Book of Revelation

1 – Introduction

 1. Some issues with “classical” interpretation

(a) Assuming we must make complete sense out of everything in it 

(b) Assuming it was written for us 

(c) An incorrect definition of “prophecy” 

 2. About the book

(a) Genre: prophecy

 i. Not about predicting the future (though there could be)

 ii. Prophecy: communication of a message from God for a present situation 

(b) A revelation (apokalypsis) of (by) Jesus Christ

 i. Uncovering of something that is hidden – a mystery revealed

 ii. Given by Jesus Christ to John to be communicated to the seven churches

(c) Written by John

 i. Who is this John?

 ii. Apostle John, John the Elder, another?

 iii. Modern scholarship is divided

(d) Written in the late first century CE

 i. Minority position: prior to 70CE

 ii. Majority position: late first century, as late as 96CE

 A. Fits better with condition of Laodicea (post earthquake reconstruction)

 B. Churches around long enough to suffer spiritual decline

 C. Church at Smyrna did not come about until after Paul

(e) Written for the seven churches of Asia

 i. Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Sardis, Thyatira, Philadelphia, Laodicea
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Historical situation 

(a) Emperor Domitian

 i. Possibly ordered persecution of Christians

 ii. Promotion of emperor worship increased during his reign

 iii. Judaism recognized as monotheistic and not required to worship emperor

 iv. Jews did not want to be associated with Christians

 v. Drove them out of synagogues and claimed Christians were not Jews

 vi. Christians no longer had excuse to not conform to emperor worship

(b) Dilemma for Christians

 i. How far can one assimilate and accommodate culture and civic demands?

 ii. The dilemma is not one of systematic persecution, but a daily tension

 iii. False teachers within these churches, encouraging assimilation

(c) Christian commitment not what it once was

 4. How was the book produced?

(a) Simply a recording of visions, of taking down dictation?

(b) Verbs (heard, turned, saw) in past tense; i.e., book written after visions took place

 i. At the very least, the Prologue (1:1-8) written afterward

(c) The book is highly structured; evidence that writer carefully arranged material afterward

 i. Various scholars outline differently and see different structures

 ii. The chapters are not necessarily ordered chronologically

 iii. Identical scenes and concepts are repeated and treated from different angles

 5. Literal or figurative?

(a) To take the imagery literally makes no sense

(b) “He made it known...” (1:1) – an indication that symbolism is in use

(c) Figurative language still must undergo proper interpretation

 i. The audience is not free to interpret as they please

 ii. Important question: What did John intend by the symbols?

 iii. John uses imagery that is familiar to himself and to his original audience

 iv. Source of imagery

 A. The Old Testament

 B. Intertestamental Apocryphal writings (particularly the apocalyptic genre)

 C. The Graeco-Roman world (i.e., John's contemporary culture)

 D. Vocabulary of the early church

· New Testament did not exist at the time

· Cannot assume John had access to any NT writings

· NT cannot be used to determine what Revelation is saying

· NT can be used as helps in guiding us towards what John is trying to say

(d) Chronological order cannot be assumed

 i. Different chapters may be discussing the same scene

(e) It should not be treated allegorically

 i. Not every detail necessarily has meaning

 6. How to and how not to read it

(a) Set aside preconceived notions about what it is “supposed” to mean 

 i. Not prophecy as prediction 

 ii. Not an instantaneous transcription

 iii. Not to be interpreted literally – unless it is clear from the text

 iv. Not as an updating or explanation of Old Testament prophecies

 v. Not using New Testament text to give definitive interpretation to Revelation

 vi. Do not read the order of reading as order of events

(b) Let the text speak for itself

(c) It is meant to be heard, rather than studied as a manuscript

 i. It does go against what we are about to do, however...

 ii. John wants his audience to hear the story, to use their imaginations, to picture the words as they are heard

Sample Outlines

1. Reading Revelation, Joseph L. Trafton

Prologue (1: 1- 8)

John's first "in the Spirit" experience (1: 9- 3: 22)

John's second "in the Spirit" experience (4: 1- 11: 19)

Three signs in heaven (12: 1- 16: 21)

John's third "in the Spirit" experience (17: 1- 20: 15)

John's fourth "in the Spirit" experience (21: 1- 22: 6a)

Epilogue (22: 6b- 21)

2. ESV Study Bible

Prologue (1:1-8)

Body (1:9 – 22:5)

A. Christ's presence with and knowledge of his churches (1:9 – 3:22)

B. Christ’s defense of his church and destruction of its enemies (4:1–22:5)

1. The Lamb and the scroll (4:1–8:1)

2. The angels and the trumpets (8:2–11:18) 

3. The woman, her son, the dragon, and the beasts (11:19–14:20) 

4. The bowls of God’s final wrath (15:1–16:21) 

5. Babylon the prostitute (17:1–19:10) 

6. The defeat and destruction of the beasts, the dragon, and death (19:11–20:15) 

7. “All things new” (21:1–22:5) 

Epilogue (22:6-21)

3. Seven Keys, Jon Paulien – Chiastic outline (c.f., The Deep Things of God, Paulien)
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