventieth Week (a seven)
of Daniel (Dan. 9:27); Jehovah’s Strange Work (Isa. 28:21); Jehovah’s Strange Act (Isa. 28:21); The
Day of Israel’s Calamity (Deu. 32:35; Ob. 1:12-14); The Tribulation (Deu. 4:30); The Indignation (Isa.
26:20; Dan. 11:36); The Overflowing Scourge (Isa. 28:15, 18); The Day of Vengeance (Isa. 34:8; 35:4;
61:2); The Year of Recompense (Isa. 34:8); The Time of Trouble (Dan. 12:1; Zep. 1:15); The Day of
Wrath (Zep. 1:15); The Day of Distress (Zep. 1:15); The Day of Wasteness (Zep. 1:15); The Day of
Desolation (Zep. 1:15); The Day of Darkness (Zep. 1:15; Amos 5:18, 20; Joel 2:2); The Day of
Gloominess (Zep. 1:15; Joel 2:2); The Day of Thick Darkness (Zep. 1:15; Joel 2:2); The Day of the
Trumpet (Zep. 1:16); The Day of Alarm (Zep. 1:16). The New Testament names and designations
include: The Day of the Lord (1Th. 5:2); The Wrath of God (Rev. 15:1, 7; 14:10, 19; 16:1); The Hour of
Trial (Rev. 3:10); The Great Day of the Wrath of the Lamb of God (Rev. 6:16-17); The Wrath to Come
(1Th. 1:10); The Wrath (1Th. 5:9; Rev. 11:18); The Great Tribulation (Mtt. 24:21; Rev. 2:22; 7:14); The

Tribulation (Mtt. 24:29); The Hour of Judgment (Rev. 14:7).2
The Day of the Lord includes the judgments described within the book of Revelation which are poured
out upon the earth, Israel, Babylon, and the earth dwellers?>>'8]. Passages such as Isaiah 2:10-22
appear to have a direct correlation to the sixth seal (Rev. 6:12-17)?! whereas Joel 3:1-16 and Zechariah
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14:1-3 describe God’s judgment of the armies of the world (Rev. 16:12-16; 19:11-21).22

2.13.3.1 - When Does the Day of the Lord Dawn?

A point of confusion arises when determining when the Day of the Lord!
passages concerning this period appear contradictory

3214 begins. Some of the

1. Paul indicates that the day comes unexpectedly during a time of relative peace and safety:
“The day of the Lord so comes as a thief in the night. for when they say ‘peace and safety!’
then sudden destruction comes upon them” [emphasis added] (1Th. 5:2-3). Peter also
indicates the unexpected and sudden arrival of the day: “But the day of the Lord will come as
a thief in the night, in which the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the elements
will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be burned up” (2Pe.
3:10).

2. The proclamation by the earth dwellers!>>!81 in response to the cosmic signs of the sixth seal

indicate they understand the Day of the Lord has already begun. “Hide us . . . for the great day
of His wrath has come and who is able to stand?” (Rev. 6:16-17).

3. Jesus indicates that cosmic signs occur immediately after the tribulation of those days, (Mtt.
24:29).

4. Joel says dramatic cosmic signs precede the sixth seal: “And I will show wonders in the
heavens and in the earth: blood and fire and pillars of smoke. The sun shall be turned into
darkness and the moon into blood before the coming of the great and awesome day of the
LORD” [emphasis added] (Joel 2:30-31).

5. Zephaniah says silence in heaven will indicate that the Day of the Lord is “at hand” (Zep.
1:7). There is one-half hour of silence prior to opening the seventh seal (Rev. 8:1).

The first two passages imply that the Day of the Lord begins early in the judgment process—prior to
the opening of the seventh seal (Rev. 8:1). The last three passages imply that the Day of the Lord must
begin after the sixth seal, possible with the opening of the seventh seal.

If Paul is correct, then the Day of the Lord cannot begin at a time when severe judgments have already
been poured out and the earth is reeling from their effects. From Paul’s passage, it would appear that
the Day of the Lord could not begin after some of the seals have been opened because the first four
seals result in worldwide war, bloodshed, famine, disease, and death. One could hardly describe the
situation on earth after the first six seals as being one of “peace and safety.” But how can we account
for the statements of Joel and Zephaniah which seem to imply that the Day of the Lord would begin
later—at the opening of the seventh seal or even later?

Answering this question is more important than it might seem because understanding when the Day of
the Lord begins is an important aspect of understanding the timing of the rapture!*'4. If God’s wrath is
poured forth on the Day of the Lord, then the church is taken up prior to the day. If the day begins with

the opening of the first four seals by the Lamb (Rev. 6:2-8), then the church is taken up prior to that

J15.2.60 [5.2.62

point (a pretribulationa | rapture 1). If the day begins with the opening of the seventh seal

(Rev. 8:1), then the church could be on earth during the first six seal judgments (a pre-wrath rapture).??
The pretribulation rapture view holds that God’s wrath begins with the opening of the first seal (Rev.
6:1), whereas the pre-wrath rapture view holds that none of the first six seals involve God’s wrath and
that His wrath only begins with the opening of the seventh seal. Therefore, pre-wrath advocates argue
that the Day of the Lord does not begin until the opening of the seventh seal. Both positions believe the
church is spared from God’s wrath and will be taken up prior to the Day of the Lord, but differ in their
understanding of when the Day of the Lord begins.

Regarding the seemingly contradictory statements of Paul, Joel, Zephaniah, and John: how do we solve
this “bible difficulty?” For one, we remember the Golden Rule of Interpretation>22%); that Scripture

interprets Scripture. The Word of God is given by the Holy Spirit and so is self-consistent. Whatever
“contradiction” we see must be a result of our lack of understanding.

So which is it? Does the day come as a thief, unexpectedly upon a relatively tranquil world? Or does it
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come after dramatic cosmic signs and the first six seals wreak worldwide havoc? The answer appears
to be . . . both! In understanding the various uses of the phrase Day of the Lord, Showers identifies
both a broad and a narrow sense:

The biblical expression “the Day of the Lord” has a double sense (broad and narrow) in relationship to
the future. The broad sense refers to an extended period of time involving divine interventions related at
least to the 70th week of Daniel and the thousand-year Millennium. . . . Concerning this broad sense, A.
B. Davidson wrote: “Though the “Day of the Lord,” as the expression implies, was at first conceived as
a definite and brief period of time, being an era of judgment and salvation, it many times broadened out
to be an extended period. From being a day it became an epoch.” . . .in the narrow sense it refers to one

specific day—the day on which Christ will return to the earth from heaven with His angels.?*

Thus, the phrase, Day of the Lord, can denote the entire period from when the initial judgments of God
are first manifested (at a time of relative peace and safety) through the end of the Millennium (the
broad sense) or it can denote the specific day upon which Christ physically returns to earth to destroy
the armies gathered against Him (Rev. 19:11-21).

When Paul refers to the day coming “as a thief . . . when they say peace and safety,” he is referring to
the Day of the Lord in its broad sense. There will be no warning—there is no prophetic precondition
that warns of the coming of the Day of the Lord in its broad sense—it is imminent*8l. When the earth
dwellers react to the cosmic shaking of the sixth seal, they understand the Day of the Lord to already
be in progress—the broad definition. Peace and safety are long gone—having been taken by the
previous seals—and with these cosmic disturbances, it has become evident that it is God Himself who
is behind the global disruption.

When Joel indicates that cosmic signs occur “before” the Day of the Lord, he is speaking of the narrow
sense—the precise 24-hour period in which Jesus Christ will return to earth physically in judgment
(Rev. 19:11-21).% When Zephaniah speaks of silence in heaven indicating that the Day of the Lord is
“at hand” (Zep. 1:7 cf. Rev. 8:1), he too uses the phrase in its narrow sense:

Be silent in the presence of the Lord GOD; for the day of the LORD is at hand, for the LORD has
prepared a sacrifice; He has invited His guests. And it shall be, in the day of the LORD’S sacrifice, that I
will punish the princes and the king’s children, and all such as are clothed with foreign apparel. (Zep
1:7-8)
Notice Zephaniah’s emphasis on a sacrifice attending the Day of the Lord. A sacrifice which involves
kings and princes. This speaks, in an eschatological sense, of the very day on which Jesus returns
physically to earth and defeats the armies gathered against Him (Rev. 19:17-19). This can also be seen
in the statement made by John concerning the spirits of demons which gather the kings of the earth “to
gather them to the battle of that great day of God Almighty” [emphasis added] (Rev. 16:14). This is
long after the opening of the first seal, the sixth seal, and even the seventh seal.

The Day of the Lord begins, in its broad sense, when peace and safety is taken from the earth (possibly
during the opening of the first seal, certainly by the opening of the second). By the time of the sixth
seal, the world is already in chaos, but the cosmic disturbances make plain even to the earth dwellers
that God’s wrath is already in progress. The cosmic signs of the sixth seal and the silence before
opening the seventh seal precede the Day of the Lord in its narrow sense—they occur before the final
intervention of Jesus in the final destruction of His enemies prior to establishing the Millennial

Kingdoml>23,

When these uses of the phrase are understood, we see that the day begins in the broadest sense when
“peace and safety” are taken away when the day comes as a “thief in the night.” It is our belief that this
occurs no later than the opening of the second seal. We disagree with the pre-wrath rapture position
which holds that God’s wrath, and the Day of the Lord, does not begin until the opening of the seventh
seal. We believe that God’s wrath is associated with all seven seals and that the church will be taken

up before this time. See Rapturel* 4],

2.13.4 - Jacob’s Trouble and the Great Tribulation

Two other titles which are related to the coming Day of the Lord>%!¥ are the Time of Jacob’s Trouble
and the Great Tribulation.?® Notice that all three involve the concept of an unparalleled time of
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trouble. Unparalleled implies two things concerning the time periods involved:

1. Since there cannot be more than one unparalleled time of trouble, their time periods must
overlap.?’

2. These events have not transpired in the past.?®
Regarding the timing of the Great Tribulation, Jesus said

“Therefore when you see the ‘abomination of desolation,” spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in
the holy place” (whoever reads, let him understand), “then let those who are in Judea flee to the
mountains. Let him who is on the housetop not go down to take anything out of his house. And let him
who is in the field not go back to get his clothes. But woe to those who are pregnant and to those who
are nursing babies in those days! And pray that your flight may not be in winter or on the Sabbath. For
then there will be great tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until this time,
no, nor ever shall be. And unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved; but for the elect’s
sake those days will be shortened.” (Mtt. 24:15-22)

Jesus referred to this Daniel 9:27 “overspreading of abominations” in Matthew 24:15. Then He said,
“then shall be Great Tribulation, such as was not since the beginning of the world to this time, no, nor
ever shall be” (Mtt. 24:21), thereby indicating that the Great Tribulation will begin when the
overspreading of abominations of Daniel 9:27 occurs. Since the Great Tribulation will begin when the
overspreading of abominations occurs in the middle of the 70th week, we can conclude that the Great
Tribulation will begin in the middle of the 70th week of Daniel, or after the first three and one-half years

of that seven-year period have transpired.?’

Notice Jesus says, “let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains and “pray that your flight may not
be . .. on the Sabbath.” There is an explicit Jewish element to this entire passage. This is because the
events are related to the Time of Jacob’s Trouble described by Jeremiah:

‘For behold, the days are coming,” says the LORD, ‘that I will bring back from captivity My people
Israel and Judah,” says the LORD. ‘And I will cause them to return to the land that I gave to their
fathers, and they shall possess it.” Now these are the words that the LORD spoke concerning Israel and
Judah. For thus says the LORD: ‘We have heard a voice of trembling, of fear, and not of peace. Ask
now, and see, whether a man is ever in labor with child? So why do I see every man with his hands on
his loins like a woman in labor, and all faces turned pale? Alas! For that day is great, so that none is like
it; and it is the time of Jacob’s trouble, but he shall be saved out of it.” (Jer. 30:3-7)

Notice several important aspects within this passage:

1. Jacob is Israel - Jacob fathered the 12 tribes and was given the name Israel by God (Gen.
32:28). Thus, this is describing a time of trouble specifically for the Jews.

2. Gathering in the Land - This time of trouble occurs affer Israel is gathered back in the
Promised Land.

3. Birth Pangs - The passage refers to every man acting “like a woman in labor.” How similar
this is to the words of Jesus, “All these are the beginning of sorrows” (Mtt. 24:8). Sorrows
(wdv [6din]) indicates “a pang or throe, especially of childbirth.” [emphasis added]*°

4. A Unique Day - There is no other day like it.

5. Results in Salvation - “But he shall be saved out of it.” Although the Jews undergo an
extremely troubling time, salvation comes at the end.’!

The Jewish aspect of this period can also be seen in the wider context of Micah’s well-known
prophecy concerning the birthplace of Messiah:

Now gather yourself in troops, O daughter of troops; He has laid siege against us; they will strike the
judge of Israel with a rod on the cheek. But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, Though you are little among the
thousands of Judah, yet out of you shall come forth to Me The One to be Ruler in Israel, Whose goings
forth are from of old, from everlasting. Therefore He shall give them up, until the time zhat she who
is in labor has given birth; then the remnant of His brethren shall return to the children of Israel.
And He shall stand and feed His flock In the strength of the LORD, in the majesty of the name of the
LORD His God; and they shall abide, for now He shall be great to the ends of the earth. (Mic. 5:1-4)
[emphasis added]
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Scripture record’s two pregnancies in relation to Messiah. The first labor terminates in the First

Coming of Messiah (Rev. 12:2-4). The second labor terminates in the ushering in of the Millennial

Kingdom!>23%), 1t is this second period of labor, subsequent to the going forth of Messiah from

Bethlehem, which Micah sets forth. This second labor leads to the millennial age: “For now He shall
be great to the ends of the earth.” The time of Jacob’s trouble describes the labor pains associated with
the second pregnancy.

