Revelation Introduction
Introduction
· The title of Revelation is “The Revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1).  The term “revelation” (ἀποκάλυψις/apokalupsis) means “what is revealed, disclosed.”  It uncovers something that had been hidden.

· Therefore, the letter is about the uncovering of that which has been hidden, Jesus Christ, namely His second coming and final victory over the world.

(
Just as Genesis is the book of the beginnings, Revelation is the book of consummation. In it, the divine program of redemption is brought to fruition, and holy name of God is vindicated before all creation. Although there are numerous prophecies in the Gospels and Epistles, Revelation is the only New Testament book that focuses primarily on prophetic events. Its title means “unveiling” or “Disclosure.” thus, the book is an unveiling of the character and program of God. Penned by John during his exile on the island of Patmos, Revelation centers around visions and symbols of the resurrected Christ who alone has authority to judge the earth, remake it, and rule it in righteousness.
 

Author:  The Apostle John
· The letter’s internal witness reveals “John” as the author (cf. 1:1, 4, 9; 22:8).  There is question as to the identity of this “John.”
· The strongest argument in favor of the apostle John is the unanimous affirmation of the early church fathers.

· There are also internal evidences that support John’s authorship, as well as unique comparisons between Revelation and the Gospel of John (see discussions below).

External Evidence

· The early church unanimously affirmed the apostle John as the author of Revelation.

(
In the second and early third centuries, the following writers clearly witness to their belief in apostolic authorship: Justin,﻿ Irenaeus, Clement, Origen, Tertullian and Hippolytus. Indeed they assume it without discussion. So strong is this evidence that it is difficult to believe that they all made a mistake in confusing the John of the Apocalypse with John the apostle.
 

(
The early church father Irenaeus (ca. a.d. 130–200) was a disciple of Polycarp (ca. a.d. 70–160), who was a disciple of the Apostle John.
 

Internal Evidence

1. The author is clearly known to the churches of Asia Minor as “John” and is quite acquainted with the condition of each of the 7 churches.

2. He is a man of authority and fully expects the churches he addresses to respond appropriately to this revelation from God.

3. In Revelation 22:9, the writer is included by the angel among “your brethren the prophets.”

Comparison with the Gospel of John
· If the apostle John is the author of Revelation, then it would be helpful to see a comparison of the ideas, theology, and language of both books.

1. Both books use the term “Logos” in reference to Christ, an expression used nowhere else in the N.T. except in the Johannine writings (Jn. 1:1; Rev. 19:13).

2. Jesus Christ is described as a “Lamb” (Jn. 1:29, 36; 21:15; Rev. 5:6, 8, 12-13) and depicted as a “Shepherd” in both (Jn. 10:1ff; 21:16ff; Rev. 7:17).  Other images such as “the water of life,” “he who overcomes,” and “keeping the commandments” are unique to Revelation and John’s Gospel.
3. A notable similarity is the common variation in the citation from the Old Testament found in John 19:37 and Revelation 1:7, where Zechariah 12:10 is cited in a form differing from the lxx.

(
“… using the same Greek verb (ekkenteō), which in turn is not used by the ﻿LXX﻿ and is found nowhere else in the ﻿NT﻿.”
 
· Although there are differences between Revelation and the Gospel of John (i.e. vocabulary, grammar, theology), many of the differences can be explained by the unusual circumstances surrounding Revelation.
Date:  a.d. 95-96
· The most widely held view is that Revelation was written towards the end of the reign of Domitian (ca. a.d. 90-95).  The reasons for this are:

1. The condition of the Asiatic churches gives solid evidence of a later date:

· Some of the churches have spiritually declined (i.e. Ephesus, Sardis, Laodicea), indicating an interval of time between Paul’s ministry and the current timeframe.  The brief time between Paul and the end of Nero’s reign is too short for this kind of decline.
· The church at Smyrna was established after a.d. 60-64.  This is based on a letter from Polycarp to the Philippians stating that the Smyrnaeans did not know the Lord when Paul wrote to the church at Philippi (a.d. 61).
· The Nicolaitans mentioned in 2:6 and 2:15 are introduced as a well-known sect who only needed reference by name.  This sect was not well known during the early years of the church, therefore, they most likely developed in the latter stages of the church’s formation (cf. Acts 20:29-30).
2. John’s arrival in Asia argues for a later date.

· John did not arrive in Asia Minor before the late 60’s, at the time of the Jewish revolt of a.d. 66-70.

· A Neronic dating does not give John enough time from the point of his arrival to settling in the area, replacing Paul as the leader of the churches, and being exiled to Patmos before Nero’s death in a.d. 68.
3. The city of Laodicea was destroyed by an earthquake in a.d. 60 or 61.  Historical evidence shows that the earthquake had long-term effects upon the city and wasn’t rebuilt until a.d. 80.
· The timing of the earthquake and the city’s subsequent reconstruction best fits a later date, as opposed to an earlier one near the end of Nero’s reign.

