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Preface

ver my years of teaching the book of Revelation, my students

have begged me to write what I taught. “Why?” I protested. “We
have great commentaries.” I was quite serious. Twenty-five years ago
we had a dearth of academic commentaries, but today, the plethora of
resources is embarrassing. Their answer was disarmingly simple. “We
do not want another commentary. We want your thoughts and reflec-
tions.” I did not have an answer for that one. I do have some thoughts
that they find challenging. I know because I see and hear their reaction
in and out of class. Thus was born this publication. I capitulated.

I have two points about the book of Revelation. First, we must re-
canonize the book. False prophets, failed prophecies, and feckless in-
terpreters have made the book a joke for late night comedians, a word
to be ignored, and the playground of fools. We have to be careful not
to eviscerate the authority of the book with bogus “signs of the times”
preaching that is oblivious to the history of the interpretation of the
book, which shows without any question the absolute absurdity of
such a superficial grasp of the meaning of the visions. We have to
bring the authority of the book back, but I most certainly am not
talking about making a movie about the hell of Antichrist nor the
horrors of Armageddon. How do I envision reclaiming the authority
of the book if we do not have the prophetic pyrotechnics of Jesus
burning eyeballs out of their sockets with his thermonuclear power
rays at the Second Coming? That is my second point.

If Revelation is not about the gospel, the book is not Christian. I
insist that my students demonstrate New Testament concord with any
interpretive scheme they put forward. I insist that if the book does not
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preach Jesus Christ crucified, its pages never should have found their
way into the New Testament. Christ crucified is the only gospel—the
only way, the only truth, the only life, and the only future. I tell my
students the only future in Revelation is the future you can know from
the past. I am not amillennial, premillennial, or postmillennial. I am
passion-millennial. I will have to unpack the thought later in the book.
You can get a sneak peak of the trajectory I will plot for the prophecies
of Revelation in the two essays I wrote in the earlier publication that I
edited.’

As I wrote previously, my journey into eschatology began as a
teenager absorbing the dispensationalism of my first study Bible, the
Scofield Reference Bible, and a Texas radio preacher telling me how the
events in the news that week had fulfilled some end-time prophecy.
This “signs of the times” reading of this week’s headlines at first was
exhilarating, especially to think that Antichrist already was out there
just waiting for his apocalyptic moment in the sun. As the weeks and
months passed, though, I began to perceive the buffoonery of constant
revisions of what was said only a few weeks ago. My (dispensational)
premillennial days of high school and college gave way to the amillen-
nial days of seminary and ministry. (Full disclosure: the third option,
postmillennialism, never had a rational chance in my thinking given
the tragic realities of two world wars in the twentieth century and the
horrors of the slaughter of millions by mustard gas, Holocaust ovens,
and nuclear bombs.) When I returned to my alma mater to teach, my
journey continued in reflecting on Revelation’s visions. The history of
interpretation makes me wonder if John never realized how encoding
the gospel in apocalypse was going to spin so wildly out of hermeneu-
tical control. Even so, I hope to show that Revelation is a great book
with which to end the Bible. My own reading of John’s Apocalypse is
that he anticipates the church’s finest hour. I hope to tell that story in
this book.

Gerald L. Stevens
New Orleans, Louisiana
Easter 2014

!Stevens, Essays on Revelation.
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PART 1

Apollyon and Armageddon

Revelation’s Apocalyptic Traditions
and Their Interpretation in History
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Tributaries of Tradition
Jewish Sources of John’s Apocalyptic Traditions

ELPFUL IN KNOWING where you are is knowing where you have

been. In interpreting the book of Revelation, a good question to
ask is, Where have we been? Part 1 of this book seeks to answer this
question. We want to explore the interpretation of the book of Revela-
tion through the centuries in order to have some perspective on where
we are today. Although John innovated numerous traditions in his
composition, Jewish apocalyptic was his main source. Our focus first
will be on Jewish historical periods that generated the primary sources
of John’s apocalyptic traditions. We then will survey major develop-
ments of John’s apocalyptic traditions through the centuries.'

The mighty Mississippi River that divides the United States east
and west and has had a major role in our nation’s history is really the
confluence of numerous tributaries. Likewise, the primary tributary
flowing into John’s apocalyptic is Jewish. Jewish apocalyptic developed
in direct response to four dramatic periods in Jewish history. This
history is tied up with the ebb and flow of four empires: Babylon,
Persia, Greece, and Rome. These developments challenged Jewish

'"The PBS video, “Apocalypse! The Story of the Book of Revelation,” presents Reve-
lation’s apocalyptic traditions, their Jewish sources, and their interpretation and de-
velopment throughout the church age. This video was produced right before the turn
of the millennium, since so much attention was focused on millennial speculation at
the time. The attention surrounding the turn of the millennium at the time actually is
paradigmatic with one of the main problems of interpreting the book of Revelation—
so much focus on a chronology trigger.
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faith in God. Apocalyptic literature was an attempt to reassure Jewish
faith by adjusting Jewish thought in the harsh light of new historical
realities for the Jewish people. What were these developments fol-
lowing the history of these four empires?

BABYLONIAN PERIOD

The first development was the
tragic loss of the Jewish state. In
586 B.C. the Babylonians de-
stroyed both Jerusalem and its
temple and sent the Jews into
captivity. In this humiliating
exile, the glorious kingdom of
David had come to a bitter and

cataclysmic end. Two powerful

images in Jewish apocalyptic piuge 1.1. Ishtar Gate of Babylon. This
thought derive from this Baby- magnificent gate built by Nebuchadnezzar
IIin 575 B.C. is on the Processional Way

h ish ! through which statues of deities were
the Jewis struggle upon return paraded on New Years (PMB).

to rebuild their beautiful city of

lonian period. One comes from

old, and the other image from exposure to Babylonian culture and
thought.