“She who travaileth” does not refer to Israel bringing forth (giving birth to) Messiah, but to her last-day
Tribulation travail (Jer. 30:5-7) in bringing forth a believing remnant, . . . Israel’s greatest and most
anguishing sufferings of all her long and checkered history of woe will take place during the coming
Great Tribulation (Rev. 8:1-20:3). Her terrible travail pains that in God’s plan precede the joy of birth
(cf. Mic. 4:9; cf. John 16:21), will bring forth a regenerated nation to enter the joy of the Kingdom,

which will be as unparalleled as the agony that introduces it.3

This period is mentioned in the book of Revelation and also Daniel which provides additional details
as to its duration:3

Revelation 12 states the length of time this persecution and hiding of the Jews in the wilderness will last
... it will last 1,260 days (Rev. 12:6) . . . Revelation 12:14 states that Israel will hide in the wilderness
from Satan for “a time, and times, and half a time.” Daniel 7:25 uses this identical time designation for

the length of time that the Antichrist®23) will persecute the saints of the 70th week. . . . Revelation
13:5-7, when referring to this same persecution of 70th-week saints by the Antichrist, declares that it
will last for 42 months, which equal three and one-half years. . . . The Jews will be persecuted and will
hide in a wilderness area for three and one-half years, exactly one-half of the seven-year 70th week. . . .
the Great Tribulation will be finished when God has completely shattered the obstinate rebellion of the
nation of Israel against Him [Dan. 9:24; 12:7]. In other words, the Great Tribulation will end when

Israel’s rebellion against God’s rule ends.>*

Scofield summarizes the character of this unique period:

The elements of the tribulation are: (1) The cruel reign of the “beast out of the sea” (Rev. 13:1), who, at
the beginning of the three and a half years, will break his covenant with the Jews (by virtue of which
they will have re-established the temple worship, Dan. 9:27), and show himself in the temple,
demanding that he be worshipped as God (Mtt. 24:15; 2Th. 2:4). (2) The active interposition of Satan

“having great wrath” (Rev. 12:12), who gives his power to the Beast29] (Rev. 13:4, 5). (3) The
unprecedented activity of demons (Rev. 9:2, 11); and (4) the terrible “bowl” judgments of Rev. 16.3

Although the book of Revelation indicates that all those living on the earth immediately prior to the
return of Jesus will be involved in troublesome times, this is especially true for the Jews. This is
because God applies judgment first and more fully to those who have greater revelation and

responsibility (Amos 3:2; Luke 12:48).3

While it is true that all will suffer during that time, Israel will suffer more so. The basic reason for this
lies in Israel’s relationship to God as God’s first born (Ex. 4:22) and, therefore, Israel receives double,
both in blessing and cursing. The principle that Israel receives double for all her sins is stated in Isaiah
40:1-2 . . . It is also found in Jeremiah 16:16-18. The principle of Israel’s receiving double for all her

sins is the reason why the Tribulation is uniquely the Time of Jacob’s Trouble.3”

Stanton shows the Jewish character of the period by saying: “The tribulation is primarily Jewish. This
fact is borne out by Old Testament Scriptures (Deu. 4:30; Jer. 30:7; Eze. 20:37; Dan. 12:1; Zec. 13:8-9),
by the Olivet Discourse of Christ (Mtt. 24:9-26), and by the book of Revelation itself (Rev. 7:4-8; 12:1-
2, 17 etc.). It concerns ‘Daniel’s people,” the coming of ‘false Messiah,” the preaching of the ‘gospel of
the kingdom,” flight on the ‘sabbath,” the temple and the ‘holy place,” the land of Judea, the city of
Jerusalem, the twelve ‘tribes of the children of Israel,” the ‘son of Moses,” ‘signs’ in the heavens, the
‘covenant’ with the Beast, the ‘sanctuary,’ the ‘sacrifice and the oblation’ of the temple ritual—these all
speak of Israel and prove that the tribulation is largely a time when God deals with His ancient people
prior to their entrance into the promised kingdom.”38

Our study of the book of Revelation will greatly benefit by keeping in mind the purposes God has for

this period of time:

The first purpose is to make an end of wickedness and wicked ones (Isa. 13:9; Isa. 24:19-20) . . . The
second purpose of the Tribulation is to bring about a worldwide revival (Rev. 7:1-7) . . . The Third
purpose of the Tribulation is to break the power of the stubborn will of the Jewish nation (Dan. 12:5-7;
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Eze. 20:33-38).%°

The Old Testament presents at least five purposes for the Tribulation. 1 . The Tribulation will complete
the decreed period of national Israel’s judicial hardening as punishment for its rejection of the messianic
program, which the partial return from exile did not remove and which culminated in the national
rejection of Jesus (Isa. 6:9-13; 24:1-6; cf. John 12:37-41; Rom. 11:7-10). 2 . It will produce a messianic
revival among Jewish people scattered throughout the world (Deu. 4:27-30; cf. Rev. 7:1-4; Mtt. 24:14).
3 . The Tribulation will convince the Jewish nation of their need for the Messiah in order to produce a
national regeneration (Dan. 12:5-7; Jer. 31:31-34; Eze. 20:34-38; 36:25-27; 37:1-14; Zec. 12:9-13:2; Isa.
59:20-21). This will result in a massive return of Jews to the land of Israel (Zec. 8:7-8; Eze. 36:24;
37:21). 4 . It will end the time of the Gentiles and effect the deliverance of the Jewish people from
Gentile dominion (Isa. 24:21-23; 59:16-20; cf. Mtt. 24:29-31; Mark 13:24-27; Rom. 11:25). 5 . The
Tribulation will purge the earth of wicked people in order to establish the Messianic Kingdom in
righteousness (Isa. 13:9; 24:19-20; Eze. 37:23; Zec. 13:2; 14:9; Isa. 11:9). This violent reduction of the
world’s unbelieving population will result from the divine judgments unleashed throughout the
Tribulation (Rev. 6-18), climaxing with the Battle of Armageddon under King Messiah (Rev. 19) and
His purge of rebel Jews and oppressive Gentiles at the end of the Tribulation (Eze. 20:33-38; Mtt. 25:31-

46).40

2.13.5 - The 70th Week of Daniel

Another period set forth by the OT1>>3! which involves a time of calamity with Jewish focus is the

70th week of Daniel (Dan. 9:24-27). This prophecy was introduced to Daniel by Gabriel as follows:
Seventy weeks are determined for your people and for your holy city, to finish the transgression, to
make an end of sins, to make reconciliation for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up
vision and prophecy, and to anoint the Most Holy. (Dan. 9:24)

Notice that the entire period is determined for Daniel’s people and Daniel’s holy city. These are none

other than the Jews and Jerusalem. The entire scope of this prophecy pertains to the Jews. While it is

beyond our purposes here to deal with the entire prophecy in all its detail, we pause to note that at least

two aspects of the introduction infer a fulfillment yet future even to our own day:

1. To finish the transgression: If this refers to a specific transgression, (and some believe it

does because the noun translated ‘the transgression,” NRWN [chattd t], is singular), that

transgression involves the rejection of her Messiah by the Jewish nation. Since the majority of
Jews still are opposed to the notion of Jesus Christ as their Messiah, this has not yet
happened.

2. To seal up vision and prophecy: Neither has this been completed. Sealing does not mean
that all vision and prophecy would simply be delivered to the saints (e.g., the close of the

canon2121), but that all vision and prophecy will find fulfillment.*!

2.13.5.1 - Weeks of Years

The word translated “weeks” simply means “sevens” and can be shown from the context to be seventy
sevens of years:

Each year of [the Babylonian] captivity represented one seven-year cycle in which the seventh or

Sabbath year had not been observed. Thus it is clear that the context refers to years, not days.*?

The usage of the Hebrew word for “sevens” elsewhere in Daniel also argues that weeks of days are not
meant here:

The Hebrew word shabua is found only in one other passage of the book (Dan. 10:2-3), where the
prophet states that he mourned and fasted “three full weeks.” Now here it is perfectly obvious that the
context demands “weeks” of days. . . And significantly, the Hebrew here reads literally “three sevens of
days.” Now if in the ninth chapter, the writer intended us to understand that the “seventy sevens” are

composed of days, why did he not use the same form of expression adopted in chapter ten?*3

There are four good reasons for believing that the “seven” intended here is a period of seven years: (1)
Daniel has just been concerned about years (Dan. 9:1-2). (2) It is impossible to fit the events of verses
24-27 into 490 days or weeks. (3) In the only other place where Daniel uses the word week, he qualifies
it by adding the word days (Dan. 10:2-3). (4) Finally, the fact that Dan. 9:27 speaks of a covenant being
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broken at the half-way point of the seventicth seven agrees well with Dan. 7:7, 12, 25; and Rev. 12:14,

which speak of three-and-one-half years as one-half of a week.**

2.13.5.2 - Prophetic Year

Further, these 70 x 7 = 490 years can be shown to consist of exactly 360 days each. They are not based
on the year of our modern calendar which is either 365 days (normal year) or 366 days (leap year)
long. This reflects historical differences in how the calendar year has been adjusted to account for the
fact that the astronomical year is not an exact number of days.

The astronomical year consists of approximately 365 days. If we treated each year as exactly 365 days,
the calendar date would slowly advance further and further ahead of the astronomical year becoming
out of step with the seasons. We solve this inaccuracy by appending an extra day onto the month of
February on leap year. However, in the past there have been different solutions employed for handling
this problem:

With modern astronomy one can reckon a year very precisely as being 365.24219879 days, or 365
days, 5 hours, 48 minutes, 45.975 seconds.” However, in ancient times various systems were used. When
one investigates the calendars of ancient India, Persia, Babylonia and Assyria, Egypt, Central and South
America, and China it is interesting to notice that they uniformly had twelve thirty-day months (a few
had eighteen twenty-day months) making a total of 360 days for the year and they had various methods
of intercalating days so that the year would come out correctly. Although it may be strange to present-

day thinking, it was common in those days to think of a 360-day year.*>

The more recent Jewish Calendar utilized a combination of the sun and moon:

It is called “lunar-solar” because it allowed the sun‘s orbit to mark the years’ beginning but based the
beginning of months on observation of the phases of the moon. The first appearance of the new moon
would mark the new month. According to the Talmud, the priests would watch for this and proclaim it
by sending messengers and blowing trumpets. The first problem is that the moon’s circuit is about 29
1/2 days, forcing a vacillation between a 30-day and a 29-day month; and second, that 12 of these
moon/months equal 354 1/4 days, about 11 days short of the solar year. From the Babylonians the
Hebrews learned to add an extra month every two or three years. In rabbinical times this “intercalary”

month was inserted seven times in 19 years.46

Yet we have evidence from the time of Noah that months did not alternate in length between 30 days
and 29 days. The book of Genesis indicates a 5-month period as being exactly 150 days in length, or
five 30-day months:

The time measurements encountered in Genesis chapters 7 and 8 are the result of a lunar calendar. Gen.
7:11 states the flood began on the seventeenth day of the second month, and it ended on the seventeenth
day of the seventh month (Gen. 8:4), exactly five months. Both Gen. 7:24 and 8:3 declare the waters
were upon the earth 150 days. Assuming each month is the same length, they would have 30 days
apiece. Skeptics say that is a big assumption because the story does not cover an entire year, and thus

doesn’t take into account any days the ancients may have added on to their year.4”

It appears that the earlier Jewish calendar may have been simpler than the “lunar-solar” system.
“Ussher found that the ancient Jews and the Egyptians did not use a year based on the moon. Instead
they had a year made up of 12 months, each 30 days long. At the end of the year they tacked on 5 days.

Every 4 years they added 6 days.”*® We also have indication in Scripture that a simpler 360-day
calendar is found within prophetic passages:

® Daniel indicates a period of seven years as the final “week” of the seventy weeks, but which
is divided in half (Dan. 9:24). The period of half of this final week of years is denoted by
“time, times, and half” (Dan. 7:25; 12:7), or one, two, and one-half= 3.5 years.

® John records the duration of the period during which Jerusalem will be trampled by the
Gentiles as “forty-two months” (Rev. 11:2). If twelve 30-day months are used, this period
corresponds exactly to 3.5 years of 360 days each.

® The two witnesses are said to prophesy for “one thousand two hundred and sixty days” (Rev.
11:3) which is also exactly 42 months of 30 days each or 3.5 years of 360 days each.

® The woman who flees from the dragon is fed by God for “one thousand two hundred and
sixty days” (Rev. 12:6) which is also described as “time and times and half a time” (Rev.
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12:14). Thus 1,260 days = 3.5 years of 360 days each.

® The beast is given authority for “forty-two months” (Rev. 13:5). This probably corresponds to
the “one thousand two hundred and sixty days” during which the dragon persecutes the
woman. It is also said to be “time and times and half a time” (Dan. 7:25). Thus 42 months of
30 days each = 3.5 years of 360 days each = 1,260 days.

When the various evidences are considered, it seems best to conclude:
1. Daniel’s “weeks” are weeks of years.

