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Major Ways in which the Book of Revelation has been Read:

A Brief History of Interpretation

Adela Yarbro Collins


Major Ways of Interpreting the book of Revelation

1. Introduction

a. The remarks of Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria in the 3rd century, preserved by Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 7.25. REF is on handout.

He wrote that some had set Revelation aside, pronouncing it without sense and without reason. He himself refused to do so, because many brothers and sisters valued it highly. But he felt that its subject exceeded his capacity, saying: "For, though I do not understand, yet I suspect that some deeper sense is enveloped in the words, and these I do not measure and judge by my private reason; but allowing more to faith, I have regarded them as too lofty to be comprehended by humans, and those things which I do not understand, I do not reject, but I wonder the more that I cannot comprehend."

Few interpreters have been so modest. Most feel that they have the KEY:

divine inspiration

theory of interpretation (scholastic or scholarly method)

social situation or life experience

*b.  Focus of this lecture is how the book of Revelation has been and continues to be read. A good way to illustrate the modes of interpretation is through a brief history of interpretation.

2.  The oldest approach is the "literal" or "imminent" mode that takes Revelation as a prophecy regarding the end-time (public, cosmic).

a. Evidence:  allusions in Papias, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, and Tertullian: NAMES on handout.

b. Focus:  Rev 20:4-6, the reign of one thousand years.

Holders of this position were called "chiliasts" from the Greek word for 1,000. The thousand-year reign later called the "millennium." TERMS on handout.

Some pictured reign as time of eating, drinking, & marrying. E.g., traditions saying that every vine would bear a thousand clusters of grapes and every cluster would have a thousand grapes etc.

c. "Sensual" picture of reign provoked a reaction.

3.  The figurative, allegorical, or "immanent" approach.  First proponent was Origen (De principiis 2.11). (On First Principles) TERMS and NAMES on handout.
Origen taught that there were three kinds of people, classified acc to their notion of the highest good: bodily pleasures, benefit of the community, or study & learning.

Belief in the literal fulfillment of the promises focuses on the body. It is better to hope that we will eat and drink of wisdom and that the New Jerusalem will be made of living stones.

The controversy between the literal and the figurative approaches lasted several centuries.

Example:  controversy between Dionysius of Alexandria and the Egyptian chiliasts later in the 3rd century (reported by Eusebius).

Tyconius (4th cent.) developed an immanent interpretation. Battle between Christ and the beast takes place continuously in history (good vs. evil).

4.  The Augustinian synthesis (4th-5th centuries): City of God 20.7-8. NAME and REF in handout.

a.  Figurative interpretation of Rev 20:1-6: (1) the binding of Satan already took place during the ministry of Jesus (Luke 10:18—Jesus tells the 70 when they return from their mission, "I saw Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning”); this binding means the confinement of Satan to the hearts of unbelievers and is repeated whenever a person converts to the Christian faith; (2) the reign of 1,000 years is the Age of the Church.

b. The second coming of Christ will take place after the 1,000 years of the Age of the Church. (This number was apparently both literal and symbolic for Augustine.)  Events of the end-time will be literal, historical, cosmic events, but in the distant future. Not possible to discern signs of the times or nearness of the end in politics and history.

c. Augustine's synthesis was dominant for about 700 years; it is still the position of the "mainline" churches, for example, the Roman Catholic Church.

5. The world-historical mode of interpretation (dispensationalist). TEXTS and NAMES on handout.

a. Roots

(1) Periodization of history in Jewish apocalypses, e.g., Daniel 2 and 7 (four kingdoms)

(2) Speculation on the cosmic week

Genesis 1--seven days of creation

Ps 90:4--1,000 years = a day

Therefore, world history will consist of a total of seven thousand years—so already in the letter of Barnabas in the Apostolic Fathers (probably 2nd century)

(3) Dispensations (stages) of salvation-history

Example:  2 Cor 3:7-8--Law/Spirit; Moses/Christ.

b. Examples of world historical mode of interpretation

(1) Bernard of Clairvaux (1090 to 1153): A French abbot

Four horses in Rev 6 signify four ages in hist of Church (he modifies the order):

The red horse signifies persecution in the early church; the white, a time of peace, and the black, hypocrisy (his present).