4 ; 9 5 g .t i A
FIGURE 1.2. Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives. The view is of the old walls of the
plateau on which the ancient temple stood.

New Jerusalem

As the Jews endured their exile, they mourned the loss of their nation,
their homeland, and their way of life. “How deserted lies the city, once
so full of people” (Lam 1:1, NIV). The total destruction of the city of
Jerusalem and its great temple caused Jews to wonder, “Is all lost for
us as a nation among the nations? Will we ever have another city and
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temple?” The prophet Ezekiel answers with a yes by realigning Jewish
thought under the rubric of a “New Jerusalem” that would have its
own equivalent new temple. Against the backdrop of Mosaic and
Davidic traditions, however, Ezekiel’'s New Jerusalem was oddly con-
figured, and his new temple was even more bizarre—not Mosaic in its
architecture, personnel, or service. Ezekiel’s prophetic visions were
obtuse and entirely confusing to many Jews. Yet, in spite of these
idiosyncrasies, Ezekiel's “New Jerusalem” image took traction in Jew-
ish thought, inspired the imagination about a future place filled with

God’s presence in his city, and flowed into John’s apocalyptic world.

FIGURE 1.3. Jerusalem Temple Model. Ancient Jewish temple mount as rebuilt by
Herod the Great on scale of 1:50 (Holyland Model of Jerusalem, IM]).

Resurrection

The prophet Ezekiel gave Jewish traditions another shot in the arm
with his arresting vision of the valley of dry bones, Ezekiel’s answer to
the Babylonian exile (Ezek 37). The Jewish nation would reconstitute
itself; i.e., the vision was about the Jewish nation, not individuals. The
Persians conquered the Babylonian empire and brought Zoroastrian
religion into Jewish thought with its already fully developed doctrine
of resurrection. Jews began to synthesize Ezekiel’s vision of dry bones
with the Persian idea of the resurrection of individuals. We see Jewish
resurrection ideas on their way to becoming doctrine in 2 Macc 7:14,
“One cannot but choose to die at the hands of mortals and to cherish
the hope God gives of being raised again by him. But for you there will
be no resurrection to life!” Since 2 Maccabees is written by a Pharisee
around 130-120 B.C., we are witnessing how the idea of resurrection
especially found a home in the teaching of the Pharisees as reflected in
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the New Testament. Not all Jews, however, accepted such Pharisaic in-
novations. The Sadducees re)ected this new teachlng (cf. Acts 23: 8)

FIGURE 1.4. Signorelli’s Resurrection of the Flesh. Signorelli’s masterpiece (1499-
1502) from the frescos depicting scenes of the Apocalypse in the chapel of the
Madonna di San Brizio in Orvieto, Italy.

PERSIAN PERIOD

The second historical devel-
opment was the renewal of
the Jewish state. Cyrus I of
Persia had conquered the
Babylonians in 540 B.C. In

the Bible, he is described as )

& inted iah.” FIGURE 1.5. Cyrus Cylinder. Records deeds of the
God’s anointed “messiah, Persian king Cyrus who repatriated displaced
according to Isa 45:1. Cyrus peoples, including Jews (BML). Credit: Renate
was lenient and allowed the Viveen Hood.

Jews to return to their homeland. Jews who returned brought back

with them their exposure to Persian religious thought, especially Zo-
roastrianism. Zoroaster was a sixth century B.C. Iranian prophet who
attempted to reform Persian religion with an emphasis on a form of
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dualism and his own brand of monotheism. His teachings are thought
to have had significant impact on the major Western religious trade-
tions. In addition to developed reflections on resurrection doctrine,
two other important Persian contributions were an emphasis on the
religious metaphor of light and darkness and a dramatic story of the
tinal apocalyptic battle between the forces of good and evil that even-
tuates in the arrival of the kingdom of God on earth.

Light and Darkness

The language of light and darkness was a central feature of Zoroas-
trian religion due to its dualism. This symbolism integrally was tied to
the concept of earth as a cosmic battleground between good, the forces
of light, and evil, the forces of darkness. While the concepts of light
and darkness can be found as religious metaphor in many religious
writings around the world, the key in the Zoroastrian framework is
the use of this metaphorical language to describe opposing forces of
good and evil in a cosmic conflict worked out on the stage of human
history that will continue worsening until consummated in a final war
that brings about a new age. While Jewish religious thought properly
is not dualistic, the ideas of two ages, an age of evil followed by an age
of good, of cosmic conflict of opposing forces of good and evil, and of
a final battle, can be traced in Jewish writings that emerge during this
time of exposure to Persian thought flowing into the first century. One
can note how John styles his first vision of the Apocalypse as a vision
in the night, with his seven lampstands, which are the churches. The
only light in the dark world of pagan empire comes from Christ and
his churches (Rev 1:9-20).2

Final Battle

One of the most enduring images that developed in apocalyptic litera-
ture to fire human imagination is that of the Zoroastrian final battle,
or, as Saddam Hussein described the original Gulf War of 1991, “the
mother of all battles.” Zoroaster invented apocalyptic war language,
which then flowed into many streams. His language of apocalyptic war
seems evidenced particularly at Qumran, a Jewish sectarian group that

*See Stevens, “A Vision in the Night,” Essays on Revelation, 1-15.
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separated from what they considered to be Jerusalem’s corrupt temple
cultus in the Roman Period. Their martial document, The War of the
Sons of Light and the Sons of Darkness, details that final apocalyptic
showdown. This battle would feature the inhabitants of Qumran as
key participants. Their prlestly army would bring in the kingdom of
e o e w5 i God by defeating pagan
1 byt mestwemt 4 oppressors of Israel and
N purifying the corrupt

Jerusalem cult and its
worship. They decided
the Jewish revolt that
broke out against Rome
in AD. 66 was their
anticipated final battle.