2. The prophetic year consists of 360 days.

2.13.5.3 - The Final Week

Daniel’s seventy sevens of years are divided into three sequences: seven sevens, sixty-two sevens, and
a final seven (Dan. 9:25-27). After the seven and sixty-two sevens (sixty-nine total), “Messiah shall be
cut off” (Dan. 9:26). Thus the sixty-ninth week is seen to come to an end before the crucifixion of
Christ. Several events are seen to transpire after the sixty-ninth week, but before the last week begins.
These include the cutting off of Messiah and the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome.

And after the sixty-two weeks Messiah shall be cut off, but not for Himself; and the people of the prince
who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. The end of it shall be with a flood, and till the
end of the war desolations are determined. (Dan. 9:26) [emphasis added]

It is only after these events that the last week begins:

Then he shall confirm a covenant with many for one week; but in the middle of the week he shall bring
an end to sacrifice and offering. And on the wing of abominations shall be one who makes desolate,
even until the consummation, which is determined, is poured out on the desolate. (Dan. 9:27) [emphasis
added]

It appears that the final week begins when the “prince who is to come” (Dan. 9:26) confirms a
covenant “with the many for one week.” This final seven years is known as The 70th Week of Daniel.
Notice Gabriel mentions that it is in the middle of the week that he shall “bring an end to sacrifice and
offering.” This would be after the covenant had been in place three and one-half years.

Since the book of Revelation deals with the final stages of Jewish and Gentile history prior to the
return of Messiah, it is no surprise to find the same time period set forth in relation to events it records
(Rev. 11:2-3; 12:6, 14; 13:5).

[The] period of totalitarian world rule under the beast is predicted to be just “forty-two months” before
he is defeated and the millennium begins (Revelation 13:4, 5; 19:20). Before that period is still another
period of “1260 days,” marked by the unrestrained prophesying and miraculous works of “two
witnesses” (Revelation 11:3), whose influence is finally overcome by the “beast” as he consolidates his
world power (Revelation 11:7). These two periods—1260 days and forty-two months—are obviously
consecutive and each corresponds to a period of three-and-a-half years, . . . a final seven-year period of
earth history immediately prior to the millennium. The last half of this period apparently contains the
events described in Chapters 12-19. Correspondingly, the first half of the period is outlined in Chapters

4-11.9

Chapters 4-19 are believed to synchronize with Daniel’s Seventieth Week (Dan. 9:24 . . . ). The great
tribulation begins at the middle of the “week,” and continues three and a half years (Rev. 11:3-19:21).
The tribulation is brought to an end by the appearing of the Lord and the battle of Armageddon (Mtt.

24:29, 30; Rev. 19:11-21).50
The book of Revelation provides further details corresponding to this final seven year period of
Gabriel’s prophecy given to Daniel. The final fulfillment of all that Gabriel prophesied to Daniel

concerning the Jews and Jerusalem is part and parcel of the revelation given to John and recorded in
the book of Revelation.

2.13.5.4 - Events of the 70th Week of Daniel

The parallels between Revelation and Daniel’s 70th week have not gone unnoticed.’! Although it is
impossible to know with certainty the absolute sequence among all the events recorded by Scripture
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associated with the final week, the timing of some of the more significant events can be established.>?

Events during the First Half of the 70" Week

Event Scriptures
Antichrist®>?3] establishes covenant with many in | Dan. 9:27
Israel.
144,000 Jews sealed for protection. Rev. 7:1-8

Jews sacrifice and worship at the temple in
Jerusalem.

Dan. 9:27; Rev. 11:1

Two witnesses prophesy and torment the earth

dwellerst5-218],

Rev. 11:3-6

Seven seals opened, six of seven trumpets
sounded.>?

Rev. 6:1-17; Rev. 8:1-9:21

Events during the Middle of the 70" Week

Event*

Scriptures

Beast given authority.>

Dan. 7:25; Rev. 13:5

Two witnesses killed and resurrected.’® Rev. 11:7-12
Antichrist violates covenant. Dan. 7:25; 9:27
Sacrifice halted at the temple in Jerusalem. Dan. 9:27

Abomination of Desolation.

Dan. 9:27; 11:31; 37 12:11; Mtt. 24:15; Mark
13:14; 2Th. 2:4; Rev. 13:15° See commentary on
Revelation 13151313151,

Jews flee persecution.

Mtt. 24:15-20; Mark 13:14-18 ; Rev. 12:6, 14

Events during the Last Half of the 70" Week

Event

Scriptures

Seventh trumpet sounded.>”

Rev. 11:15

Beast and his image kill the saints.

Dan. 7:21, 25; 8:24; Rev. 7:9-16; 12:11; 13:7, 15;
20:4

Seven bowls poured out.®

Rev. 16:1-21

Jews recognize and call for Messiah Jesus.

Lev. 26:40-42; Hos. 5:15-6:3; Zec. 13:9; Mtt.
23:39; Luke 13:35

Campaign of Armageddon™>1 & Second Coming

Isa. 63:1-6; Joel 3:9-16; Zec. 12:1-9; 14:1-5; Rev.
16:12-16; 19:17-21
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2.13.5.5 - The 70th Week in Relation to the Book of Revelation

The following simplified outline from Fruchtenbaum illustrates how Daniel’s 70th week (the
Tribulation) relates to the overall chronology of the events in the book of Revelation .°!

The Tribulation in the book of Revelation

Passage Description
Rev. 1:1-3 Introduction.
Rev. 1:4-8 Salutation.
Rev. 1:9-20 The Things That John Saw.
Rev. 2:1-3:22 The Things Which Are.
Rev. 4:1-5:14 Events in Heaven Preceding the Great
Tribulation.?
Rev. 6:1-9:21 First Half of the Tribulation.
Rev. 10:1-14:20 Events of the Middle of the Tribulation.
Rev. 15:1-16:21 The Second Half of the Tribulation.
Rev. 17:1-18 Ecclesiastical Babylon (Recurrence: First Half).%?
Rev. 18:1-24 Political Babylon (Recurrence: Second Half).
Rev. 19:1-20:3 The Second Coming and Aftermath.
Rev. 20:4-6 The Messianic Kingdom231,
Rev. 20:7-14 The Aftermath of the Messianic Kingdom.
Rev. 21:2-22:5 The Eternal Order.
Rev. 22:6-21 Conclusion.

2.13.6 - The Synoptic Gospels

Further evidence that the book of Revelation sets forth future events is found in the parallels between
what the book of Revelation records and the answers Jesus gave in response to the questions of the
disciples regarding the sign of His coming. “Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came
to Him privately, saying, ‘Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your
coming, and of the end of the age?’ ” (Mtt. 24:3) Jesus’ response as they sat on the Mount of Olives is
known as The Olivet Discourse and is recorded in the synoptic gospels. Since the disciples asked about
the signs of His Second Coming and the end of the age, and the book of Revelation also records events
leading up to His Second Coming, we expect to find a close correlation between the two. “Thematic
parallels between the birth pangs of the synoptics (Mtt. 24:4-8; Mark 13:5-8; c.f. Luke 21:8-19) and
the first six seals of the Apocalypse (Rev. 6:1-11) show a definite correlation between the events

described in the passages.”®* “A comparison of Christ’s description of the beginning of birth pangs in
Matthew 24:5-7 with the first four seals of Revelation 6:1-8 indicates that the beginning of birth pangs

and the first four seals are the same thing.”®

John McLean identifies the following parallels between the Olivet Discourse and the book of
Revelation.%
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Parallels Between the Olivet Discourse and the Seal Judgments of Revelation

Event Revelation 6 | Matthew 24 Mark 13 Luke 21
False messiahs, false prophets. | Rev. 6:2 Mtt. 24:5, 11 | Mark 13:6 Luke 21:8
Wars. Rev. 6:2-4 Mtt. 24:6-7 Mark 13:7 Luke 21:9
International discord. Rev. 6:3-4 Mtt. 24:7 Mark 13:8 Luke 21:10
Famines. Rev. 6:5-8 Mtt. 24:7 Mark 13:8 Luke 21:11
Pestilences. Rev. 6:8 - - Luke 21:11
Persecution, martyrdom. Rev. 6:9-11 Mtt. 24:9 Mark 13:9-13 Luke 21:12-17
Earthquakes. Rev. 6:12 Mtt. 24:7 Mark 13:8 Luke 21:11
Cosmic phenomena. Rev. 6:12-14 | [Mtt. 24:29]7 | [Mark 13:24-25] | Luke 21:11

Here we see the characteristic “fingerprint of the Holy Spirit” in the Scriptures. Individual men writing
at different times, who lack detailed information from the other writers of Scripture, achieve
consistency in describing the same topics or events.

Many who have studied the Olivet Discourse understand the “abomination of desolation” mentioned
by Jesus (Mtt. 24:15) as marking the dividing point of the final seven years:

Christ introduced and discussed the beginning of birth pangs (Mtt. 24:4-8) before He introduced the
abomination of desolation and the Great Tribulation (Mtt. 24:15-21), and it appears that He introduced
and discussed events in chronological order in this section of Matthew 24. This implies that the
beginning of birth pangs will precede the abomination of desolation (of the middle of the 70th week)
and the Great Tribulation (of the second half of the 70th week) and therefore will occur during the first

half of that seven-year period.®®

2.13.7 - The Plagues of Egypt and the Tribulation

There are numerous similarities between the plagues with which God afflicted Egypt resulting in the
Exodus of Israel and the plagues of the Tribulation. This correspondence is intentional and is an
indication of the correspondence between the recorded facts of past history and the prophesied facts
concerning the future:

1.

Literal Plagues - In the same way that the plagues of Egypt were literal and historical events,

so the plagues of the Tribulation period will be t00.5

2. Testing the Unrepentant - In the same way that Pharaoh of the Exodus refused to repent

(Bx. 7:13, 23; 8:15, 19, 22; 9:34), the earth dwellers'>*>13] will refuse to repent during the
Tribulation (Rev. 2:21; 6:16-17; 9:20; 16:9, 11, 21). The plagues test the opponents of God
demonstrating the hardness of their hearts (Rev. 3:10). God gains glory in the events of their
judgment (Ex. 7:3; 9:16; 11:9; Rom. 9:17-22).

3. Establishing a Kingdom - The plagues of Egypt resulted in the overthrow of Egypt and the
birth of the theocratic kingdom of Israel. The plagues of the Tribulation result in the

overthrow of the system of Antichrist'>?3) and usher in the Millennial Kingdom>3°]

establishing the reign of God on earth.

There is a definite parallel between the supernatural preparation for the kingdom in history under Moses
and the supernatural judgments which shall be poured out upon a rebellious world in preparation for the
future Millennial Kingdom of our Lord Jesus Christ at His second advent. There is the same insolent
challenge to the true God on the part of the Gentile powers (Ps. 2:1-3). There will be a similar gracious
but infinitely greater preliminary miracle [like Ex. 7:12]—the Rapture[5'2'62] of the Church—warning
men of the supremacy of Jehovah and the ultimate defeat of all who rebel against Him. There will be the
same swift progression in the severity of the divine judgments which follow, and even a striking parallel
in the nature of the judgments (cf. Rev. 6:1-17 through 18). There will be the same victorious outcome,
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the destruction of the antichrist and his armies in the judgment of Armageddon, and deliverance of the
people of Israel (Rev. 19:1-21). There will be another song of victory, significantly referred to as ‘the

song of Moses. . . and the song of the Lamb’ (Rev. 15:1-3).70

The Plagues Compared

Plague Egypt Tribulation
#1 - Water becomes blood. Ex. 7:20; Ps. 105:29 Rev. 8:8-9; 11:6; 16:3-6
#2 - Frogs Ex. 8:6; Ps. 105:30 Rev. 16:137!
#3 - Lice Ex. 8:24; Ps. 105:31 Rev. 11:6272
#4 - Flies Ex. 9:6 Rev. 11:6773
#5 - Food source (livestock) destroyed Ex. 9:6 Rev. 8:974
#6 - Boils Ex. 9:10 Rev. 16:2
#7 - Hail Ex. 9:23; Ps. 105:32 Rev. 8:7; 16:21
#8 - Locusts Ex. 10:13; Ps. 105:34 Rev. 9:3
#9 - Darkness Ex. 10:22; Ps. 105:32 Rev. 8:12; 9:2; 16:10
#10 - Death of Firstborn Ex. 12:29; Ps. 105:36 -

At the completion of the plagues of Egypt, God parted the Red Sea (Ex. 14:21; Ne. 9:11) allowing
Israel to escape from Egypt and travel to Mount Sinai where Moses was given the Law and the
theocracy!>%7%) of Israel was established. The gathering of Israel at the end of the Tribulation will be
by similar miraculous power.
The LORD will utterly destroy the tongue of the Sea of Egypt; with His mighty wind He will shake His
fist over the River, and strike it in the seven streams, and make men cross over dry-shod. There will be a

highway for the remnant of His people who will be left from Assyria, as it was for Israel in the day that
he came up from the land of Egypt. (Isa. 11:15-16)

I will also bring them back from the land of Egypt, and gather them from Assyria. I will bring them into
the land of Gilead and Lebanon, until no more room is found for them. He shall pass through the sea
with affliction, and strike the waves of the sea: all the depths of the River shall dry up. Then the pride of
Assyria shall be brought down, and the scepter of Egypt shall depart. “So I will strengthen them in the
LORD, and they shall walk up and down in His name,” says the LORD. (Zec. 10:10-12)

The result will be the establishment of the Millennial Kingdom on earth (Rev. 20:4-6). See The Arrival
of God’s Kingdom!*>*31,

2.13.8 - Genesis and Revelation as Bookends

Having explored the parallels between events in the book of Revelation and passages which speak of a
future time of trouble for both the world and the Jews, we now expand our scope to consider the role
which Revelation plays as an opposite “bookend” to Genesis. “Ponder for a moment about the books
you have in your study. What keeps most of them in a tidy, neat row? The bookends! Consider the

books of Genesis and Revelation. They are the ‘bookends’ of the Word of God.””
The Book of Revelation is the sequel to the Book of Genesis, the two books together bounding all
history and bounding all of God’s revelations to mankind. They constitute the alpha and omega of God’s
written Word, the Book of Beginnings and the Book of Unveilings.”®

Given the extensive list of correlations which follow, it is hard to imagine how some in history could
have questioned the role of the book of Revelation within the canon!>?!2], Once these relationships are
seen, it becomes clear how important the book of Revelation is to the completion of God’s revelation
to man and how inadequate are the views which restrict the events of the book of Revelation to an
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exclusively first-century fulfillment.””

