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An Introduction to the Study of Revelation

Introduction:

A.
The book of Revelation is neglected, misunderstood, and grossly perverted, but we should not despair in our efforts to understand it.

B.
The extensive use of symbolism, and the confusion of the commentators should not cause us to pass it by with the attitude, “nobody understands it anyway.”

C.
Martin Luther applied his subjective criticism to the book [as he did to the Epistle of James] saying, “My spirit cannot adjust itself to the book.”  He thought the apostles should write in plain language and not in symbolic terms or in visions.

D.
Many Christians, though not rejecting it as Scripture, stop reading at the end of Jude, or possibly at the end of chapter 3 of Revelation.

E.
The book of Revelation is inspired Scripture, and though we may not understand everything in it, we are obligated to seek earnestly to understand its message.

I.
The Title of the Book.

A.
In some editions of the Bible, the title is given as “The Revelation of John.”  In Greek:  Apokalupsis Ioannou.

1.
Apokalupsis means “an uncovering; prop. a laying bare, making naked” [Thayer].  From Apokalupto, “to uncover, unveil.”

2.
The purpose of the writer is not to cover his message, but to make it increasingly vivid by “unveiling” through signs and symbols the present glory of Jesus Christ and His power to give victory to His faithful saints.

B.
Apocalyptic Literature.

1.
Prior to John, no book was entitled “Apocalypse,” but the Greek title of this book has been used to describe a type of literature that was rather common in the latter Old Testament period.

2.
The characteristics of apocalyptic literature are:

a.
The style is generally figurative.

b.
Many of the characters and much of the phraseology are drawn from Biblical writings. Information is conveyed by the announcement of angels, by visions, and by other supernatural means.

c.
There is an attempt to portray vividly the unseen world that lies behind the action of this present world. The sovereign intervention of God on behalf of His people and in judgment on His enemies concludes the action, which is usually represented in the future.

d.
In most of these writings the author’s name is pseudonymous; the real author took the name of some famous Biblical character in order to give authority to his production. In the Apocalypse there seems to be an exception, for the author assumes that he is writing under his own name and that he is well known to the churches of Asia.

C.
Apocalyptic writings in the Bible are to be found in Ezekiel, Daniel, Zechariah, and Revelation. Similar passages are found in Matthew 24-25 and in 2 Thessalonians 1. 

1.
Milton’s Paradise Lost, though largely Biblical in its imagery, is apocalyptic in style and scope, and so are the mystical writings of William Blake.

2.
The writers of the apocalyptic literature in the Bible were inspired of God, while other Jewish writers composed their own writings, or drew from other sources.

3.
Apocalyptic literature appears in troubled times. Through this literature God unveils to His people His own mighty power and disposition toward them in such times. Its purpose was to en-courage faith and to comfort the afflicted. It is a sort of language code.

a.
Ezekiel and Daniel wrote in the days of Babylonian Exile to prepare the people for trials, even to the days of Antiochus of Syria, and to the Roman Empire.

b.
Revelation was written to encourage Christians in the days of Roman persecution, and to the end of time.

II.
The Author.
A.
John, the son of Zebedee, an apostle of Jesus Christ (Rev. 1:4; 1:1; 1:9; 22:8). The external evidence, the internal evidence, and the evidence of tradition testify to John as writer.

B.
However, it is not the Apocalypse of John, but of God! The title should be “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him to show to His servants” (Rev. 1:1).

III.
The Date:

A.
The date of writing is important, for one’s interpretation of the book depends largely on the date that he assigns to the writing. Two important dates are defended:

1.
During, or shortly after, the persecution by Nero, and before the destruction of Jerusalem, about 68 or 69 AD.

a.
Lightfoot, MacDonald, Neander, Plummer, Schaff, Weiss, and others defend the early date. The most thorough defense is by MacDonald. Foy E. Wallace and Arthur Ogden take this position in their commentaries. Ogden has as good a defense of this position as you will find. 

b.
The following is a summary of all their arguments:

1)
Linguistic phenomena—evidence from peculiar idiom, a Hebrew-Greek, as of one unfamiliar with the Greek (MacDonald, Plummer, Wescott.  For Wescott, see The Gospel According to St. John, pp. lxxv-lxxxvi).

2)
Jewish state still extant, existence of 12 tribes assured, chapter 7.

3)
Jerusalem still standing, measurement of temple (Rev. 11:1-3).

4)
Nero, the sixth emperor, on the throne, or just deceased, when the empire had received a deadly wound (Rev. 13:3, 13-14; 17:10).

5)
The seven churches of Asia — indicating only seven at the time. Colossae was probably destroyed at the time (MacDonald).

