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As the Sunday School class began the study of Revelation that was the origin of this study, we assessed interpretations of Revelation that mapped modern events to the imagery of Revelation and sought to foretell imminent events in our current world.  By the end of the class, we had dismissed the veracity of the two specific books of foretelling, due to shortcomings in the books, teachings that did not align with Biblical principles, and more appropriate and spiritually enriching interpretations for the passages in Revelation.  I do not plan to discuss these books in this study time, but I am including them in the bibliography because the original study was influenced by the books:

Lindsey, Hal, Apocalypse Code, Western Front Ltd., Copyright 1997
Interprets images in Revelation from modern perspective because end times are near

Van Kampen, Robert, The Sign, Crossway Books, Expanded Edition Copyright 1993
Intensely researched cross-reference of Biblical prophesy concerning the end time 

Concepts and Principles

Today’s world has no counterpart to apocalyptic literature.  In just the same way, the first century world had no equivalent to our science fiction literature.

John wrote this book for ordinary first century Christians, and they were familiar and comfortable with that style and imagery.

John’s intention of the book was to encourage dedication and hope in his audience, and our goal in studying Revelation is to find that same encouragement.

There are no “hidden secrets” in the New Testament!  Each time John (or Paul) identifies a topic as a “mystery,” they eagerly explain what it means.

Does Revelation predict our immediate future?

Does Revelation tell us what we can expect for the final battle of Armageddon on earth? Does it predict the rise of the Russian army against the nation of Israel? Isn’t the reformation of the nation of Israel in 1949 a sign of the second coming predicted in Revelation? Shouldn’t we study Revelation carefully to see what will happen to the world in the coming decades?

In my opinion, emphatically no. There are two reasons for my opinion:

I do not believe apocalyptic writings in the Bible are a “time capsule”, passed ignorantly through the ages, until they suddenly make sense in our modern age.  These passages had immediate messages of strength and hope for the recipients at the time if interpreted in that context.

Foretelling the future is dangerously close to the sinful nature that wants to master God’s secrets, gain control of the future, and bypass the need to trust God... but that could just be me.

Then what is an “Apocalypse”?

The first words declare the book of Revelation to be an “apocalypse” directly from Jesus Christ.  This comes from two Greek words meaning “away from” and “veiling”, or a revealing, which in first century Christian usage came to mean God’s revealing of a specific action for the recipient to take.

For one example, in Galatians 2:1-2, Paul writes “I went up [to Jerusalem] by revelation, and I laid before them the Good News which I preach among the Gentiles...”

Therefore, apocalyptic literature was written as God’s specific direction for an immediate response by those receiving the message, not  great puzzles to be decoded.

This style of literature, with dramatic imagery that appealed to the emotions of common people rather than the intellect or refinement of the elite, is observed in late prophetic books like Daniel and Ezekiel, and was particularly popular between 200 BC and 200 AD.

There was a sense of rebellion against invaders expressed in apocalyptic literature, for neither the Babylonians of the Exile or the Romans of NT times had the background to understand the references that were obvious to the Hebrew audiences.  In particular, for John in a Roman prison colony on Patmos, his use of apocalyptic style would have baffled his prison censors, but would have been immediately recognized and appreciated by his audience.

Discussion Question

The cultural differences between Biblical times and modern times is a greater barrier to overcome with Revelation than in most passages of the Bible.  What are some of these cultural differences that might be relevant to a study of Revelation?

Numerology

Precision in mathematics is a modern concept, not a middle Eastern concept.  Throughout the Bible, particularly in Revelation, the meaning of a number is often not its numerical value.

Here are some of the more common numbers and their interpretations:

2
Witness.  In ancient law, two witnesses were required to establish a truth in court, and the repetition of a statement twice (as in the meter of the Psalms) emphasizes the truth of the statement.

3
Holy. Note: this is not exactly our current concept of the Trinity (God in three Persons, which was formalized at the First Council of Nicaea in 325 AD), but this did reflect the concept of a three-fold nature of God.

4
Earthly.  The four corners of the earth is an ancient thought, however, there were “good” corners (N, S, E, W) and “evil” corners (NE, NW, SE, SW).

5
A small amount, like a modern day “handful”.

7
Completeness, 3 + 4, heaven and earth.

10
Multiplier, enhancer . Note: this applies to Roman thought, which carried over into first century middle Eastern thought.  In ancient Egypt, “ten” meant completeness, therefore the “ten plagues” of Moses had a strong meaning for Pharaoh.

12
Kingdom of God, 3 x 4, occurring both with the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve apostles.

“Time, times, and half a time” Also expressed as 3-1/2 years or 42 months or 1260 days, half of 7, means a time of limited duration or a time cut short.

Revelation Chapter 1

At the start of any book, we want to answer a series of standard questions: what, who, to whom,  where, and when.

Verses 1 - 6:

This is the Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things which must happen soon, which he sent and made known by his angel to his servant, John, who testified to God’s word, and of the testimony of Jesus Christ, about everything that he saw.

Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of the prophecy, and keep the things that are written in it, for the time is at hand.

John, to the seven assemblies that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace, from God, who is and who was and who is to come; and from the seven Spirits who are before his throne; and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To him who loves us, and washed us from our sins by his blood; and he made us to be a Kingdom, priests to his God and Father; to him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen.

What

A letter

An “apocalypse” or “revelation”

A prophesy, requiring immediate attention of the hearers

Who

John, possibly the apostle John, but John was insistent that the author was Jesus Christ.

Note the phrase “from God, who is and who was and who is to come”.  The Greek phrase he wrote was an obvious parallel to the common truism Zeus een, Zeus esti, Zeus essetai, referring to the ancient Greek god Zeus.

John wasn’t about to let a reference to God coexist with a false deity!  He first violated a rule of Greek grammar in the choice of a stronger pronoun, literally “from he who is”, and continues stronger in the second phrase, “from the he who was”. John was faced with a problem in essetai, for the same word meant “will be” and “will become.” John instead used a present tense verb in a future tense setting with the same strong pronoun - an impossible and difficult grammar, “the coming he”.  John made it clear that God does not change, that God is the eternal “I AM” Yahweh, and John would “break” Greek grammar to say so.

Also note the reference to the “Trinity”: God, the seven spirits, and Jesus Christ.  John’s letter came before our modern conception of the “Holy Spirit” was fully formed, so his reference to the seven spirits represented God as the same spirit at Pentecost and who is everywhere all the time.

Also note the phrase  “To him who ... washed us from our sins by his blood”. There is likely a deliberate double-meaning in the original Greek because the verb louein, meaning “to wash”, and luein, meaning “to set free”, sound the same.  Some translations choose one meaning of the other, but the best translation may be both.

To Whom

“The seven churches of Asia Minor”, which today is western Turkey. But there were many more than seven churches in Asia Minor, and the ones specifically identified weren’t even the most notable or influential of the churches.  Why weren’t the churches in Colossae, Troas, and Miletus also included as recipients?

There are several reasons these specific seven may have been chosen, which demonstrate how elegantly this Revelation is constructed:

These seven churches were spread geographically across the region so that all the other churches would have been in walking distance of at least one of them.  Not only that, but the order the churches are presented made a practical route for carrying the letter to each of the churches in turn.

John was familiar with the specific challenges of each of the churches, and used their situations to tell a complete story.

“Seven churches” would have been immediately recognized as meaning all the churches in all the world.

Where

At the time of the vision and writing, John had been exiled to the Isle of Patmos by the Roman government. This move showed the recognition by Rome that John could not be allowed to continue preaching, but that his martyrdom would be too much of an inspiration to Christians. Therefore, they isolated him. We must conclude that the Roman guards carefully limited his access to outsiders, and carefully censored any materials John sent to others.

When

This is a more difficult question to answer, but the most scholarly work agrees on the following timeline:

Pentecost with the Apostles and disciples active in Israel 

Persecution by the Jews and the move of Christians out of Israel

The growth of gentile churches and the missionary journeys of Paul 

Nero’s reign (54 - 68 A.D.), marked by persecution and Paul’s second imprisonment 

Emperors Vespasian (69-79) and Titus (79-81) repealed laws mandating emperor worship, but did not deny being gods.

Domitian reign (81 - 96), during which time Revelation was written. 

Domitian once again mandated that all people refer to him as “Our Lord and God Domitian,” a sacrilege to Christians. Under his reign, Christians were frequently the target of mob violence.

However, recent archeological findings dispute the long-held assumption of widespread state-sponsored persecution of Christians. Instead, orders and correspondence from Domitian indicate a “don’t ask” policy that would imprison Christians for a time if they refused to acknowledge his deity, but otherwise didn’t care what they did.

The significance of this different historical interpretation is massive! Church members would have found it inconvenient, and at times dangerous, to openly declare their faith, but nowhere near as much as in their past. Theirs became a “modern” church in which the mightiest threat is “harmless” compromise.

This interpretation rings true in John’s warnings to some of the seven churches. It also adds a twist of modern relevance to the book of Revelation that is not present in any other book in the Bible, as John calls the church to recognize the threats of “going along.”

My notes for Discussion Question

We are a hurried, impatient people, who listen to three-minute pop songs and resolve crises in one-hour television shows.  NT Christians didn’t have watches and attended worship services lasting many hours for stimulation and “entertainment”.

Our value of things scientific lead us to follow Greek thought and logically consider anything as the sum of its parts.  John’s audience would have followed middle Eastern thought with strong holistic thought patterns.

We have a mythology that believes “truth” is a set of verifiable facts, and seeks to interpret information as literally and precisely as possible.  John’s audiences valued stories for the “truth” they demonstrated, and willingly bent “facts” to support “truth”.

We are avid readers and are bombarded by visual images representing information.  Most NT Christians could not read and did not own even a mirror or any realistic artwork.

We read Revelation in chunks; John’s audience would have heard Revelation read to them in its entirety in one service.