Many questions which are posed when interpreting Genesis can be easily furnished by an
understanding of Revelation and vice versa. For example, consider the creation of the sun and moon on
day four of creation week (Gen. 1:14-17) whereas light is said to have been created on the first day
(Gen. 1:3). The oft-heard question is “how could there be light prior to the creation of the sun?” Many
elaborate theories about the sun and moon actually being created earlier than day four and then
“unveiled” or made to appear on that day could be instantly disposed of by the study of the light source

which John records in the eternal state (Rev. 21:23).78

Morris offers the following instructive comparisons between the probationary (and subsequently
cursed) world described in Genesis and the eternal (and redeemed) world described in Revelation.”

Probationary versus Eternal World

Genesis (probationary world) Revelation (eternal world)
Division of light and darkness (Gen. 1:4). No night there (Rev. 21:25).
Division of land and sea (Gen. 1:10). No more sea (Rev. 21:1).
Rule of sun and moon (Gen. 1:16). No need of sun or moon (Rev. 21:23).
First heavens and earth finished (Gen. 2:1-3). New heaven and earth forever (Rev. 21:2).
Man in a prepared garden (Gen. 2:8-9). Man in a prepared city (Rev. 21:2).
River flowing out of Eden (Gen. 2:10). River flowing from God’s throne (Rev. 22:1).

Tree of life in the midst of the garden (Gen. 2:9). | Tree of life throughout the city (Rev. 22:2).

Gold in the land (Gen. 2:12). Gold in the city (Rev. 21:21).

Bdellium and the onyx stone (Gen. 2:12). All manner of precious stones (Rev. 21:19).
God walking in the garden (Gen. 3:8). God dwelling with His people (Rev. 21:3).
The Spirit energizing (Gen. 1:2). The Spirit inviting (Rev. 22:17).

Bride formed for her husband (Gen. 2:21-23). Bride adorned for her husband (Rev. 21:2).

Command to multiply (Gen. 1:28). Nations of the saved (Rev. 21:24).
Garden accessible to the Liar (Gen. 3:1-5). City closed to all liars (Rev. 21:27).
Man in God’s image (Gen. 1:27). Man in God’s presence (Rev. 21:3).

Man the probationer (Gen. 2:17). Man the heir (Rev. 21:7).
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Cursed versus Redeemed World

Genesis (cursed world)

Revelation (redeemed world)

Cursed ground (Gen. 3:17).

No more curse (Rev. 22:3).

Daily sorrow (Gen. 3:17).

No more sorrow (Rev. 21:4).

Sweat on the face (Gen. 3:19).

No more tears (Rev. 21;4).

Thorns and thistles (Gen. 3:18).

No more pain (Rev. 21:4).

Eating herbs of the field (Gen. 3:18).

Twelve manner of fruits (Rev. 22:2).

Returning to the dust (Gen. 3:19).

No more death (Rev. 21:4).

Coats of skins (Gen. 3:21).

Fine linen, white and clean (Rev. 19:14).

Satan opposing (Gen. 3:15).

Satan banished (Rev. 20:10).

Kept from the tree of life (Gen. 3:24).

Access to the tree of life (Rev. 22:14).

Banished from the garden (Gen. 3:23).

Free entry to the city (Rev. 22:14).

Redeemer promised (Gen. 3:15).

Redemption accomplished (Rev. 5:9-10).

Evil continually (Gen. 6:5).

Nothing that defiles (Rev. 21:27).

Seed of the woman (Gen. 3:15).

Root and offspring of David (Rev. 22:16).

Cherubim guarding (Gen. 3:24).

Angels inviting (Rev. 21:9).

We may extend this list with comparisons from Bullinger.3

Genesis versus Revelation

Genesis

Revelation

Man in God’s image (Gen. 1:26).

Man headed by one in Satan’s image (Rev. 13).

Man’s religion, art, and science, resorted to for
enjoyment apart from God (Gen. 4).

Man’s religion, luxury, art, and science, in their
full glory judged and destroyed by God (Rev.
18).

Nimrod, a great rebel and King, and Aidden anti-
God, the founder of Babylon (Gen. 10:8-10).

The Beast>>°], the great Rebel, a King, and
manifested anti-God, the reviver of Babylon
(Rev. 13, 17-18).

A flood from God to destroy an evil generation
(Gen. 6-9).

A flood from Satan to destroy an elect generation
(Rev. 12).

Marriage of first Adam (Gen. 2:18-23).

Marriage of last Adam (Rev. 19).

A bride sought for Abraham’s son (Isaac) and
found (Gen. 24).

A Bride made ready and brought to Abraham’s
Son (Rev. 19:9).

3:24).

Man’s dominion ceased and Satan’s begun (Gen.

Satan’s dominion ended and man’s restored (Rev.
22).

Notes
' Rev.2:1,8,12,18;3:1,7, 14.
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Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 4.
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 31.
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 31-32.
Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 176.

“Isaiah 2:10-22 describes a Day of the Lord that will involve the sixth seal described by the Apostle John in
Revelation 6:12-17.”—Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 31.

“Joel 3:1-16 and Zechariah 14:1-3, 12-15 refer to a Day of the Lord that will involve God’s judgment of the
armies of all the nations of the world, when those armies gather in Israel to wage war against that Nation and
the city of Jerusalem [Rev. 16:12-16] and when the Messiah comes to war against them [Rev. 19:11-21].”—
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 32.
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Marvin Rosenthal, The Pre-Wrath Rapture of the Church (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1990).
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 35,39.

The problem of cosmic signs prior to the day can also be resolved by realizing that there are numerous cosmic
signs associated with the period of the end and the cosmic signs of the sixth seal, although probably the most
dramatic to that point, may not be the first.

“The Scriptures indicate that the Day of the Lord, the Time of Jacob’s Trouble, and the Great Tribulation have
several things in common. First, the concept of trouble or tribulation are associated with all three . . . Second,
the concept of an unparalleled time of trouble is identified with all three [Joel 2:1-2; Jer. 30:7; Dan. 12:1 cf.
Mtt. 24:21] . . . Third, the term ‘great’ is used for all three . . . Fourth, the concept of birth pangs is associated
with all three . . . Fifth, the expression ‘that day’ is used for all three . . . Sixth, Israel’s future repentance or
spiritual restoration to God is associated with all three . . . These comparisons demonstrate that several of the
same concepts and terms are associated with the Day of the Lord, the Time of Jacob’s Trouble, and the Great
Tribulation . . . they indicate that the Day of the Lord will cover or at least include the same time period as the
Time of Jacob’s Trouble and the Great Tribulation.”—Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 41-42.

“Both the Time of Jacob’s Trouble (Jer. 30:6-7) and the Great Tribulation (Mtt. 24:21) are described as the
unparalleled time of trouble. Since there can only be one such time, both will cover the same time period. The
Great Tribulation will begin in the middle of the seven-year 70th week. We know this because Jesus indicated
that the Great Tribulation will begin with the abomination of desolation (Mtt. 24:15-21), which will take place
in the middle of the 70th week (Dan. 9:27). . . . Since the Great Tribulation will begin in the middle and
terminate at the end of the 70th week and will cover the same time period as the Time of Jacob’s Trouble, the
Time of Jacob’s Trouble will also cover the entire second half of the 70th week.”—Showers, Maranatha, Our
Lord Come, 23-24.

They must necessarily eclipse all the world wars and the horrors of the holocaust unless God be accused of
exaggeration.

Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 43.

James Strong, The Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (Ontario: Woodside Bible Fellowship, 1996), G5604.

How different this is from the interpretation which prez‘erists[5 259 force upon Matthew 24! The destruction of

Jerusalem in A.D. 70 involved no intervention by God on behalf of the Jews.

Merrill F. Unger, Unger's Commentary on the Old Testament (Chattanooga, TN: AMG Publishers, 2002),
Mic. 5:3.

See Prophetic Yearl?13-52],
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 44-46.
C. L. Scofield, The Scofield Study Bible (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2002, 1909), Rev. 7:14.

“It has been denied that God““s people were actually worse than the pagans about them, but reckoning must be
in proportion to spiritual knowledge and privileges enjoyed. The judgments of God are always relative to light
and privilege granted. . . The Latins have a pointed saying: Corruptio optimi pessima (’The corruption of the
best issues in the worst.””)’—Charles Feinberg, The Prophecy of Ezekiel: The Glory of the Lord (Chicago, IL:
Moody Press, 1969), 37.

Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 282-283.
Pentecost, Things to Come: A Study in Biblical Eschatology, 237.
Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 177-181.

Randall Price, “Old Testament References to The Great Tribulation,” in Mal Couch, ed., Dictionary of
Premillennial Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1996), 415.

“The implications of this phrase may include all of the following: (1) God will put His seal of authentication
on all true revelations, (2) These forms of revelation will cease, (3) Prophecies will be fulfilled, and (4)
Nothing else is to be added to His plans and revelations (as implied by the seal). When Christ comes back,
there will be no more need for visions and prophecies.”—Charles H. Ray, “A Study of Daniel 9:24-17, Part
11, in The Conservative Theological Journal, vol. 5 no. 16 (Fort Worth, TX: Tyndale Theological Seminary,
December 2001), 306-307.

Harold Hoehner, Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1977), 118.
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Pentecost, Things to Come: A Study in Biblical Eschatology, 243.
King James Version Study Bible (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1997, ¢1988), Dan. 9:24.
Hoehner, Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ, 135-136.

Trent C. Butler, Chad Brand, Charles Draper, and Archie England, eds., Broadman and Holman Illustrated
Bible Dictionary (Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman Publishers, 2003), 252-253.

Ray, “A Study of Daniel 9:24-17, Part 11,” 321.

James Ussher, The Annals of the World (Green Forest, AR: Master Books, 1658, c2003), 114-115.
Henry Morris, The Revelation Record (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1983), 27.
Scofield, The Scofield Study Bible, Rev. 1:1.

“Textual correlations that develop the expansion and chronological framework of the Seventieth Week of
Daniel [indicate that] Daniel 9:27 equals Rev. 6:12-17.”—John A. McLean, “Structure of the Book of
Revelation,” in Mal Couch, ed., Dictionary of Premillennial Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel
Publications, 1996), 376.

We have purposefully excluded events whose relative timing we view to be less certain. A more detailed list
could be prepared, but would be more likely to contain errors. For a more detailed development, see
[Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 204,240,276].

The difficulty of establishing with certainty the timing of the seal, trumpet, and bowl judgments relative to
other events of the Tribulation can be seen by the great amount of discussion concerning the subject. It is our
belief that the judgments through the sixth trumpet could all occur within the first half of the week since the
ascendancy of the beast is not seen in the judgments until the time of the first bowl under the seventh trumpet
(Rev. 11:15 cf. Rev. 16:2). It seems the abomination of desolation must have occurred prior to the pouring out

of the first bowl because it targets the Beas®>%°] worshipers (Rev. 16:2).
These events do not all transpire in one instant, but are initiated at the midpoint of the week.
The ascendancy and authority of the beast is strictly subject to God’s control.

Their witness is ended by the ascendancy of the beast (Rev. 11:7) at the end of the first half of the week,
whereas the last half of the week ends in the destruction of the beast (Rev. 19:20). “During the first half of the
week he is in his mortal stage. In the last half he is in his superhuman stage; . . . This eighth verse therefore
refers to the mid-career of the Beast; and the point of the vision is the moment between the mortal and
superhuman stages; i.e., between chapters 12 and 13.”—E. W. Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation (Grand
Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1984, 1935), Rev. 17:8.

Although Daniel 11:31 was fulfilled by Antiochus Epiphanes, it stands as an example of the future event
which Jesus spoke of (Mtt. 24:15).

Although the man of sin will initially sit in the temple of God and present himself as God (2Th. 2:4). Since he
is not God, he lacks omnipresence. So it appears that an image is erected in the temple which then receives
worship on his behalf (Rev. 13:15). This allows him to conduct other activities associated with his conquest
and rule.

The timing of the seventh trumpet is approximate and is difficult to establish with certainty. From the
description of the first bowl (under the seventh trumpet), it would seem that the last trumpet would occur near
the midpoint of the week, just as the beast has established global control and the false prophet is instituting his
worship. No mention is made of the beast or his worshipers until after the sixth trumpet (Rev. 9:13 cf. Rev.
11:7). The prelude to the bowl judgments—which are under the seventh trumpet—includes “those who have
victory over the beast, over his image and over his mark and over the number of his name” (Rev. 15:2). These

are in heaven, having overcome the image of the beast>>° by martyrdom. Since they overcame the image,

the image must be in place prior to the seven bowls pouring forth. If the image is set up at the midpoint of the
last week, then the bowl judgments must be in the last half. The seventh trumpet must occur prior to the first
bowl.