FIGURE 1.6. Reproduction of a Qumran Scroll.
(Qumran National Park, Israel). They marched out of
their desert commune

in battle array to defeat, with God’s expected intervention, the ad-
vancing Roman legions under Vespasian coming down from Galilee.

They were slaughtered out of human memory until their scrolls were
rediscovered nearly two thousand years later bringing to light their
community and their story.

In Revelation, this war imagery acutely and powerfully is sum-
marized in one famous word that has entered into the mainstream of
American popular jargon—Armageddon (Rev 16:16). Tour groups to
Israel often are taken to the top of Tel Megiddo to be told with dra-
matic flair the Jezreel Valley or Plain of Esdraelon before them is to be
the scene of the “greatest battle of all history.”

FIGURE 1.7. Tel Megiddo’s Overview of the Jezreel Valley. This valley is the supposed
location of the final showdown of God and evil, Revelation’s battle of Armageddon.

In contemporary popular culture, one has the fictional efforts of
the “Left Behind” series of Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins, which has
garnished significant commercial success dramatizing this supposed
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end-time plot of Antichrist and his war with Christ. The series even
has been transformed into cinematic drama.’ Of course, LaHaye and
Jenkins did not invent the modern prophecy novel genre. Already in
the 1930s we have publication of a similar piece in Oilar’s novelette, Be
Thou Prepared, for Jesus is Coming.*

GREEK PERIOD

The third development was Hel-
lenism. Alexander the Great (336-
323 B.C.) conquered the world
with his armies and revolution-
ized society and culture with his
cosmopolitan vision. Alexander
thought all civilization should be
Greek (“Hellenistic”). Alexander’s
“Hellenism” eventually became a
giant social, religious, and cultur-

al melting pot in which various FIGURE 1.8. Alexander the Great Coin.
traditions, including those of the Imaged in lion’s mane as a conqueror
Jews, began to interact together. (PMB).

Ideas that percolated in this potent brew included angels and demons

on the Greek side and images of empire on the Jewish side.

Angels and Demons

The book of I Enoch is a composite Hellenistic Jewish work, but its
main traditions can be dated back to about 250 B.C. Enochian tradi-
tions illustrate new and developing Jewish ideas in the interaction
with Hellenistic traditions. One such tradition is the development of a
sophisticated hierarchy of angels and their story world. In one legend
a head angel is cast down to earth. Such an idea is reflected in John’s
Red Dragon cast down to earth (Rev 12:9). Another tradition involved

*LaHaye and Jenkins, Left Behind: A Novel of the Earth’s Last Days, 1995; cf. Left
Behind: The Movie, directed by Victor Sarin, 96 minutes, 2000. Nicolas Cage and Lea
Thompson star in the 2014 remake, Left Behind, directed by Vic Armstrong.

*Oilar, Be Thou Prepared, for Jesus is Coming, 1937. See the discussion in Boyer,
When Time Shall Be No More: Prophecy Belief in Modern American Culture, 106.
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the idea of devils. These stories feature a dramatic victory of God over
forces of evil, along with a concrete idea of heaven and hell.

% £ 3 MLA

e Sy e =

FIGURE 1.9. Damned Taken to Hell and Received by Demons. Luca Signorelli’s mas-
terpiece (1499-1502) of frescos depicting scenes of the Apocalypse in the chapel of
the Madonna di San Brizio in Orvieto, Italy.

Pharisees in Jesus’ day, for example, had absorbed and developed
angelic traditions during the intertestamental period and effectively
communicated these ideas to the general Jewish populace in popular
Pharisaic literature, such as the book of Tobit, written in the second
century B.C. As the story is told, Tobit is the father of Tobias, who has
to send his son on a journey of which Tobias is unacquainted with the
way. So, Tobias has to find a guide. God sends an angel for this task,
but Tobias seems unaware of the special identity of his chosen com-
panion: “So Tobias went out to look for a man to go with him to Me-
dia, someone who was acquainted with the way. He went out and
found the angel Raphael standing in front of him; but he did not per-
ceive that he was an angel of God” (Tob 5:4).

In this narrative, God’s angel Raphael, whom Tobit believes is his
kinsman Azariah, instructs Tobit in making a potion from the organs
of a fish Tobit just caught. This potion is for the exorcism of a demon
and healing of eyes. The language of exorcism and healing suddenly
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sets us up on familiar
ground. Such topics
are dominant features
of our Gospel stories.
This episode is given
prominent early posi-
tion in Tobit’s trip,
because he will need
the potions later. So,
the story illustrates a
clear trajectory in our

Jewish traditions that

will become integral FIGURE 1.10. Raphael Instructs Tobit on Demon Exor-
to the story of Jesus cism. Painting exposed to heat and humidity in an
exterior hallway (San Marco Convent, Florence, Italy).

and the early church.
Here is this interesting narrative from the book of Tobit.