(2) Joachim of Fiore (twelfth-century monk, abbot, international leader) from Calabria (toe of the boot)

Tells following about what happened while he was writing a commentary on Revelation:

"Having gone thru the preceding vv to this place [1:10—And I was in the Spirit on the Lord's Day], I experienced such great difficulty & mental constraint beyond the ordinary that it was like feeling the stone that closed the tomb opposed to me . . . " Then he lapsed into forgetfulness and became busy; after a year, on Easter, he awakened c. midnight. At the "hour when it is thought that our lion of the tribe of Judah rose from the dead, as I was meditating, suddenly something of the fullness of this book and of the entire agreement of the OT and NT was perceived by a clarity of understanding in my mind's eye." [intellectual mystical vision]

Joachim's schema:  world hist = 3 "states"

(a) Law (Father)

(b) Gospel (Son)

(c) Freedom (Spirit)

Joachim believed that his time was near the end of the 2nd "state"; soon the Antichrist would come and be defeated; then the 3rd "state" would come.

The New Jerusalem = renewed Church which would reign in peace & contemplation.

Major shift from Augustine: signs of the times and history were part of eschatology once again.

[ (3)  Nicholas of Lyra wrote a commentary in 1329. He was the first to interpret the body of Rev in this way: MENTION only this opening sentence.

seals--up to Domitian (96 CE)

trumpets--heretics from Arius to Anthemus (a heretic [mentioned by Procopius of Caesarea] who wrote in the time of the emperor Justinian = 6th cent.)

second beast--Mohammed (7th cent.)

End of chap. 14 and chap 15--Charlemagne (c. 800), Lyra’s definitive hero in history

bowls--Crusades

binding of Satan--founding of preaching orders ]

c. During the Middle Ages, apocalyptic imagery was used in polemical rhetoric by both sides of major disputes: pro-Papal, anti-Papal; pro-Imperial, anti-Imperial.

d.  Luther inherited this tradition.  Earlier the first beast of Revelation 13 was identified with the Pope in inner-Church polemics; after Luther it became part of Protestant anti-Catholic polemic and it is still with us.

7 messages = real messages (not part of world history)

seals--plagues on whole Church

trumpets--heretics

angel of chap. 10—rainbow on his head = papacy; little open book: false human teachings

1st beast of chap. 13--Imperial power

2nd beast--Papacy

Gog & Magog--the Turks (1,000 years after John)

NB that Luther maintained Augustine's interpretation of Rev 20:1-6 (binding by Jesus; 1,000 is age of the church)

6. Millenarian reading of Revelation  (17th century): pre-millennial-dispensationalist reading in a world-historical framework: POINT 6 on the handout
a. Revival of "literal" reading of the early Church; sometimes "imminent" in expectation.

b. Involved a physical return of Christ to earth & a 1,000-year earthly reign.

c. Social and religious context: radical Puritans (Reformed tradition)

d. Focus on fulfillment of promises made to Abraham, to David, and through the prophets. "Pre-millennial" in that the return of Christ to earth (Second Coming) expected to occur before the 1,000-year reign.
7. Post-millennial view  (18th century).

a.  Introduced by Daniel Whitby, an Anglican clergyman educated at Oxford; anti-Papal; wanted reconciliation with the non-Conformists (Puritans).

b. Binding of Satan in Rev 20 signifies the turning point about to happen toward a more just and humane society (immanent); “post-millennial” signifies that Christ would return at the end of, that is, after the 1,000 years of such a society (the millennium).

c. The American theologian Jonathan Edwards was influenced by this point of view.

8. Pre-millennial theory (as it developed in the18th and19th centuries).

a.  Events in France set in motion by the Revolution were seen as partial fulfillment of Daniel and Revelation: destruction of Papal power, rise of the secular state, religion of reason as opposed to faith.

A number of societies and conferences were founded in Great Britain that taught that Daniel and Revelation foretold the imminent restoration of the Jews to Palestine (response to the Balfour Declaration of 1917—Jews may immigrate into Palestine). These groups also taught the literal, public Second Coming and the Millennium (on earth). They based their views on passages from Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel 2 and 7. Support was found in Revelation, e.g., 11:15; 20:4; 22:5.

b. In this context, pre-millennial theory (#6) was revived by John Nelson Darby, but now on a futurist rather than on a world-historical basis. He was an Anglo-Irish clergyman in the Anglican Church, which he left to join the Plymouth Brethren. He was active in the mid-nineteenth century.