It appears that the judgments of the seventh trumpet, which include the seven bowls, must occur after the
midpoint of the week. For when the first bowl is poured forth, it targets those who have received the mark of
the beast and worship his image (Rev. 16:2). This would most naturally follow his proclamation as God (2Th.
2:4) and the construction of an idol in his image which receives worship (Rev. 13:15). Moreover, prior to the
pouring forth of the bowls, John sees martyrs who refused to worship the image of the beast. Thus, the bowls
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must come after the setting up of the image which occurs at the midpoint of the last week.
Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 8-10.

[Fruchtenbaum, The Footsteps of Messiah, 9,175] applies the term Great Tribulation to the entire seven years
whereas other interpreters apply it to only the last half of this period.

Fruchtenbaum believes the Harlot>>2%) in Revelation 17 differs from the city Babylon in Revelation 18. We

believe the Harlot and the city are one and the same.
McLean, “Structure of the Book of Revelation,” 374.
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 25.

[Thomas Ice, “The Olivet Discourse,” in Tim LaHaye, and Thomas Ice, eds., The End Times Controversy
(Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 2003), 165] Also see [Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 25].

Items in brackets added by this author.
Showers, Maranatha, Our Lord Come, 25.

We disagree with allegorical interpreters who dismiss a literal correspondence between the plagues of Egypt
and the Tribulation. Beale is representative of this line of thought: “The parallel with Exodus does not supply
unambiguous demonstration in support of a literal fulfillment. All that it shows is that the two descriptions are
homologous, that is, that they have an essential relation in some manner. But the nature of that relation needs
to be determined. Are they homologous in their physical form and effects, or in theological significance, or
both? The images depicted certainly refer to actual events on the referential level.. . . In Revelation the fire and
hail are to be understood on the symbolic level as representing particular facets of divine judgment that can be
drawn out further by thorough exegesis of the theological meaning of this particular Exodus plague. [These]
speak of God depriving the ungodly of earthly security.”—Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation: A
Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999), 54. If one
reads the Exodus account through the same interpretive lens as Beale, one would likely be led to deny the
literal nature of the entire history of the Exodus, much less the plagues. Indeed, many liberal theologians do
just that!

Alva J. McClain, The Greatness Of The Kingdom (Winona Lake, IN: BMH Books, 1959), 56.

Although not an infestation or plague of frogs, the representation of the unclean spirits as frogs is undoubtedly
meant as a reminder of the frogs of the Exodus.

Lice are not specifically mentioned, but may be among the plagues brought by the two witnesses.
Flies are not specifically mentioned, but may be among the plagues brought by the two witnesses.

This is not a direct correlation, but a similarity. In both cases, the food source of the enemies of God is
destroyed. In other judgments, crops were also destroyed: Ex. 9:22-23; Ps. 105:33-35 cf. Rev. 8:7.

Mal Couch, “Why is Revelation Important?,” in Mal Couch, ed., A Bible Handbook to Revelation (Grand
Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 2001), 16.

Morris, The Revelation Record, 14.

The creation evangelism organization Answers in Genesis (Wwww.AnswersInGenesis.org) correctly emphasizes
the need to take the Scriptures literally “from the very first verse.” Without an understanding of the cause of
man’s problem, there is no need for a savior. If Adam and Eve were not literal, what need have we of Jesus?
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if this “back to Genesis” emphasis on literal interpretation were taken “ahead to
Revelation” and applied there too?

Asking this question evidences a lack of familiarity with the doctrine of God’s Shekinah (abiding) Glory: Gen.
3:8,24; 15:17; Ex. 3:2; 13:21-22; 14:19-20, 24; Ex. 16:10; 19:18; 24:15-16; 33:18-23; 34:5-6; 40:34; Lev. 9:6,
23; Num. 14:10, 22; 16:19, 42; 20:6; Deu. 5:25-26; 33:16; 1K. 8:10-11; 2Chr. 7:1; Isa. 4:5; 35:2; 40:5; 58:8;
60:3; Eze. 1:28; 3:23; 9:3; 10:18; 43:2-4; Hag. 2:7-9; Zec. 2:5; Mtt. 16:27; 17:2; 24:30; Mark 9:3; Luke 2:8-9;
9:29; John 1:14; Acts 2:3; 9:3; 22:6; 26:13; Heb. 1:3; 2Pe. 1:16-17; Rev. 1:14-16; 15:8; 21:3; 21:23

Morris, The Revelation Record, 22.

Bullinger, Commentary On Revelation, 58-59.
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2.14 - Literary Structure

All interpreters who come to the Scriptures are faced with attempting to grasp the literary structure of
the text. It doesn’t take the new believer very long to discover that passages which one had always
assumed were strictly sequential are found, upon further investigation, to be presented in a
nonsequential fashion suitable to the purposes of the writer. This becomes most evident by studying a

parallel gospel which presents each gospel writer’s material in parallel columns. !

Some of the same issues arise when we come to the book of Revelation. How is the presentation of
John to be understood? Are the seals, trumpets, and bowls sequential? Or do similarities between some
of them imply the different passages are describing different details concerning the same event
(repetition or recapitulation)? This process is complicated by the wide variety of conclusions
interpreters reach concerning the literary structure of the book. Depending upon what elements of the
book are seen as most determinative in outlining the material, different results are obtained.

A blessing and curse of John’s Apocalypse are the many commentators who have attempted to interpret
the book. This is especially true of the many outlines proposed for its literary structure. The diverse

proposals are a maze of interpretative confusion.?

This rather complete lack of consensus about the structure of Revelation should caution the reader about
accepting any one approach as definitive.?

Although there are many different views concerning the structure of the book of Revelation, two
primary views have been recognized: the sequential view and the simultaneous or recapitulation view.
Most other views are a variation on one of these. “The basic structural question is whether John
intended his readers to understand the visions recorded in his work in a straightforward chronological

sense or whether some form of recapitulation is involved.”

The structure of the Apocalypse is determined, in part, by one’s understanding of whether the three
septet [sets of seven] judgments are sequential or simultaneous. The sequential view understands the
seals, trumpets, and bowls as successive judgments that proceed out of each other. The simultaneous
view sees a recapitulation of the septets in which the judgements are parallel to each other. Each

recapitulation reviews previous events and adds further details.

A fundamental issue in discerning the plan of the book of Revelation is how to explain the numerous
parallel passages and repetitions within it. The book itself suggests that the number seven is an ordering
principle by presenting seven messages, seven seals, seven trumpets, and seven bowls. The parallels
between the trumpets and bowls are especially close and seem repetitious. Some commentators have
explained the repetition as the result of the use of sources. Others have seen the repetition as part of the
author’s literary design. The literary design has been seen as describing a linear sequence of events
within history, including the past, present, and future. Another theory is that the same historical and

eschatological events are described several times from different points of view.®

Other ways of dividing and organizing the book are also possible. For example, making a primary
division based upon different visions,’emphasizing the contrast between scenes in heaven versus their

results on earth,%r some other literary artifact such as spiritual transitions. Tenney calls attention to the
fourfold literary structure marked by transitions where John “was transported in consciousness to a

new scene of action where spiritual realities and future events were disclosed to him.”’
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In the Spirit
Section Topic Transition Phrase Location
Verse

Prologue: Christ Rev. 1:1 - -

Communicating

Christ in the Church Rev. 1:9-10 | “I was in the Spirit on the “on the island that is
Lord’s Day” called Patmos”

Christ in the Cosmos Rev. 4:1-2 “Immediately I was in the “up here” (heaven)
Spirit”

Christ in Conquest Rev. 17:3 “So he carried me away in the | “into the wilderness”
Spirit”

Christ in Consummation Rev. 21:10 “And he carried me away in | “to a great and high
the Spirit” mountain”

Epilogue: Christ Rev. 22:6 - -

Challenging

2.14.1 - Recapitulation of Events

The author of the earliest surviving commentary, Victorinus of Pettau, subscribed to the recapitulation

view.!9This view emphasizes similarities between elements of the three series of symbols (seals,
trumpets, bowls) and understands the similarities as an indication of identity. Although there are many
variations on this scheme, the following diagram illustrates the general idea. The passages describing
the trumpet judgments are seen as depicting additional details concerning the earlier seal judgments.
Similarly, the passages describing the bowl judgments are understood as elaborating on the previous
trumpet judgments. See [Beale, The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, 128] for a
more elaborate example.

Recapitulation of Events

SRR A
I A

Often, a similar event (e.g., an earthquake) found in association with two judgments leads to their
association.

Alford, following Isaac Williams, draws attention to the parallel connection between the Apocalypse
and Christ’s discourse on the Mount of Olives, recorded in Mtt. 24:4-28. The seals plainly bring us
down to the second coming of Christ, just as the trumpets also do (compare Rev. 6:12-17; 8:1, and Rev.
11:15), and as the vials also do (Rev. 16:17): all three run parallel, and end in the same point. Certain
“catchwords” (as Wordsworth calls them) connect the three series of symbols together. They do not
succeed one to the other in historical and chronological sequence, but move side by side, the subsequent
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series filling up in detail the same picture which the preceding series had drawn in outline. . . . the
carthquake that ensues on the opening of the sixth seal is one of the catchwords, that is, a link
connecting chronologically this sixth seal with the sixth trumpet (Rev. 9:13; 11:13): compare also the
seventh vial, Rev. 16:17, 18. The concomitants of the opening of the sixth seal, it is plain, in no full and
exhaustive sense apply to any event, save the terrors which shall overwhelm the ungodly just before the
coming of the Judge. . . . the loosing of the four winds by the four angels standing on the four corners of
the earth, under the sixth seal, answers to the loosing of the four angels at the Euphrates, under the sixth

trumpet. 2

Other times it is a similarity in pattern which leads interpreters in this direction:

The strongest argument for the recapitulation view is the observation of repeated combined scenes of
consummative judgment and salvation found at the conclusions of various sections throughout the book.
The pattern of these scenes is always the same, consisting of a depiction of judgment followed by a
portrayal of salvation; cf. respectively Rev. 6:12-17 and 7:9-17; 11:18a and 11:18b; 14:14-20 and 15:2-
4; 16:17-21, including 17:1-18:24, which functions as an intensified judicial conclusion of the whole
book, and 19:1-10; 20:7-15 and 21:2-8, including the following section of 21:9-22:5, which serves as an

intensified salvific conclusion to the entire book.!?

Even similarity of phrase has been seen as indicating recapitulation:

A third phrase which recurs four times, and which may serve as a division point is “thunders, voices,
lightnings, and an earthquake [Rev. 4:5; 8:5; 11:19; 16:18].” . . . The last three mark respectively the
conclusions of the judgments of the seals, the trumpets, and the bowls, and have consequently been
interpreted by some to indicate that their judgments are concurrent, or at least continuous. Does the
repetition of the phrase mean that the same reaction takes place three times, or that there are three types

of judgments of increasing intensity converging at the same point?14

The main weakness of the recapitulation view is that it emphasizes similarity between passages over

distinct differences which remain. But, similarity does not equal identity. Those who believe that

details are intentionally revealed in the text for the reader to notice are unlikely to embrace the
recapitulation view because it glosses over these differences.

2.14.2 - Sequential Events

The sequential view understands the general flow of the book and especially the series of seal, trumpet,

and bowl judgments as following a chronological sequence. Similarities between different

chronological judgments are understood as part of God’s design, but not necessitating identity because
differences in the text make plain that identity is not involved. In the most widely-held sequential view,

the events attending the seven bowls are subsumed within the seventh trumpet and the events of the

seven trumpets are subsumed within the seventh seal.

Sequential Events

Seals |1 |23 4|5|6 |7

Trumpets |1 |2 (3 /4|5 /6|7

Bowls 1123|4567

We can understand this development by a simple illustration. We have all seen firework displays in
which giant rockets are shot into the air exploding into a great ball of fire. This, as it falls toward the
earth, bursts into a great number of balls of fire of various colors which, as they fall further toward the
earth, burst again into smaller balls of various colors. So it is with the judgments of God. At first we see
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nothing but a sealed scroll. As the seals are removed each one appears to be a judgment and we would
expect that when we come to the last seal, it would be the last judgment. But, instead, the last seal
discloses seven angels, each with trumpets. These, in turn, are various judgments, and the seventh
trumpet, in turn, reveals not another single judgment, but seven vials of the wrath of God. In both
instances there is a series of seven with the last disclosing seven more. In addition to this structure there
is a parenthesis between the sixth and the seventh in all three series.'

The more literal one’s interpretation, the more one will tend to follow the sequential view. The more
one emphasizes literary genrel>2?% and symbolism and moves further afield from the Golden Rule of

Interpretation®224, the more likely the recapitulation structure or other literary structure will find
appeal.

While the sequential view holds the basic flow of the book to be chronological, it does not preclude
recapitulation in some of the related visionary scenes which are not strongly anchored within the

sequence.'®The reasons given for the sequential view include:

There are five principal arguments for the basic futurist perspective. (1) It is argued that Rev. 1:19
divides the whole book into three temporal parts . . . (2) Rev. 4:1b (“I will show you what must happen
after these things”) affirms . . . that the visions of wrath in the remainder of the book are to occur after
the events of the church age . . . (3) It is assumed that the order of the visions generally represents the
order of future events . . . (4) If the order of the seals, trumpets, and bowls does not portray historical
events in the order of their historical occurrence, and if the trumpets and the bowls are not subsumed
within the seals, then . . . the trumpets and the bowls are separated from the introductory throne vision of
Rev. 4:1-5:14, from which the seals and the rest of the visions in the book seem to naturally flow. (5)

The increasing intensity of the judgments throughout the book is another argument.!”