Then the young man went down to wash his feet in the Ti-
gris river. Suddenly a large fish leaped up from the water and
tried to swallow the young man’s foot, and he cried out. But
the angel said to the young man, “Catch hold of the fish and
hang on to it!” So the young man grasped the fish and drew it
up on the land. Then the angel said to him, “Cut open the fish
and take out its gall, heart, and liver. Keep them with you, but
throw away the intestines. For its gall, heart, and liver are use-
ful as medicine.” So after cutting open the fish the young man
gathered together the gall, heart, and liver; then he roasted and
ate some of the fish, and kept some to be salted. The two con-
tinued on their way together until they were near Media. Then
the young man questioned the angel and said to him, “Brother
Azariah, what medicinal value is there in the fish’s heart and
liver, and in the gall?” He replied, “As for the fish’s heart and
liver, you must burn them to make a smoke in the presence of
a man or woman afflicted by a demon or evil spirit, and every
affliction will flee away and never remain with that person any
longer. And as for the gall, anoint a person’s eyes where white
films have appeared on them; blow upon them, upon the white
films, and the eyes will be healed” (Tob 6:3-9, NRSV).

Another example that shows these broader ideas in the culture
taking root in Jewish tradition is the concept of Abaddon, the place of
death and destruction (Job 26:6; 28:22; 31:12). Abaddon personified
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becomes a satanic, demonic figure of
destruction in Jewish traditions. John
takes up this Jewish figure for use as a
destroyer image in Revelation, but John
strikingly renames Revelation’s corre-
late with the “Apollyon” appellation,
which is made up, but probably based
on the Greek verb for “destroyer”
(apollymi). In Revelation’s story he is
the destroyer angel of the Abyss (Rev
9:11). Whatever the derivation, John’s
designation comes oft as a deliberate,
almost provocative, play on the Greek
name Apollo, the Greek god whom the
Roman emperor Domitian claimed to

FIGURE 1.11. Domitian Coin.
Minerva with long spear, victory
shield on the ground. A thunder-
bolt in her right hand represents
divinity, closely associating
Domitian with the gods (HAM).

be, or to be related to, among other gods as well, such as Minerva.

FIGURE 1.12. Ephesus: Domitian Altar Frieze. Evidence for the emperor cult in
Ephesus, this frieze is part of the base of the altar for the worship of the emperor
Domitian in Ephesus (EMS).

Images of Empire

The biblical book of Daniel, irrespective of the arguments of date,
clearly is written for the context of the Maccabean Revolt (167 B.C.).
This revolt represented the Jewish struggle against the enforced
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Hellenism of Syrian overlords.” Daniel is important for understanding
the on-going development of apocalyptic traditions, especially the idea
of God’s sovereignty over pagan world empires. The story is a dream.

In the story, the Babylo-
nian king, Nebuchadnezzar,
had had a disturbing dream.
The central feature in Nebu-
chadnezzar’s dream was a
colossal statue of mixed ma-
terial composition; none of his
soothsayers could divine the
dream. Daniel, however, il-
luminated by God’s wisdom,
was able to give the king the
interpretation. The dream was
the story of four successive
world empires (Dan 2:31-45),
beginning with Nebuchadnez-
zar’s own kingdom. The end
of the story was the coming of
God’s own kingdom, which
would break into pieces all the
previous kingdoms and would
stand forever. This dramatic,
colossal statue depicts God’s
sovereignty over all pagan em-
pires. Daniel’s imagery of the
shattered statue evoking the

THE GREAT WORLD-KINGDOM IMAGE

FIGURE 1.13. Smith: The Great World King-
dom Image. An illustration in Uriah
Smith’s 1897 Adventist publication, Daniel
and the Revelation: the Response of History
to the Voice of Prophecy.

end of world empires (and, hence, logically, the end of history) is
meant to communicate that the time of the oppressed people of God
would come. God’s dominion over the kingdoms of the world would

be established.

Daniel’s message to faithful Jews of God’s ultimate sovereignty,
even over pagan world empires, as set in the context of Babylon’s King

The issue of the historical context of Daniel and the application of its prophecy,
especially the dispensational perspective, will be treated later in the discussion.
P y P persp
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Nebuchadnezzar (605-562), came home to Jews living in Judea in the
enforced Hellenism of the Syrian king Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175-
164 B.C.). This king was infamous among Jews, especially due to his
claim as Epiphanes (“God manifest”), that is, the visible representation
on earth of the gods (1 Macc 1:10).
He minted coins with this claim.
Jews among themselves changed
one letter of the name to convert
this title in derision to Epimanes,
which meant “mad man.”
Antiochus IV also was infa-
mous for his sacrifice of a pig on
the Jewish altar in Jerusalem to en-
force his Hellenization in 167 B.C.
This pagan sacrilege left the Jewish

altar desolate for three years untll FIGURE 1.14. Antiochus IV Coin. Zeus
seated, holding Nike and scepter. The
] inscription is BASILEOS ANTIOXOU,
in 164 B.C. (1 Macc 4:36-61). The THEOU EPIPHANOUS, NIKEPHO-

literal three years of abomination ROU (HAM).

reconsecrated by Judas Maccabeus

became a symbolic three and a half
year period in Jewish apocalyptic
literature on the symbolic pattern
of half of a significant number (as
in 2 Esd 14:12; Dan 7:25; 12:7).
Daniel’s message, whether to
Jews oppressed by pagan kings like
Nebuchadnezzar or by Antiochus
IV, is the same: hold fast, God will
deliver, and soon. Jewish apoca-

FIGURE 1.15. Pompeii Fresco of Pig
Sacrifice. Pig sacrifice was a standard
heritage of Jewish rejection of all part of religious ritual in many

pagan empire claims to ultimate Hellenistic religions in the Greco-
Roman world (NNAM).

lyptic forever would carry Daniel’s

power and authority.

The spirit of King Nebuchadnezzar and the Syrian Antiochus IV
would be revisited in later Roman emperors such as Caligula (37-41),
Nero (54-68), and Domitian (81-96). No matter how powerful their
earthly throne nor majestic their present rule, the apocalyptic re-
sponse to such sovereign claims of all pagan kings was consistent and
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clear: ultimate destiny is under God’s sovereignty as Lord of Lords. In

apocalyptic images of empire, the statue always is shattered: “Fallen,
fallen is Babylon the Great!” (Rev 18:2).