4. It is clear that emperor worship was in full force during the time of writing (cf. 13:4, 15ff.; 14:9–11; 15:2; 16:2; 19:20; 20:4) and the decision to worship either Caesar or Christ raised serious tensions within the Christian church.

· Historically, the development of emperor worship took place during the reigns of Nero (a.d. 54-68) through Domitian (a.d. 81-96).
· Furthermore, Domitian was the first emperor to demand worship while still alive.  This led to a greater clash between the church and Rome, especially in Asia where Caesar worship was widely practiced.

5. The persecutions described in Revelation fit the time period of Domitian’s persecution of Christians.

· John has been exiled on the island of Patmos because of His profession of faith (1:9).

· In the church at Pergamum, a believer named “Antipas” had been killed (2:13).

· The church at Smyrna is warned of imminent imprisonments (2:10), which suggests a widespread and organized threat against the church.

· Domitian banished his wife, Domitilla, who was known to be a Christian based on early Roman inscriptions.

· Clement of Rome described “sudden and repeated misfortunes and calamities” which had befallen the church at Rome – Clement belonged to the time of Domitian.

6. The external evidence of a later date is strong:
· Irenaeus wrote that the Apocalypse “was seen no such long time ago, but almost in our own generation, at the end of the reign of Domitian”
 

(
The testimony of this external evidence is so strong that even Hort, an advocate for a Neronian date, concluded, ‘If external evidence alone could decide, there would be a clear preponderance for Domitian.’
 
(
Later writers, such as Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Victorinus (who wrote one of the earliest commentaries on Revelation), Eusebius, and Jerome affirm the Domitian date.
 

Historical Background

· The churches of Asia Minor benefitted extensively from two major apostles:
1. Paul spent three years in Ephesus, the major city of the province (Acts 20:31, ca. a.d. 52-55).

· This was Paul’s longest span of ministry in any city during his missionary tours.
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The apostle John arrived in Ephesus about the time of Paul’s martyrdom in Rome (ca a.d. 67) and spent the remainder of his life, approximately 30 years, overseeing the churches in that general area.

· These churches also benefited as the recipients of a large number of N.T. books:  Ephesians, Colossians, and 1 & 2 Thessalonians.

· Paul also wrote 1 Corinthians while in Ephesus.

· John wrote the Gospel of John, his three epistles, and Revelation for the welfare of these churches.

· John was the last known surviving apostle and was exiled on the small, barren island of Patmos located in the Aegean Sea.  He was banished “on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus” (1:9).

(
This island of volcanic rock was one of several places to which the Romans banished criminals and political offenders.
 
(
When he was arrested, John was in Ephesus, ministering to the church there and in the surrounding cities. Seeking to strengthen those congregations, he could no longer minister to them in person and, following the divine command (1:11), John addressed Revelation to them (1:4).
 

· It was there on the island where John received these extraordinary visions concerning the end times and wrote to the 7 churches about the persecution that was about to come.
(
He paints in vivid colours the various judgments which are to fall upon those whose activity is motivated by the spirit of antichrist… This belief in the ultimate triumph of Christianity over all opposing forces brought a remarkable optimism at a time when the Roman empire was increasing its power and when the Christian church in proportion was pitifully small. The whole book is, therefore, a message of hope particularly adapted to those who are passing through, or who know they may soon be called to pass through, fierce temptation.
 
· The messages to the 7 churches of Asia Minor (modern Turkey) begin with Ephesus and continue clockwise to Laodicea.  Because of the order of the churches, this was most likely a circular letter carried along this circular route.

· The letter reveals much of what was happening internally within the early church at this time.  There are commendations to be made, but also many things that needed correction.

Genre

· There have been major discussions regarding the literary genre of Revelation.  It is clearly a letter with the customary epistolary greeting (1:45a) and benediction (22:21).  But the remainder of the book is far from a typical letter written in the 1st century.

· There are internal clues that point to Revelation as primarily prophetic in genre:
1. The book calls itself a prophecy (1:3; 22:7, 10, 18-19).

· The book is the product of the N.T. gift of prophecy (Rom. 12:6) – immediate, divine inspiration (of both present and future events) which provides exhortation/encouragement.

2. The book is the product of the N.T. gift of prophecy (Rom. 12:6).

· The gift of prophecy involved the immediate, divine inspiration (of both present and future events) which provided exhortation/encouragement.

· In this case, divine inspiration involved visions, hence Revelation is “visional-prophetic.”
  This is different from the inspiration described in John 14:26 and 1 Corinthians 2:6-13.
Major Interpretive Approaches

(
Advocates of all four interpretive approaches to Revelation agree that it was written to assure the recipients of the ultimate triumph of Christ over all who rise up against Him and His saints.
 

· Yet, because of the complex imagery and symbolism of Revelation, it is a difficult book to interpret.  As a result, there are four major approaches to interpretation:

Preterist

· The basis thesis of the preterist view (the Latin word praeter means “past”) is that all the events of Revelation were fulfilled during the 1st century Roman Empire.