Each set of judgments is more intense and destructive than the previous ones. The second trumpet
destroys one-third of seas while the second bowl turns all of the seas into blood (Rev. 8:8-9; 16:3). . ..
Although there are many similarities between the septets, the differences are more crucial and
determinative. The seals generally differ in content from the trumpet and bowl plagues. There is no
parallel alignment between the first, fifth, and seventh judgments of the septets. . . . The two Greek
phrases kal €100V [kai eidon] and pstd( To0TA [meta tauta] indicate a sequential movement . . . a
chronological movement . . . The seven seals are followed by the seven trumpets, and the seven bowls
follow the seven trumpets . . . The bowls evidence a sequential pattern as they are called “the last,
because in them the wrath of God is finished” (Rev. 15:1). . . . The seventh trumpet is linked to the
seven bowls. The 144,000 people are an example of an event under a trumpet judgment following a seal
judgment. One hundred and forty-four thousand people are protectively sealed on their foreheads after
the sixth seal and before the release of the plague by the four angels (Rev. 7:1-8). The fifth trumpet
brings a demonic plague on humankind and torments “only the men who do not have the seal of God on

their foreheads” - the sixth seal precedes the demonic plague of the fifth trumpet.'®

When the seventh seal is opened (Rev. 8:1-5), no immediate events as such follow on earth—except for
the earthquake—as in the first six seals, unless the opening of the seventh seal includes among its events
the blowing of the seven trumpets of judgment (Rev. 8:6-11:15). This appears to be precisely the case. . .
. The seventh trumpet likewise is not immediately followed by any specific events on earth (Rev.
11:15ff)), except for an earthquake and a hailstorm (Rev. 11:19). However, just before the seventh
trumpet is sounded, we read, “The second woe has passed; the third woe is coming soon” (Rev. 11:14).
When the seven angels prepare to pour out “the seven last plagues,” symbolized by the bowls, we read
that with these bowls “God’s wrath is completed” (Rev. 15:1, 7). Thus it seems reasonable to identify

the content of the seventh trumpet with the seven bowls of judgment (Rev. 16-19).19

Another reason why the bowl judgments cannot represent a recapitulation of the previous trumpet or
seal judgments is found in the difference in access to the heavenly Templel>>73] during the period of
the judgments. Due to the great significance of the final bowl judgments, the heavenly Temple is
closed for their duration (Rev. 15:8). Yet in the midst of the seal and trumpet judgments, the Temple is
not sealed (Rev. 7:15; 11:19; 14:15, 17; 15:6). This indicates that the bowl judgments (Rev. 16) cannot
be merely descriptive of further detail related to the corresponding trumpet or seal judgments, but are
unique in themselves and must occur at an entirely different period of time which follows upon the
opening of the seals and sounding of the trumpets. See commentary on Revelation 15:81581 and

Revelation 16:173-16-171,

One of the frequently-heard criticisms of the sequential view is that it lacks sensitivity to the literary
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form or apocalyptic genre of the book.?

As the reader recognizes by now, the single largest factor which divides interpreters of the book is how
literal one takes its contents. Whenever literary genre, apocalyptic similarities, and devotional qualities
are elevated in importance over a literal interpretation, the result will most likely be non-futurist and
embrace significant recapitulation.

By adopting a recapitulation view, it can be argued that one of the key values of the book of Revelation
is forfeited, its guidance in organizing related passages:

The value of the book of Revelation is not that it provides a lot of new information, but rather that it
takes the scattered Old Testament prophecies and puts them in chronological order so that the sequence

of events may be determined. . . . This is the reason for so many references to the Old Testament.?!

Perhaps one of the simplest sequential organizations offered is that of Morris.??

Sequential Chronology
Chapters Description Duration
Rev. 1-3 Church Age Unknown Duration
Rev. 4-19 Period of Judgment Seven Years
Rev. 20 Kingdom Age One Thousand Years
Rev. 21-22 Eternal Age Endless Years

2.14.3 - Structural Outline

It is our conviction that the events of the book are mainly sequential and flow naturally from the
threefold division given by John in Revelation 1:19. We will follow an outline derived from the work

of McLean.??
L. Prologue: Things Which You Have Seen (Rev. 1:1-20)

IL. Letters to the Seven Churches>%): Things Which Are (Rev. 2:1-3:22)
1. Future Revealed: Things Which Shall Take Place After These Things (Rev. 4:1-22:5)
A. God’s Wrath/Great Tribulation (Rev. 4:1-19:21)
1. Introduction to the Seven Seal Judgments (Rev. 4:1-5:14)
a) Throne of God in heaven (Rev. 4:1-11)
b) The Scroll of the Lamb (Rev. 5:1-14)
2. The Six Seal Judgments (Rev. 6:1-7:17)
a) First Seal: White horse (Rev. 6:1-2)
b) Second Seal: Red horse (Rev. 6:3-4)
¢) Third Seal: Black horse (Rev. 6:5-6)
d) Fourth Seal: Ashen horse (Rev. 6:7-8)
e) Fifth Seal: Martyrs under the altar (Rev. 6:9-11)
f) Sixth Seal: Great day of God’s wrath (Rev. 6:12-17)
g) Narrative Preview: Redeemed of God (Rev. 7:1-17)
(1) Sealing of the 144,000 (Rev. 7:1-8)
(2) Martyrs from the great Tribulation (Rev. 7:9-17)
3. The Seventh Seal: Seven Trumpets (Rev. 8:1-18:24)
a) Breaking Seventh Seal: introduction to the Seven Trumpets (Rev. 8:1-6)
b) First Trumpet: one-third of the earth destroyed (Rev. 8:7)
c¢) Second Trumpet: one-third of the sea destroyed (Rev. 8:8-9)
d) Third Trumpet: one-third of the water destroyed (Rev. 8:10-11)
e) Fourth Trumpet: one-third of the celestial destroyed (Rev. 8:12)
f) Introduction to the Three Woes (Rev. 8:13)
(1) Fifth Trumpet: First Woe, men tormented (Rev. 9:1-12)
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(2) Sixth Trumpet: Second Woe, one-third of mankind killed (Rev. 9:13-11:14)
(3) Seventh Trumpet: Third Woe, the Seven Bowls (Rev. 11:15-18:24)
(a) Seventh Trumpet, proclamation of God’s kingdom (Rev. 11:15-19)
(b) Narrative Synopsis (Rev. 12:1-14:13)
1) A Woman, Male child, Satan in conflict (Rev. 12:1-6)
ii) Angelic war in heaven (Rev. 12:7-12)
iii) War on earth (Rev. 12:13-17)
iv) Beast>291 out of the sea (Rev. 13:1-10)
v) Beast out of the earth (Rev. 13:11-18)
vi) Narrative Preview (Rev. 14:1-13)
(c) Introduction to the Seven Bowls (Rev. 14:14-15:8)
i) Son of Man with a sickle (Rev. 14:14-16)
ii) Wine press of God’s wrath (Rev. 14:17-20)
iii) Seven angels of the Seven plagues (Rev. 15:1)
iv) Worship of God and the Lamb (Rev. 15:2-4)
v) Seven angels receive the Bowls (Rev. 15:5-8)
(d) Seven Bowl Judgments (Rev. 16:1-18:24)
1) First Bowl: malignant sores (Rev. 16:1-2)
ii) Second Bowl: sea destroyed (Rev. 16:3)
iii) Third Bowl: rivers destroyed (Rev. 16:4-7)
iv) Fourth Bowl: scorching heat (Rev. 16:8-9)
v) Fifth Bowl: darkness (Rev. 16:10-11)
vi) Sixth Bowl: preparation for war (Rev. 16:12-16)
vii) Seventh Bowl: worldwide destruction (Rev. 16:17-21)
viii) Narrative Synopsis (Rev. 17:1-18:24)
[a] Description and Destruction of the Harlot522%1 (Rev. 17:1-18)
[b] Condemnation and Destruction of Babylon (Rev. 18:1-24)
4. The Advent of Jesus Christ (Rev. 19:2-21)
a) Introduction and praise of the advent (Rev. 19:1-10)
b) Parousia of Jesus Christ (Rev. 19:11-16)
c¢) Judgment of the beast, false prophet, and people (Rev. 19:17-21)

B. Millennial Kingdom>23%1 (Rev. 20:1-10)
1. Satan is bound in the abyss (Rev. 20:1-3)
2. Saints resurrected (Rev. 20:4-6)
3. Final judgment of Satan (Rev. 20:7-10)
C. Great White Throne Judgment (Rev. 20:11-15)
D. The New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:1-22:5)
IV. Epilogue (Rev. 22:6-21)
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3.1 - Revelation 1

3.1.1 - Revelation 1:1

Up to this point, we have spent considerable time discussing background information in order to better
prepare the reader for the verse-by-verse exposition to follow. Having read the background material,
the reader should now be equipped to understand the principles behind the method of our exposition
and the liabilities we believe attend competing views.

Moving forward, we will place greater emphasis upon exposition than refuting alternate views,
although we will continue to make mention of them at key places in the text.!

See the Introduction™ for a discussion of various background topics related to the book of Revelation.
The Revelation

The first word of this book, ATtokGAvL1G [Apokalypsis], should be kept in mind by the reader
throughout the book. For it is God’s intention to reveal rather than conceal:

In the New Testament, apokalypsis always has the majestic sense of God’s unveiling of himself to his
creatures, an unveiling that we call by its Latin name revelation. . . . It depicts the progressive and

immediate unveiling of the otherwise unknown and unknowable God to his church throughout the ages.”

The clearness and lucidity (perspicuity) of the Scriptures is their consistent theme (Deu. 29:29; Pr.
13:13; Isa. 5:24; Isa. 45:19; Mtt. 11:25; Mtt. 24:15; Luke 10:21, 26; 24:25; 2Ti. 3:16; 2Pe. 1:19). Yet if
Scripture is meant to be understood, why do we have such a difficult time understanding it, and
especially this book? Our problem is not so much the difficulty of understanding, but our own idolatry
and rebellion. We are unwilling to study to know God and to submit in obedience to that which may be
known. We are more interested in other pursuits than in seeking God through His revealed words of
life (John 6:63, 68). As is often the case where Scripture is concerned, our inability to understand is
more a reflection of our lack of zeal than the difficulty which attends the interpretation of God’s Word.
When the average person in our country spends multiple hours in front of a television set daily, but
“just can’t find the time” to read God’s Word, the issue is not one of time management, but idolatry.

When we come to this last book of Scripture, our lack of preparation is evidenced all the more because
what God intends as revelation, we see as mystery. Yet Paul holds that revelation is the antithesis of
mystery (Rom. 16:25). This book is not intended to be a veiled document full of mysterious symbols,
but an unveiling and clarification of things which have heretofore not been revealed by God.? In order
to grasp the meaning of this revelation, we need a foundation in the rest of Scriptures, and especially

the Old Testament. (See The Importance of the Old Testament>73-1))
There are several reasons why we believe that this book is not intended to be enigmatic. First, we

believe that a chief purpose of God was the creation of language to communicate with man. If this is
so, then the intellect of man and the clarity of language must be sufficient for this task:

If God is the originator of language and if the chief purpose of originating it was to convey His message
to humanity, then it must follow that He, being all-wise and all-loving, originated sufficient language to
convey all that was in His heart to tell mankind. Furthermore, it must also follow that He would use

language and expect people to understand it in its literal, normal, and plain sense.*

Second, we have the pattern established by the rest of Scripture. “It is unthinkable to believe that God
would speak with precision and clarity from Genesis to Jude, and then when it comes to the end
abandon all precision and clarity.” It is not God’s intention to train us how to read and understand 65
books of the Bible and then “throw us a curve” in the 66" book by expecting that we adopt an entirely
different approach. (See the discussion regarding The Art and Science of Interpretation®72.)

[2.13]

So it is our duty here to make sense of this book, based upon what related passages reveal

concerning its central themes!>*], while reading the text in the same way as the rest of Scripture.
of Jesus Christ

The central question surrounding this phrase is whether Jesus Christ is the source of the revelation
(subjective genitive) or being described by the revelation (objective genitive).
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Elsewhere, a very similar Greek phrase &mokaA0ew¢ 'Incod Xpiotod [apokalypseds Iésou
Christou] is used by Paul: “For I neither received it from man, nor was I taught iz, but it came through
the revelation of Jesus Christ” (Gal. 1:12).° It would seem that in Galatians the genitive 'Tnco0
Xp1oto0 [lesou Christou] is subjective rather than objective, for Paul is discussing the source of his
revelatory knowledge. It did not come through man, nor was it taught, but it came through the
revelation of Jesus. Jesus was the source of Paul’s revelation, not man.

In favor of the objective genitive (Jesus as the object being revealed), is the oft-expressed longing of

the NT152481 writers for His appearing (1Cor. 1:7; 2Th. 1:7; 1Pe. 1:7). In these passages, the appearing
of Jesus is referred to as the “revelation of Jesus Christ.” Apart from the glimpses provided within this
book and elsewhere in the NT, the true character and glory of Christ is yet hidden. When He appears,

His glory will no longer be veiled and all men everywhere will understand that He is God.’

If “context is king” in interpretation, then the next phrase would indicate we are to take this as the

subjective genitive: “which God gave Him to show His servants.”® The emphasis here is on Jesus
Christ as the source of the revelation being given to John.