6)
Activity of Judaizing teachers (MacDonald).

7)
No internal evidence for a later date, and the weakness of the external evidence.

2.
During the persecution by Domitian, about 96 AD.

a.
The later date is defended by most recent writers: Alford, Hendriksen, Lenski, Moffatt, Orr, Pieters, Robertson, Summers, Swete... It is the position taken by Homer Hailey and Robert Harkrider in their commentaries.

b.
The internal evidence for the later date.

1)
Condition of the churches — early date does not suit the condition as would the later date.

2)
The general severity of the persecution as presented suits better the days of Domitian. 

c.
The external evidence for the later date.

1)
Persecution by Nero seems to have been confined primarily to Rome, and was not of sufficient religious nature.

2)
Although persecution by Domitian was not as widespread as previously thought, the building in Ephesus of the Temple of the Sebastoi [“revered ones”], and a bath-gymnasium complex in honor of Domitian shows the strength of emperor worship in the province of Asia during the last decade of the first century (cf. Stephen Friesen, “Ephesus: Key to a Vision in Revelation,” Biblical Archaeological Review, May/June, 1993). Christians would be pressured to worship the images of the emperors, or suffer persecution.

B.
The later date seems to have the greater weight of evidence. See Ferrell Jenkins, Emperor Worship in the Book of Revelation; Robert Harkrider, The Book of Revelation; and the exchange between Arthur M. Ogden and Ferrell Jenkins concerning the Domitian persecution in Searching the Scriptures, June & July, 1989.

IV.
 Interpretations of the Book.

A.
A sound interpretation must begin with the people of John’s day;  see what the book offers for them, and then see if it will apply to us. That the book was intended for people in every age can be seen from the following points:

1.
All readers are blessed (1:3). The author addresses himself not to a particular class, but to “every man that hears” (22:18).

2.
Many of the predictions include principles broadly presented so as not to be confined to a definite year or century.

3.
The church suffering is typical of the persecution that it will face in every age.

B.
General methods of interpretation:

1.
Futurist — The view held by Millennial and Dispensational groups who consider it to be unfulfilled prophesies about future events. They place chapters 4–19 as just before the second coming of Christ, then the Millennial reign, 20:1-16; judgment, 20:11-15; then the final state. Most futurists are literalists interpreters. However, what encouragement would it give persecuted saints in the latter part of the first century to be told what would take place 2000 years in the future?

2.
Continuous-Historical — This view presents the book as a forecast, in symbols, of the history of the church. It sees in the book the rise of the papacy, Islam, the Reformation, etc. This approach also makes it have no meaning to Christians of that day. It leads to exegesis as absurd as that of the futurists.

3.
The Philosophy of History — This method of interpretation considers the symbols as pointing not necessarily to actual events, but to the symbolic forces at work—temporal and spiritual forces in which the spiritual are victorious. Hence, Revelation is a book setting forth the principles on the basis of which God deals with men in all ages. 

4.
The Preterist — This view maintains that the book was written for the people of John’s day, fulfilled then, and now has little or no value for us. There are two groups who hold this view: the “right wing” who consider Revelation as inspired, and the “left wing” who do not respect it as inspired.

5.
The Historical-Background — This method of interpretation seeks to find the meaning that the book had in the day of its origin. As it was written to the people of that day, it is fulfilled in the events of the first two centuries [some extend it longer], but in this background is seen a message for all time.

C.
Rules for study and interpretation.

1.
Remember that Revelation was written primarily for the encouragement and edification of the Christians of the writer’s own time.

2.
Remember that Revelation is written largely in symbolic language, thus it cannot be taken literally. One can ill afford to be dogmatic in interpreting the symbols that are not so easily understood.

3.
Remember that Revelation uses Old Testament terminology with New Testament meanings. John used the terminology of Ezekiel and Daniel, but adapted them to suit his own purposes. An understanding of the Old Testament prophets, and their use of symbols would be helpful, for over 400 allusions are made to the Old Testament.

4.
For the true meaning of Revelation, one must seek to view the vision or series of visions as a whole without pressing the details of the symbolism.

5.
Understand difficult passages in the light of clearer passages. Make all interpretations consistent with the teaching of the whole Bible.

V.
The Theme and Purpose.

A.
The theme:  Conflict between God and Satan, between the church and Roman force and paganism.

B.
The Message:  Things are not as they seem; the beast that comes out of the abyss seems to be victorious (17:7-10), but the rejoicing of the wicked is premature. In reality it is the believer who triumphs (11:11-ff).

C.
The Purpose:  To encourage faithfulness in the face of all opposition, for the Cause of Christ will be victorious.
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