FIGURE 1.16. Roman Imperial Coins. Left to right: Caligula, 37-41; Nero, 54-68; Do-

mitian, 81-96 (MCA, PMB).

ROMAN PERIOD

The fourth development was Roman patronage. As the Jews under the

Maccabees were regaining their independence from the Syrians from

167-140 B.C., the shadow of Rome already was advancing on the en-

tire Mediterranean world. The Maccabean dynastic heirs were the
Hasmoneans (140-37 B.C.), who had to deal with this rising Roman
power now controlling events in Judea (1 Macc 14:40-41). They ruled

as client kings under a Roman patronage system. Thus, rulers in Judea

had to show loyalty to Rome. This Roman client kingship came to
fullest expression in the reign of Herod the Great (37-4 B.C.) after
transition from the Hasmonean to the Herodian dynasty. Some Jews

supported Roman patron-
age, particularly Sadducees,
with their vested interests
in preserving the political
status quo as a way of
maintaining their key in-
stitution of the temple in
Jerusalem. Other Jews, on
the other hand, despised
Herod as a usurper to the
Jewish throne and Herod’s

FIGURE 1.17. Jerusalem Bronze, 11 B.C. Rome
gave client kings the right to mint coins. Herod
the Great minted this coin a few years before
Jesus was born (PMB).

Roman overlords as the epitome of pagan empire attempting to rise

up against God’s sovereign claims over Israel and the nations.
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Roman Collusion

For some Jews, the Jewish temple in Jerusalem no longer was a sign of
God’s presence in Israel. Rather, the temple and its Sadducean con-
trollers were a sign of collusion with Roman overlords. Jews protested.
One such protest movement was Qumran. These desert dwellers had
separated themselves from Jerusalem and its elite, priestly cultus. They
followed a charismatic
leader, the Teacher of
Righteousness, about a
century and a half be-
fore the time of Jesus.
Among their library of
writings, known as the
Dead Sea Scrolls, their
commentary on the
prophet Habakkuk il-
lustrates an important
“pesher” method that

FIGURE 1.18. Qumran Caves. The Dead Sea Scrolls

all readers of Revela- were discovered in the caves surrounding the

tion would do well to settlementat Qumran. The center entrance in this
picture is to Cave 4, the most famous, repository of 200
books and fragments, of which 122 were biblical.

understand. This way
of reading the text is
simple: contemporize the prophetic text by completely ignoring the
original historical context of the prophet and his audience. Instead,
simply equate any given prophetic text with any current news. In this
way, the inhabitants at Qumran could convert any verse in Habakkuk
into today’s news about the Romans and their lackeys, the Hasmonean
client kings so despised who controlled the high priesthood. In terms
of Revelation’s apocalyptic traditions, one can witness this “pesher”
way of reading today’s headlines back into prophetic texts repeating
itself over and over throughout the centuries of church history, and
especially today on Internet websites.®

Other protests against Roman patronage were registered by John
the Baptist and Jesus. John preached national repentance out in the

For more on this “pesher” style hermeneutic at Qumran, consult Klein, Blomberg,
and Hubbard, Introduction to Biblical Interpretation, 27-28.
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desert, probably because he rejected the city of Jerusalem as polluted
by the presence of a pagan occupying army, and Jerusalem’s temple as
polluted by the service of a fully corrupt priesthood that offered daily
sacrifice on behalf of the Roman emperor and Sadducean high priests
who had sold their souls to Rome under Annas and his family. Jesus as
well made a dramatic and prophetic condemnation of the temple’s
Sadducean authorities by throwing out their money changers, whose
commercial activities in the Court of the Gentiles not only lined
Sadducean pockets but, as well, polluted any chance for Gentiles to
worship the God of Israel in an honorable place of sanctity and
holiness. In the face of Jewish collusion with Roman overlords, both
John the Baptist and Jesus preached an apocalyptic message of the
imminent, in-breaking kingdom of God. While neither John the Bap-
tist nor Jesus show any direct dependence on the Dead Sea Scrolls, the
Scrolls illustrate similar reaction and revulsion on the part of some
Jews to the detested Roman occupation of Judea and all Jewish groups
in collusion with their Roman patrons.

First Jewish War

Jews eventually revolted
against Rome in the First
Jewish War (A.D. 66-70).
Jewish rebels in Jerusa-
lem threw out the Sad-
ducean high priests and
installed their own. The
purification of Jerusalem

and her priesthood Was piGuge 1.19. The Burnt House. Excavated 1969-
on, as in the days of old 1982, this priestly home near the ancient Jerusalem
with the famous warrior temple belonged to the wealthy Kathros family and
was destroyed by the Romans in the final conflagra-
Judas Maccabeus. tion a month after the destruction of the temple and
With the outbreak Lower City. The Romans killed the last surviving
of hostilities, some Jews remnants of the wealthy aristocrats of the Upper
City, who already were ravaged by disease and
starving to death, and burned everything in a furi-
final battle had arrived ous fire (BHM).
that presaged the arrival

of God’s kingdom on earth. God and his holy angels would defeat

naturally concluded the
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Israel’s enemies. Inhabitants at Qumran were convinced the final war
was on, but were wrong. Though annihilated as a Jewish sect, they left
the power of their apocalyptic light and darkness language, with its
images of a final conflict fought by God against all evil forces arrayed
against God’s people, to be absorbed and invoked by later apocalyptic
writers, including the Jewish authors of 2 Baruch and 2 Esdras—and
John of Patmos. With its “pesher” method of interpreting the prophets
in light of contemporary events, Qumran reflects the perpetual apoca-
lyptic impulse to make one’s own time the end time. In a way, they are
precursors of historicist periodizers and futurist “signs of the times”
preachers beguiling gullible audiences but constantly contradicted.