· Proponents of this view are typically postmillennial (POM) or amillennial (AM).

(
“Quite assuredly the book must be interpreted in light of its historical setting, but to justify this as the limiting factor, one must assume an apocalyptic genre in which the language only faintly reflects actual events.”

· For example, one must spiritualize Christ’s 2nd coming as being fulfilled in the destruction of the Temple in a.d. 70, even though Christ never appeared at that event.

Historical

· The historical view takes Revelation as a panorama of church history from the apostolic era to the Second Coming.

· Proponents of this view are typically postmillennial (POM) or amillennial (AM).

· This interpretive approach has major flaws as unwarranted allegorization is necessary to match biblical passages (i.e. events during the seal, trumpet, and bowl judgments) with historical events.

· For example, one interpreter suggested that the “hail and fire, mixed with blood” (8:7) refers to the wars of Alaric the Goth and Rhadagaisus the Vandal.

(
“Such suggestions as these reduce the language of Scripture to meaninglessness because of their propensity to make the words fit some preconceived notion.”

Idealist/Symbolic

· The idealist view sees Revelation, not as a representation of actual events, but rather as a symbolic depiction of the spiritual warfare between good and evil in every generation.
· Proponents of this view are typically postmillennial (PoM) or amillennial (AM).

· This approach denies the obvious prophetic genre of the book.

· For example, fulfillments of the events predicted cannot explain the Second Coming of Christ as being a repetitive cycle that marks every generation.  Jesus Christ will, at some point in the future, return to the earth.
Futurist

· The futurist view takes Revelation 4-22 as describing future events accompanying the end of the age.

· Proponents of this view are typically premillennial (PrM).

· This interpretive approach recognizes the prophetic nature of Revelation and applies a normal hermeneutical approach to that style of literary genre.
· The symbols and visions were the means of communicating to John, but these have a literal meaning unless otherwise indicated by the text itself.  

· Symbols and visions do not warrant grounds for interpreting the text in a non-literal fashion.

(
“Literal interpretation sees a distinction between symbols and symbolic and figurative language.  The latter receives full recognition, but the former may have a meaning that is quite literal and historical.”

Interpreting Symbols
· One simply cannot assume that since Revelation contains much symbolism, there is no literal meaning behind it and, therefore it must be interpreted symbolically.

· There must be a compelling reason why it must be interpreted symbolically.

1. Does it possess a degree of absurdity when taken literally?

· The literal meaning will not make any sense and would be absurd, therefore, the true meaning is something other than the literal meaning.

· For example, Isaiah 55:12 says, “the trees of the field shall clap their hands.”  The literal meaning would be absurd since trees do not have hands or emotion to clap.
· But what about the 144,000 witnesses in Rev. 7:4?  Would taking that number literally make the meaning absurd?  What about the “1000 years” of Rev. 20:3?  Would taking that number literally make the meaning absurd?

· There must be something about the text’s meaning that is so absurd, that it ought not to be taken literally.

(
“So a literal interpretation is the assumption unless something in the text indicates otherwise.”

2. Does it possess a degree of clarity when taken symbolically?

· A symbolic interpretation should provide some degree of clarity.
· In Isaiah 55:12, taking the trees figuratively as describing the intense joy of Israel’s return from exile brings clarity to the meaning of that verse.
· Taking the 1000 years of Rev. 20:3 brings no clarity if taken symbolically.  The two resurrections separated by 1000 years (20:4-5) make no sense if taken symbolically.
3. Does it fall into an established category of symbolic language?

· The interpreter must be able to identify what kind of figure of speech is given in the text (i.e. metaphor, hyperbole, personification, etc…).
· Isaiah 55:12 is an obvious use of personification as Isaiah pictures trees as having hands and emotion for rejoicing.
· The “1000 years” in Rev. 20 is typically viewed as symbolic by PoM and AM as a very long period of time, therefore, it would be hyperbole (exaggeration).  But 2000 years is longer than 1000 years, so it wouldn’t be a very good use of hyperbole!

The Purpose & Theme

· The main purpose of Revelation is to reveal Jesus Christ (1:1) as the risen, glorified Son of God (1:10ff) who addresses the needs of the 7 churches (chs. 2-3) and will return in glory to conquer His enemies (19:11ff).
· Heavenly worship (chs. 4-5; 19-22) frames the major events of the book (chs. 6-18).  Two worship scenes bring the book to a close (19:1-10 & 21:1 – 22:5).

· This revelation of Jesus Christ was an encouragement of hope for the many Christians who were facing the onset of fierce persecution.

· By unfolding the plan for their future, God instilled hope and called them to persevere through their present sufferings.

(
According to futurists, Revelation serves the additional purpose of providing a perspective on end-time events that would have meaning and relevance to the spiritual lives of all succeeding generations of Christians.
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