Wallace suggests the possibility that this is a plenary genitive indicating the revelation is both from
Christ and about Christ.” However, as Thomas has observed, such an understanding violates the basic
interpretive principle that the original author had only one intended meaning.'?

The context favors the subjective genitive (the revelation is firom Jesus Christ), but we should be aware
that throughout Scripture, Jesus is involved with revelation in at least three ways:

1. He is the source of revelation (Gal. 1:12; 1Pe. 1:11; Rev. 1:1).

2. Heis the object of revelation (Luke 24:44; 1Cor. 1:7; 2Th. 1:7; 1Pe. 1:7; Rev. 1:11-18; 5:6-
10; 19:11-16). “Many fail to see the centrality of Jesus Christ in this volume. . . . [Some]
become preoccupied with the identification of events and persons other than our Lord. Many

seem to be more interested in the Antichristl>2-31 than in Jesus Christ.”!!

3. His incarnation is the revelation of God to man (Isa. 9:1-2; John 1:14, 18; 12:45; 14:8-9; Col.
1:15; 2:9; Heb. 1:2; 1Jn. 1:2).

Paul makes plain that the revelation he received was not the result of teaching he received from men.
In other words, biblical revelation is not by human insight or instruction. It is the unveiling of that
which was previously unknown and would forever remain unknown if God had not graciously granted
us His self-disclosure. This is why the natural world can never be classified as the 67th book of the
Bible, for the “revelation” it provides is not biblical revelation. It is subject to the finding out of man
and the manner in which it is discerned is subject to the flawed interpretations and theories of fallen
men. This alone tells us why Genesis takes precedence over the speculative investigation of prehistory
by modern science. Scriptural revelation, the direct revelation of God, has no equal.

It is for these very reasons that biblical revelation is always initiated by God and never by man. It was
the Lord who opened Hagar’s eyes so that she saw water nearby (Gen. 21:19). It was the Lord who
revealed the Angel of the Lord blocking Balaam’s way (Num. 22:31). The Lord opened the eyes of
Elisha’s servant so that he might see the angelic host (2K. 6:17). Moses would have remained a man
unknown to history if the Lord had not made His ways known to him (Ps. 103:7). Peter’s declaration of
Jesus as “the Christ” would not have occurred without the direct revelation of the Father (Mtt. 16:17).
The disciples on the road to Emmaus would not have understood Christ in the Scriptures apart from the
initiative of God (Luke 24:45). This too is the foundation of prophecy—the revealing of that which is
yet future and which no man could ever plumb (Isa. 48:5-8). Hence, it is the unique signature of God
alone. This revelation of God is a key ministry of the Holy Spirit Whom Jesus said would “take of
what is Mine and declare it to you” (John 16:14).

Biblical revelation is not confined to the head, but spans the 18 inches of wilderness from the head to
the heart. It results not in a cold apprehension of facts, but in a response of faith which births the soul
into newness of life. It was the Lord Who opened Lydia’s heart “to heed the things spoken by Paul”
(Acts 16:14) resulting in the first believer in Thyatira, destined to become the site of a thriving Church
addressed directly by our Lord in this book (Rev. 2:18). The mind of the unbeliever remains without



3.1.1 - Revelation 1:1 163

revelation, blinded to the things of God. The veil over his mind is unresponsive to the efforts of man
(John 1:13), but is “taken away in Christ” (2Cor. 3:14). No one can know the Father except those to
whom “the Son wills to reveal Him” (Luke 10:22).

Here we come away with a foundational theme of Scripture: man is wholly dependent upon God.
Without God, man has no hope. It is only by God’s gracious revelation that light enters into our
depraved darkness. John could write none of the Revelation if it were not for God’s initiative totally
apart from John. This fact alone renders many of the discussions concerning “John’s motive for

writing 12321 null and void.

which God gave Him

Some have taken this as an indication that Jesus did not know the content of the Revelation which was
provided by the Father. When Jesus came in the incarnation, He “made Himself of no reputation,
taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men” (Php. 2:7). Between His birth of
the virgin Mary and His ascension to the Father, Jesus exhibited traits of His humanity. As a child, He
grew in stature and wisdom (Luke 2:40, 52). He learned by the things that He suffered (Heb. 5:8), and
when speaking to His disciples concerning His Second Coming, He admitted of limitations to His
earthly knowledge: “But of that Day and hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the
Son, but only the Father.” [emphasis added] (Mark 13:32).

Yet these characteristics of His humanity were recorded prior to His ascension and glorification (John
16:14; 17:5). It seems unlikely that Jesus, the very Source of “the Spirit of Christ” who “testified
beforehand the sufferings of Christ, and the glories that would follow” (1Pe. 1:11) and the Agent of
what is revealed to John (Rev. 1:10), would lack the information related in this book. It seems best to
understand the revelation as a gift from the Father which recognizes the role distinctions within the
Trinity (John 5:20; 1Cor. 15:28).

The members of the Trinity are co-equal, yet occupy different roles within the plan and purposes of
God. Here, the Father gives revelation to the Son. To the unfamiliar reader, this might seem to imply
an inferior position of Jesus in relation to the Father. Not so. Within the Trinity there is a beautiful
harmony of perfect cooperation to affect God’s purpose. The submission of the Son to the Father is
that of a perfect voluntary servanthood (Isa. 49:6; 50:10; 52:13; 53:11; Mtt. 12:18; John 5:19). It is by
this motivation that Jesus delivers His kingdom to God the Father (1Cor. 15:24-28). It was the love of
Jesus both for mankind and to fulfill the will of the Father which caused him to make “Himself of no
reputation, taking the form of a bondservant, and coming in the likeness of men” (Php. 2:7). This is to
be the model of those who follow Him. We submit not because it is required, but out of obedience to

His Word and a desire to follow His example.'?
to show His servants

The Revelation is not just for John, nor just for the Seven Churches of Asia™ '3, but for all saints of all

1231 “Here, then, in the Prologue are five links in the chain of authorship: God, Christ, his angel,

ages
his servant John, and those servants to whom John addressed his book [the seven churchest>2%%1 and
the saints of all ages].”!?

The revelation is to be shown to His servants (literally, ‘slaves’). These are they who hear His voice
(John 10:3, 16, 27; Acts 22:14; Heb. 3:7, 15; 4:7) and respond in faith. Those who lack faith in the Son

are unable to comprehend what is shown here:

This is why unbelievers find the book of Revelation incomprehensible; it was not intended for them. It
was given by the Father to the Son to show to those who willingly serve Him. Those who refuse to
acknowledge Jesus Christ as Lord cannot expect to comprehend this book. “A natural man,” explains
Paul, “does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot
understand them, because they are spiritually appraised” (1Cor. 2:14).14

For more on the spiritual conditions necessary for an understanding of this book and the Scriptures in

general, see Hiding or Revealing?1>%9],

must

The things which God has prophesied are guaranteed to transpire (Dan. 2:29, 45; Mtt. 24:6; 26:54;
Mark 13:7; Luke 21:9) for “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35). The things which transpire here
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are not without Scriptural foundation and this is the very reason they must take place. See Related

Passages and Themes>'3,

shortly take place

Shortly is €V TaXEL [en tachei]. Considerable discussion attends the meaning of this phrase. Three
alternatives are before us:

1. The phrase requires all of the events set forth in the book to have transpired within the
lifetimes of John’s initial readers (the preterist interpretation?'2-21),

2. The phrase denotes events which may be in the distant future, but which transpire in rapid
sequence once they begin.

3. The phrase denotes closeness in time, but from God’s perspective.
The phrase év Tdxel [en tachei] (“shortly”) occurs in the following NT passages:

® ‘“he will avenge them speedily” (Luke 18:8) God will avenge His elect who cry out day and
night though he bears long with them.

“Arise quickly” (Acts 12:7)

“going there shortly” (Acts 25:4)

“get out of Jerusalem quickly” (Acts 22:18)

“And the God of peace will crush Satan under your feet shortly” (Rom. 16:20)
“I hope to come to you shortly” (1Ti. 3:14)

“things which must shortly take place” (Rev. 22:6) (after which Jesus says “I am coming
quickly” €pyopat tayV [erchomai tachy))

Of these uses, the majority favor an understanding of “closeness in time.” However, three of the
passages utilize this phrase to describing events which are delayed for long time periods (Luke 18:8;
Rom. 16:20; Rev. 22:6). Even moderate preteristsi>?>°], who hold to a future bodily Second Coming of
Christ, take the last passage as denoting a time period lasting at least 2,000 years:

Gentry cites Revelation 22:7-9 as a reference to the yet future second coming. This creates a
contradiction within Gentry’s brand of preterism. Since Revelation 22:6 refers to the whole book of
Revelation, it would be impossible to take fachos as a reference to A.D. 70 (as Gentry does) and at the

same time hold that Revelation 22:7-9 teaches the second coming.'?

As Mills observes, it is impossible to restrict the sense of en tachei to the lifetime of John’s readers: !¢

The Greek noun translated ‘shortly’ is used only twice in Revelation, once in Rev. 1:1 and again in 22:6,
thus effectively bracketing the whole book. The prophecies bracketed by these ‘shortlys’ include
letters addressed to churches that existed two millennia ago (chapters 2-3), clear descriptions of
Christ’s physical return to this earth (Rev. 1:7; 19:19-27 [sic ]), and a prediction of His reign on
earth for one thousand years (Rev. 20:4). Both uses of this word, then, must be understood as
having the same sense and yet embrace, at the absolute minimum, a period of nearly three
millennia. Therefore, only two interpretations present themselves: either, when the events start
occurring they will proceed rapidly, or that the whole sweep of history is seen from a divine perspective
in which one thousand years is as but a day (2Pe. 3:8). [emphasis added]'’

The use of this same verb within the LXX5238] also provides evidence for a long delay in fulfillment:

It is significant to note that the Septuagint®2>) uses tachos in passages which even by the most
conservative estimations could not have fulfillments within hundreds or even thousands of years. For
example, Isaiah 13:22 . . . was written around 700 B.C. and foretold the destruction of Babylon, which
occurred at the earliest in 539 B.C. Similarly, Isaiah 5:26 speaks of the manner, not the time frame, by

which the Assyrian invasion of Israel “will come with speed swiftly.”18

Since en tachei can span long periods of time, the question then becomes one of whether it denotes the

manner in which events will transpire (rapidly) or the certainty and imminency!>>3% attending the
events?



3.1.1 - Revelation 1:1 165

It may be that the stress [in Rev. 22:20] is on the certainty of the coming or on the immediacy of the
coming. But one’s view does not hinge on the futuristic present, but on the adverb tocxé [tachy]. The
force of the sentence may then mean, “Whenever I come, I will come quickly,” in which case the stress
is on the certainty of the coming (cf. Matt 28:8). Or, it may mean, “I am on my way and I intend to be

there very soon.”??

Some understand the primary meaning of en tachei in this passage as denoting the manner in which the
events transpire:

tachy does not mean soon but swiftly. It indicates rapidity of action, as is well seen in its accurate use in
the medical compound tachycardia (tachy and kardia = the heart), which does not mean that the heart
will beat soon, but that it is beating rapidly. Of course, the swift action may take place at the very same
time, as in Mtt. 28:7-8 . . .—G. H. Lang, The Revelation of Jesus Christ: Selected Studies (Miami

Springs, FL: Conley & Schoettle Publishing Co., 1945, 1985), 387-88.20

Not only is there a preponderance of lexical support for understanding the tachos family as including the
notion of “quickly” or “suddenly,” there is also the further support that all the occurrences in Revelation
are adverbs of manner. These terms are not descriptive of when the events will occur and our Lord will

come, but rather, descriptive of the manner in which they will take place when they occur.?!

Both futurists and nonfuturists . . . agree that the idea of tachos here has to do with swiftness of
execution when the prophetic events begin to take place. . . . Both certainty and rapidity of action are

involved here. Whatever seeming delay there is, action is certain and it will be swift.??

Although this meaning is possible, it does not seem to be the best understanding of the meaning here
because, “To say that the relief will come ‘suddenly’ offers no encouragement, but to say that it will

come ‘soon’ does.”?® It seems more likely that en tachei emphasizes the certainty and imminency!*31 of
the events:**

The presence of en tachei in Rev. 1:1 shows that for the first time the events predicted by Daniel and
foreseen by Christ stood in readiness to be fulfilled. Therefore, John could speak of them as imminent,

but earlier prophets could not.%>

Either ‘tachus > means that when the events occur they will be rapid, or the whole sweep of history is
seen from a divine perspective where one thousand years is as but a day (2Pe. 3:8). The latter must be
preferred as the former leaves unresolved the tension that part of Revelation relates to churches that
existed two millennia ago. This understanding readily accepts as completely honest and trustworthy the
doctrine of the imminent return of Christ; expressed in human terms, then, ‘fachus’ denotes imminence
and not immediacy. The irony of this situation is that those scholars who take ‘fachus’ literally end up
allegorizing the text, and those scholars who take the text literally end up seeking an unusual meaning
for this word! The only satisfactory position I can see is therefore to regard ‘fachus’ as being used in a
technical sense—a sense understood as being within the whole biblical framework of the doctrine of the

imminent return of Christ.2°

See Imminency!*3.

signified it

"Eonuavev [Esémanen). The same root word is used in John 12:33, onuaivwv [sémainon], where
Jesus describes His death on the cross by indicating He will be lifted up from the earth in the same way
as Moses lifted up the serpent on a pole. Elsewhere, Agabus indicated by the Spirit that there was to be
a worldwide famine (Acts 11:28). The appearance of this term does not justify a departure from the
Golden Rule of Interpretation>??% when interpreting symbols>7! as some hold. It merely indicates a
way of communicating which includes symbol or analogy. Although symbols occur, they reside within
a textual framework which is subject to normative interpretation with due recognition of the meaning
conveyed by the symbols. “This symbolism . . . in no way gives license for a departure from the
normal grammatical-historical system of hermeneutics. To clarify this point Govett proposes that
esemanen be translated ‘represent.” The revelation given to John, symbolic though it be, is to be
interpreted just as one would interpret the rest of the Bible.”?” “This term evidently meant a kind of
communication that is neither plain statement nor an attempt at concealment. It is figurative, symbolic,
or imaginative, and is intended to convey truth by picture rather than by definition.”??