FIGURE 1.20. Roman Civil War. Imperial coins of Galba, June-January, 68-69, Otho,
January-April, 69, and Vitellius, April-December, 69 (PMB).

General Vespasian conducted most of the campaign against the
Jews in Judea on behalf of Emperor Nero. However, Nero’s suicide in
68 threw Rome into political chaos. Civil war ensured among three
successive emperors in eighteen months (Galba, Otho, and Vitellius).
Vespasian’s eastern legions, however, acclaimed him as emperor. He
returned to Rome, ousted Vitellius, and started a new dynastic im-
perial family. His son, General Titus, was left to finish the siege of Jeru-
salem. The city resisted to the point of severe famine and desperation,
but finally fell in the spring of A.D. 70 with great loss of life. Still visi-
ble today is the street damage in the southwest corner of the ancient
walls where paving stones on the street below were crushed by the
falling upper structures of the temple walls near Robinson’s Arch. This
destruction is silent testimony to how truly horrible the final end of
Jerusalem and its temple must have been. Thousands of Jews were
killed in those last, desperate hours. Jesus’ words, “not one stone will
be left here upon another,” tragically were fulfilled.”

“Matt 24:2; Mark 13:2; Luke 21:6.
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FIGURE 1.22. Judea Capta Sestertius. Judea captured by the Romans; obverse: laureate
head Vespasian; reverse: JVDEA CAPTA; date palm emblem of Judea center; bound
Jew, left; mourning Jewess seated right. Struck to commemorate the Roman victory in
First Jewish War; extremely rare (MCA).

Jerusalem fell in part because she was in chaos inside the walls of
the city. Various factions of Jews vied for power and fought amongst
themselves for control of the city. Simon ben Giora was one of these
factional leaders. Simon fought on for a brief time in the Upper City
even after the capture of the Lower City and the temple. Eventually, he
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was captured in the final days of the city’s destruction by the Romans.
He was taken to Rome, led in a triumphal march, and then executed.
The Jewish menorah and other spoils of the temple were paraded

down Rome’s streets and carved into the Arch of Titus.

FIGURE 1.23. Mamertine Prison Plaque. Roman incarceration often was a temporary
holding cell awaiting execution. War prisoners were held, then humiliated in chains in
the Roman general’s victory parade down Rome’s streets, then executed. On this
plaque is the name Simon ben Giora, Jewish Zealot leader inside Jerusalem in the First
Jewish War, who was captured, taken to Rome, paraded, and executed.

FIGURE 1.24. Triumphal Arch of Titus. This arch at one end of the Roman Forum near
the ancient Colosseum celebrates the Roman victory over the Jews in the First Jewish
War under the Roman general Titus in the spring of A.D. 70.
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FIGURE 1.25. Arch of Titus:
Jewish Menorah Relief.
Roman war booty from the
First Jewish War included
precious items from the
Jewish temple. One notable
item was the Menorah,
depicted here as part of the
triumphal parade in a relief
on the interior of the Arch
of Titus.

Many Christians at the time interpreted the destruction of Jeru-
salem and its temple as the apocalyptic prelude to the kingdom. This
judgment of God meant the end of the world was just around the cor-
ner. Luke writes Luke-Acts to suggest something else is going on with
the “kingdom of God” that requires a gospel mission (Acts 1:6-8).

Jews also struggled to interpret the significance of these dramatic
and life-changing events. The postwar period of A.D. 70-100 also saw
a flurry of new Jewish apocalypses trying to interpret the disastrous
results of the First Jewish War. A good example is 2 Esdras.® Often
quoted in the early church fathers, received as Scripture in the Ethio-
pian Orthodox Church, and preserved in Roman Catholic traditions,
the text was included in early King James editions. Stylistic patterns in
2 Esdras reoccur in Revelation. Note this symbolic language:

But if the Most High grants that you live, you shall see it
thrown into confusion after the third period;
and the sun shall suddenly begin to shine at night,
and the moon during the day.
Blood shall drip from wood,
and the stone shall utter its voice;
the peoples shall be troubled,
and the stars shall fall.
And one shall reign whom those who inhabit the earth do not
expect, and the birds shall fly away together; and the Dead Sea

¥Naming conventions for this work are confusing because of the complex history of
composition and the transmission in Latin versions across the centuries. All or parts
of the work have received designations of 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6 Ezra. The designations 2
Esdras or 4 Esdras derive from Latin traditions related to the work of Jerome, which
came into English Bible translations.
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shall cast up fish; and one whom the many do not know shall
make his voice heard by night, and all shall hear his voice.
There shall be chaos also in many places, fire shall often break
out, the wild animals shall roam beyond their haunts, and
menstruous women shall bring forth monsters. Salt waters
shall be found in the sweet, and all friends shall conquer one
another; then shall reason hide itself, and wisdom shall with-
draw into its chamber (2 Esd 5:4-9, NRSV).

Another example of the shared imagery between the Jewish apo-
calypse of 2 Esdras written within the same timeframe as the book of
Revelation is the symbolic use of the number seven. Even a cursory
reading shows the author of 2 Esdras’s penchant for the symbolic use
of seven (cf. 7:80, 91, 101; 9:23).