Later the American Cyrus I. Scofield popularized dispensationalism in general and Darby’s schema in particular in the Scofield Reference Bible, first published in 1909 and still in print today. Available on Amazon.com!

d.  Similar movements developed in the U.S.:

Mormons--Church of the Latter Day Saints

William Miller--camp meetings, tent revivals; predicted that Christ would return in 1843; some influenced by him founded the Seventh Day Adventist Church (1863) and the Jehovah's Witnesses (1884; with this name: 1931).

e.  Darby's schema (Pre-mill; popularized by Hal Lindsey; at one time at least  his views were taught by Moody Bible Institute and Dallas Theological Seminary):

(1) Rapture (1 Thess 4:16-17)

(2) Tribulation (7 years; Daniel & Revelation)

Beginning of trib = appearance of Antichrist

Abom of desolation in (rebuilt) temple in Jerusalem

Natural disasters (especially trumpets and bowls of Revelation)

Antichrist joined by False Prophet, sometimes identified with the Pope (Rev 13:11-18)

Great assembly for war at Armageddon (China will invade West]

(3) Return of Christ (Hal Lindsey--"every eye" (Rev 1:7)--satellite TV) for the final battle, defeat of Antichrist (Revelation 19)

(4) Millennium

(5) Resurgence of Satan (Rev 20:7-10)

(6) Destruction of heaven and earth (Rev 20:11)

(7) Final state (Rev 21:22-27; 22:1-5)

f.  Important factors in this mode of interpretation: the Balfour Declaration (1917) that Jews may return to Palestine and the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948.

9.  The historical-critical approach

a. Source-criticism (breaks or seams in a text). At first used to attribute the most apocalyptic parts of the work to Jewish sources.

b. Contemporary-historical interpretation

Called "preterist" by pre-mill types

Reads Rev as a hist allegory; sometimes justified, sometimes forced; well supported readings: first beast as Rome; second beast as local aristocracy in the Roman province of Asia (western Asia Minor); the great harlot as Rome.

c. History of religion (use of mythic traditions in Rev), e.g., the combat myths (will return to this point in section 11).

10.  Newer approaches

a. Aesthetic literary criticism: for example, narratology

b. Rhetorical criticism: ekphrasis (vivid description)

c. Social scientific approach: e.g., the use of social psychology
d. Liberation theological interpretation: justice for the oppressed

e. Feminist interpretation: criticism of female symbolism, especially of the great harlot in chapter 17 as reflecting and evoking violence against women

11. Lasting value (begin with issues that have been at stake)

The issues that have been at stake are:

a.  Linear or recapitulating structure?

b.  Imminent or immanent images?

c.  What is the aim of interpretation?  One or many meanings?  Original context or the situation of the reader?

In what way are the older approaches of lasting value?

a. The structure of Revelation is both linear and recapitulating. It is linear in the sense that it moves slowly from the time of the original addressees (the messages) to the final state of salvation in the New Jerusalem. It is recapitulative in the sense that the seven seals, trumpets and bowls all express this movement in a cryptic way and in the sense that the same themes keep repeating themselves throughout the work: persecution, judgment on the persecutors, and salvation.

b. The narratives and images of the work are both contemporary-historical and mythic (history of religion). In the second half of the work especially (chapters 12 to 22), they clearly allude to the Roman Empire and to specific emperors, especially Nero who becomes a model for the Antichrist. The work also alludes to ancient myths or stories about conflict among divine beings in its use of monsters or beasts, especially from the sea. It also alludes to ancient narratives in which a battle is waged, the victor becomes king, marries, and builds a new temple or city.

12. What approaches are likely to be pursued in the future?

a. Historical-critical methods are foundational.

b. Reception of Revelation more broadly: influence on culture, art, and music

c. Feminist criticism will continue as gender studies are updated.

d. Empire studies (liberation theology): an approach that needs to be criticized because of usual premise that John the prophet was anti-empire in principle.

e. Aesthetic literary criticism, continuously updated and combined with historical criticism, will no doubt be continued.

f. Post-colonial interpretations.

� Rev 11:2 (Gentiles will trample the holy city for 42 months = 3.5 years); 11:3 (two witnesses will prophesy for 1,260 days = 3.5 years of 360 days); 12:6 (woman will be nurtured in the wilderness for 1,260 days = 3.5 years of 360 days); Rev 13:5 (the first beast allowed to exercise authority for 42 months = 3.5 years).