The revelation has already been signified from the perspective of the reader: “John’s use of the aorist
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emartyresen, then, is best explained by his adoption of the perspective of his readers in regard to his

composition of this book. When they received it, his testimony as recorded in its pages would be a

thing of the past.”?

See Interpreting Symbolst>".
angel

An angelic host shows John the Revelation. One of the seven angels who had the seven bowls filled
with the seven last plagues (Rev. 21:9). This angel was specifically sent to show John the things which
must shortly take place (Rev. 22:6, 16). Here, as elsewhere in Scripture, an angel serves as the
intermediary by which revelation is given to man:

Angels were used for the revelation of the Law of Moses (Acts 7:53; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2). They were
active in the presenting of the prophetic truth to Daniel (Dan. 7:16-27; 8:16-26; 9:20-27; 10:1-12:13)
and to Zechariah (Zec. 1:9; 2:3; 4:1, 5; 5:5; 6:4, 5). Angels were used to announce the birth of John to

Zacharias (Luke 1:11-20) and the birth of Jesus to Mary (Luke 1:26-38) and to Joseph (Mtt. 1:20—21).30

Some suggest that the angel actively contributed to the train of visionary events which passed before
John:

The office of the angel, as I take it, was, to form the connection between John’s senses or imagination
and the things which he was to describe, making to pass in review before him what was only afterwards
to take place in fact. How this was done, I cannot say: but as the devil could take Jesus to a high
mountain and show him at one view “all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them,” I am sure
that it falls sufficiently within the sphere of angelic natures thus to picture things to man; and that when
commissioned of the Lord for the purpose, no good angel is wanting in ability to be the instrument in

making John see whatever visions he describes in this book.3!

This seems unlikely given that John was said to be “in the Spirit” (Rev. 1:10)—the Holy Spirit is
elsewhere the agent by which such visionary events are presented.

The phrase “And I saw. . .” occurs no less than forty times.3? This indicates John’s primary role as a
scribe rather than an author.

3.1.2 - Revelation 1:2

bore witness
An epistolary aorist, referring to the perspective of the readers of this book once it had been
completed.

who bore witness to the word of God

The phrase word of God is a signature of the Apostle John and occurs in John 1:1; 1Jn. 1:1; 2:14; 5:7
TRI271; Rev. 1:2; 19:13. This is strong evidence that John the Apostle is indeed the author®®) of this
work, as tradition holds. There are many parallels between Jesus and God’s revealed word:

Among the parallels between Jesus and Scripture are 1) their eternality; 2) their production by the Holy
Spirit; 3) a divine message embodied in earthly form; 4) the accommodation of man’s limited intellect;
5) perfect—without sin; 6) having unique divine authority; 7) rejected by man; 8) victorious over foes;
9) revealed by faith; 10) bearing witness one to another; 11) the sole means of revelation of the Father;

12) called the Word of God.?*

In the same way that Jesus was fully human and yet without error (divine), the written word of God
was given through human vessels who were superintended by the Holy Spirit so that the result is

inerrant®232,
testimony of Jesus Christ
There are two ways which the testimony of Jesus Christ may be understood:

® Jesus is the Subject - The testimony was provided by Jesus. He is its source (subjective
genitive). Both here and in Rev. 19:10, the grammatical evidence points toward taking this as

the subjective genitive (the testimony born by Jesus Christ—which God gave Him).?

® Jesus is the Object - The testimony is about Jesus (objective genitive). He is the One
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revealed by the testimony. John was banished to Patmos “for the testimony of Jesus Christ”
(Rev. 1:9). This almost certainly refers to persecution resulting from his testimony about
Jesus. When the fifth seal is opened, John sees martyrs “who had been slain for the word of
God and for the testimony which they held” (Rev. 6:9). When the two witnesses finish their
testimony, the beast ascends from the bottomless pit and overcomes them (Rev. 11:7). The
saints who overcome Satan do so by the (spoken) word of their testimony (Rev. 12:11). The
enraged dragon goes forth to make war against those who “have the testimony of Jesus
Christ” (Rev. 12:17). At the start of the Millennial Kingdom>>3°], John sees “the souls of
those who had been beheaded for their witness to Jesus (LapTupiav 'INco0 [martyrian
Iésou], testimony of Jesus)” (Rev. 20:4). In these situations, Scripture records persecution as
the result of holding the testimony. This cannot refer to merely receiving a testimony from
Jesus. It must refer to giving that testimony forth in the face of opposition. This objective
sense would also be in accord with what John records concerning the role of John the Baptist
(John 1:7). Many other passages indicate that Jesus is the primary object of prophetic
revelation: the “volume of the book” is written of Him (Ps. 40:7; Luke 18:31; 24:27, 44; John
5:39, 46; Acts 8:35; 10:43; Heb. 10:7).

A survey of various passages concerning the testimony of Jesus Christ indicates that Jesus is both the
subject and the object of testimony. Prophetic motivation is from Jesus: “the Spirit of Christ . . .
testified” (1Pe. 1:11). It is also about Jesus: “indicating . . . beforehand the sufferings of Christ and the
glories that would follow” (1Pe. 1:11). The relationship of the saints to the testimony of Jesus concerns
both aspects: (1) we receive the testimony provided by the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Christ; (2) we are
charged with delivering the testimony concerning Jesus to others. The ministry of the saints can be
found entirely within the phrase: Knowing Him to make Him known. If either part of this “ministry
equation” is neglected, our testimony suffers.3¢

3.1.3 - Revelation 1:3
Blessed is he

Luther’s comments underscore the need for a consistently literal interpretation of this book: “Even if it
were a blessed thing to believe what is contained in it, no man knows what that is.”3” For if different

interpretive views>'? render wholly different meanings, then what blessing could be derived and how
could the prophecy be kept? How can one keep what one is not sure one has in the first place?

One reason for such blessing is undoubtedly to be found in the close ties between this book and all the
rest of Scripture: “The reason is easy to understand. Since so much of this book is based on the Old
Testament, a proper study of it will require a study of the Old Testament, resulting in a more

comprehensive knowledge of the Bible.”® This is one of seven unique blessings found in Revelation
for:

He who reads and those who hear the words of this prophecy (Rev. 1:3).
The dead who die in the Lord during part of the Tribulation (Rev. 14:13).
He who watches and keeps his garments (Rev. 16:15).

Those who are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb (Rev. 19:9).

He who has part in the first resurrection (Rev. 20:6).

2

He who keeps the words of this prophecy (Rev. 22:7).
7. Those who do His commandments (Rev. 22:14).

3.1.1

See commentary on Revelation 1:1*'! regarding the perspicuity of Scripture.

he who reads and those who hear

The phrase denotes a single reader who reads the letter out loud in the midst of a congregation of
listeners. At the time the book was written, writing materials were expensive and scarce. Nor was there
an inexpensive means for producing copies of a written document—tedious copying by hand being the
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means of replication. Generally, a Christian assembly might only have access to a single copy of a
document so written works were often read so that their contents might be accessible to the wider

assembly.*’
the words

The message of God is not conveyed by some existential and personal encounter. Rather, it is

conveyed by words. God has specifically chosen normative language as the mode for communicating

what He wants us to know and keep. This is the basis for the Golden Rule of Interpretation>224

discussed in the introductiont®72,

Scripture makes plain that the Word of God is a detailed message conveyed by individual words , not
mere concepts (Jos. 8:35; Jer. 26:2; Mtt. 5:18; Luke 16:17; John 5:46; John 17:8; Acts 24:14; Rom.
3:2; Rom. 16:26; 1Cor. 14:37; Rev. 22:7, 18-19). Jesus Himself said that not one jot or one tittle will
“pass from the law till all be fulfilled” (Mtt. 5:18). A “jot” refers to the smallest Hebrew character: ,
yod. A “tittle” is the fraction of a pen stroke which distinguishes similar Hebrew characters, for
example the tiny overhang in the upper right which distinguishes a dalet ( 7 ) from a resh (7 ). This
tiny pen stroke distinguishes words which appear almost identical, but with meanings as different as

“to stand” ( TAR [ ‘@mad] ) and “to speak” (MR [‘amar] ).

It has become fashionable to promote the idea that Scripture conveys information primarily at the level
of concepts rather than words. But one must appreciate that the building blocks for expressing thoughts
are individual words. And without the precision of individual words, both in their meaning and
preservation, the thoughts and intent of the original author cannot be reliably determined . This, in
part, explains the emphasis of Scripture on the very words themselves as evidenced by the reliance of
Jesus on grammatical subtleties in His arguments employing the Scriptures (Mtt. 22:31, 42-45; John
10:35; Gal. 3:16).

The importance of the individual words of Scripture is also illustrated by the sober warning which
attends those who would add or remove words from this prophecy given to John. This is the heart of
the issue as to which translation is best suited for study. It is our view, and that of others
knowledgeable on the subject, that the best translation is one which follows a policy of formal
equivalence where the very meaning of the individual words is preserved as closely as possible. While
it is an undeniable fact that all translations involve interpretation by the translators, some translations
involve more interpretation than others. It is these translations, which employ thought-for-thought
dynamic equivalence, which are to be avoided:

There is an Italian proverb which says, “Translators are traitors” (Traddutore, traditore; “Translators,
traitors”), and it’s true. All translation loses meaning. All translators are traitors to the actual meaning.
There is no such thing as a noninterpretive translation. . . . Are you going to translate words [formal
equivalence] and be interpretive, or are you going to translate meaning [dynamic equivalence] and be

more interpretive? [emphasis added]*°

The concept is this: as a disciple of Jesus Christ, we want the minimum distance between the

inspired233) inerrant®23% text and our own understanding. A word-for-word (formal equivalence)
translation tends to minimize the interpretive layer which separates us from the original. A thought-for-
thought translation (dynamic equivalence) steps in to interpret things for us. What is particularly
damaging about the latter is that ambiguity in the text—involving issues that we as students of the
Word need to wrestle with and recognize involves ambiguity—is masked by the interpretive decisions
of the thought-for-thought translators. In effect, they are performing both translation and
interpretation. It is the latter which we seek to minimize:

Translators have to ask themselves, “What am I going to do with ambiguity?” If the Greek or Hebrew
isn’t clear, when it can mean several different things, what am I going to do? The KJV, NASB, RSV,
and ESV generally answer that question, “Leave it alone. If we can reproduce in English the same
ambiguity that is present in the Greek, then we will leave it ambiguous. We will not make up the
reader’s mind.” On the other hand, the NIV will not leave any ambiguity. They make up the reader’s

mind whenever they feel it is necessary, and the NLT goes to even greater lengths than the NIV.*!

One helpful rule of thumb on this matter is as follows: the only reliable translations for detailed study
are those which include italicized words. These translations use formal equivalence as evidenced by
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the italicized words which signify phrases and conjunctions added by the translators for clarity of
reading, but for which no corresponding words exist in the original language text. This also helps the
careful student to know when he is standing on solid ground (words not in italics) or thin ice (italicized

phrases).*?

Now it is certainly true that every believer is a “translation” of God’s Word and not necessarily a
word-for-word representation. God uses our testimony, even though imperfect, to witness of Christ and
the Bible to others around us. This is as it should be. We need not always carry a Bible with us and
read from it with precision for people to hear and respond in faith. Yet, when it comes to studying
God’s Word where we have a choice of which written text to study and how close we adhere to the
original, this is another matter entirely. We should always opt to stay as close to the Words of the
Master as possible.

This is illustrated by the popular game where people sit in adjacent positions and a story is told by the
person on one end of the row of chairs. Each person in line whispers the story to the next person in
line. When the story reaches the opposite end of the line, it is retold to all. It is amazing to observe how
the story has changed little-by-little as it goes along until significant differences have occurred between
its source and its destination. The student of God’s Word ought to be concerned about how many
chairs separate him from the Words of the Master. Some of those chairs might be unavoidable—
perhaps the student is unable to learn the original languages of the Bible so he must depend upon a
translation into his own tongue. Yet why choose to sit two or three chairs further away from the Master

by using a paraphrase which allows His Word to be distorted and misunderstood?*?

this prophecy

This book is not merely an allegory or devotional treatise extolling the eventual victory of good over
evil. The events described within this book are bona fide prophecy and include the prediction of actual
historical events. See Can 't God Prophesy?31]

and keep those things which are written

Keep is the present active participle TnpoOVTeG [térountes], “while holding fast.” The saints are told to
“be continually hanging on to” the things which John writes. This requires focus and energy and
implies the need for watchfulness in order to avoid having them taken away.

One aspect of keeping those things which are written involves a proper interpretation of their meaning.
For it is possible to keep the words (Rev. 22:7), bu