A final example of shared imagery is use of a woman as symbol
for a city. In 2 Esdras, the visionary is confronted by a strange woman
in an open field. Ensuing conversation with her makes clear that the
burden of the conversation is the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction
of its temple (10:20-21). Dramatically, this strange woman suddenly is
transformed before the seer’s eyes into that glorious city (10:27). In
Revelation, likewise, a woman is a symbol for a city, but, in this case, a
negative symbol. She is “Babylon,” the mother of harlots. So, the genus
of the old empire, eternal nemesis of Judaism, literarily rises again.
Daniel is reprised. This evil “Babylon” is destroyed by God precipi-
tously (Rev 14:8; 16:9; 17:5; 18:2, 10, 21).

John of Patmos

John of Patmos is another negative reaction to Roman patronage, but
from within the Christian world of the late first century. We have clear
evidence for the pervasive presence of the imperial cult in the prov-
inces of Asia Minor where we find all of Revelation’s seven churches.
Significantly, emperor worship in these provinces had grown dramat-
ically under Vespasian’s second son, Domitian (d. 96).” In the context
of the popularity of the emperor cult in Asia Minor at this time, John
interpreted conditions in his own churches in western Asia as rank
compromise with Rome and intolerable. We will illustrate the Roman
imperial background and John’s imagery at a later stage of the book.

°See the excellent summary in Johnson, “Confronting the Beast: The Imperial Cult
and the Book of Revelation,” 130-41.
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John’s powerful imagery applied to Rome, but his point actually
was not Rome. The Inaugural Vision of the Son of Man and the seven
lampstands (Rev 1:9-20) makes clear his point was the church. As the
following history of interpretation will show, John was the victim of
his own success. As the writer of an apocalypse, he had mastered allu-
sion, symbol, and metaphor. Unfortunately for John, the images of his
visions that fired the imaginations of later readers were not those of
the Son of Man and the lampstands. Rather, they were those of the
beasts, Apollyon, Armageddon, and millennium. John’s visions were
interpreted as suggesting that the fall of Rome was imminent. The fail-
ure of this expectation might explain why the book of Revelation was
ignored almost completely in Christendom in its area of origin in the
east for almost a hundred years. Ironically, attention in the east was by
the heretic Montanus (A.D. 172) in his failed attempt to predict the
“New Jerusalem” arriving near Pepuza in Phrygia of Asia. While John
made clear the beast was Rome, to read him canonically, we have to
recognize he was talking more about the church than about the beast.

Tributaries of John’s Apocalyptic Traditions
Period IDevelopment SOUTGES Ideas
Babylonian Exile | Destruction Ezekiel * New Jeru.salem
* resurrection
Persian Return Restoration Zoroaster " light/darkness
« final battle
Greek Conquest | Hellenization Daniel ) ange.ls/d.emons
* empire images
Roman Empire Patronage 2 Baruch " collusion
P 3 2 Esdras * First Jewish War

FIGURE 1.26. Tributaries of Tradition. Major Jewish apocalyptic traditions deriving
from four major periods of Jewish history flow into the writing of John’s Apocalypse.

SUMMARY

Numerous tributaries flow into John’s powerful apocalyptic river.
Various empires against which Jewish history was written became the
watersheds for these tributaries of apocalyptic developments in Jewish
thought. The tragic loss of the Jewish state in the Babylonian period
produced the powerful and evocative imagery of a New Jerusalem and
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resurrection. The renewal of the Jewish state in the Persian period saw
Jews returning to their homeland impacted by the symbolic language
of light and darkness and an apocalyptic war decisively concluding the
spiritual struggle of good and evil. Hellenism’s global spread in the
Greek period permeating every element of society introduced highly
developed ideas of angels and demons and inspired Jewish images of
pagan empire overthrown by God’s sovereign power. Rome eventually
became the supreme embodiment of that pagan empire. Her seductive
patronage system was despised by various groups of Jews who strug-
gled against this collusion with Rome that was embedded into the very
fabric of Jewish political and religious life. The struggle exploded into
the First Jewish War and the cataclysmic destruction of Jerusalem and
her temple by the Romans—as had happened with the Babylonians—
inspiring the production of numerous Jewish apocalypses in response.

Onto this storied and dynamic literary stage our John of Patmos
emerges writing his own visions. We watch him incorporating these
Jewish apocalyptic traditions, but he does so in such bold and radical
strokes. He is unconstrained, fully innovating their use for his own
purposes according to his Christian conviction and his laser focus on
the Christ event. He writes to meet the needs of beleaguered churches
of Asia Minor hard pressed internally by heresy and externally by em-
peror worship. That original historical context gave the visions their
original historical meaning. John’s visions, however, took on a life of
their own in the interpretive history of Revelation long after the orig-
inal seven churches and their very real struggles had faded from our
memory. The inevitable appropriation of John’s apocalyptic traditions
for new challenges of later generations continued after John. To that
strange and fascinating story we turn in the following chapters.
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A Strong River

Historical Developments to the Reformation

OHN NEVER MAY HAVE REALIZED the massive interpretive floodgates

he would open with his heavily symbolic portrayals of controversy
with heretical teachings and compromise with the Roman emperor
cult in first-century Asia Minor churches. The simple truth is, he spoke
beasts into existence and released them on Christian imagination for
millennia. Wainwright distinguishes interpreters and prophets of the
Apocalypse. Interpreters are those attempting to understand contents.
Prophets, on the other hand, are those who inspire movements." As we
survey these interpreters and prophets, our focus will be on the prin-
cipal developmental periods in which apocalyptic traditions that John
bequeathed to the church sprang forth in vigorous, new forms.

DEVELOPMENTAL PERIODS

Patristic Apocalyptic

Understanding the period of patristic apocalyptic requires that we
clarify the concept of chiliasm.”> Ancient chiliasm of patristic writers
must be distinguished from the premillennialism of post-Reformation
writers. Patristic chiliasm is a literal understanding of the millennium

"He provides an excellent summary of the history of Revelation’s interpretation in
the first part of Mysterious Apocalypse, “Part One: The Millennium and History,” 21-
103.

*The word “chiliasm” derives from the Greek word for thousand (yiko, chilioi).

25



REVELATION: THE PAST AND FUTURE OF JOHN’S APOCALYPSE

as evidenced in those second to fourth-century Christian writers with
a focus on speculations about the materialistic aspects of a millennial
reign of Christ, often based on the imagery of Isa 66. A good example
would be Justin Martyr’s (d. 165) following comments:

as the elders who saw John, the disciple of the Lord, related
that they had heard from him how the Lord used to teach in
regard to these times, and say: The days will come, in which
vines shall grow, each having ten thousand branches, and in
each branch ten thousand twigs, and in each true twig ten
thousand shoots, and in each one of the shoots ten thousand
dusters, and on every one of the clusters ten thousand grapes,
and every grape when pressed will give five and twenty metre-
tes of wine. And when any one of the saints shall lay hold of a
cluster, another shall cry out, “I am a better cluster, take me;
bless the Lord through me.” In like manner [the Lord declared]
that a grain of wheat would produce ten thousand ears, and
that every ear should have ten thousand grains, and every grain
would yield ten pounds of clear, pure, fine flour; and that all
other fruit-bearing trees, and seeds and grass, would produce
in similar proportions.’

This chiliasm of early church fathers should be distinguished carefully
from later Reformation views referred to as premillennialism for at

least three reasons.

FIGURE 2.1. Bar Kokhba Coin.
Simon bar Kokhba was hailed
as messiah, “son of a star,”
(Num 24:17) by Rabbi Akiba,
the most famous rabbi of the
day. Silver tetradrachm; ob-
verse: temple facade, ark of the
covenant inside, star above;
reverse: lulav with etrog (Classi-
cal Numismatic Group, Inc.).

1. Traditionally, chiliasm is Jewish in origin. Patristic chiliasm is the
influence of hyperliteralistic and obsessively materialistic strands
of Jewish apocalyptic traditions that fueled failed Jewish insurrec-
tions, such as the Bar Kokhba revolt of A.D. 133-35. Jews swore
off apocalyptic literature after this failed revolt. The only reason

*Justin Martyr Dial. 33.3.
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we have Jewish apocalypses is because Christians preserved them.
Post-Reformation premillennialism, though literal like chiliasm,
does not wade in the stream of these particular Jewish apocalyptic
traditions. Since the post-Reformation construct does not derive
directly from these Jewish apocalyptic traditions, this form of
millennialism is not inherently hyperliteralistic nor obsessively
materialistic like patristic chiliasm.

2. Hermeneutically, chiliasm anticipates only one future advent of
Christ and the tribulation before or after the millennium. In stark
contrast, all forms of post-Reformation premillennialism teach a
tribulation period before the millennium.* Further, one mutation
of premillennialism from the nineteenth century teaches two fu-
ture advents: one advent is secret (the so-called “rapture”), and the
other is public before the millennium (“second coming”).

3. Historically, chiliasm is a patristic phenomenon from the period of
the early church fathers. Premillennialism, on the other hand, is a
sixteenth-century phenomenon from the period of the Anabaptists
of the Radical Reformation eventually finding permanent root in
American apocalyptic in writers such as Joseph Priestly (d. 1804),
Edward Bickersteth (d. 1850), and Thomas Birks (d. 1883).°

Chiliasm Premillennialism

100s—300s 1500s

FIGURE 2.2. Chiliasm and Premillennialism. Historically, these two eschatological con-
structs derive from two entirely different periods of church history.

Thus, in short, second-century chiliasm and sixteenth-century premil-
lennialism, traditionally, hermeneutically, and historically are not the
same animal, although they both center on the basic idea of a “literal”
thousand year reign of Christ on earth.’

‘Hence, the “pre” in premillennial for some systems not only is about the sequence
of the second coming, but, in fact, also about the sequence of the tribulation. When
distinctions are made about the timing of the second coming within this tribulation
scheme, one encounters “pre-tribulation,” “mid-tribulation,” and “post-tribulation.”

» «

>Cf. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 81-82.

°In millennial arguments the term “literal” is rendered useless by linguistic igno-
rance and rhetorical abuse. Postmillennialism is just as “literal” as premillennialism.
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Further, just positing evidence of a generalized literal concept of
the millennium in the early patristic fathers is not enough to establish
a continuous historical line from second-century chiliasts to the post-
Reformation premillennialists. The desire to assert such a connection
often is based upon the attempt to build a canonical argument that the
chiliasm of early church fathers, who were close historically to the
teaching of the apostles themselves, inevitably has to be, by default, the
apostolic view of the millennium, hence, inspired and authoritative.
Thus, if post-Reformation premillennialism is in the direct, continu-
ous, historical line of chiliasm, then premillennialism has to be the
apostolic—read, only correct—understanding of the millennium. Yet,
even if such a theoretical historical line could be established, however
unlikely, we still would have the more pressing hermeneutical issue of
having to critique the traditions of the church fathers. Just because the
church fathers taught something does not, de facto, make that teach-
ing apostolic. Especially is this hermeneutical caution necessary when
what is asserted about particular New Testament passages only can be
inferred between the lines of admittedly ambiguous texts, none of
which are as explicit in and of themselves as the eschatological super-
structures built upon them.

Chiliastic Apocalyptic (c. 130)

A review of the writings of the early church fathers does not reveal
significant development of Revelation’s traditions. These writers are
acquainted with Revelation, but show hyperliteralism and apologetic
use. A curious historical irony is that John’s apocalyptic writing was
ignored almost completely in Eastern Christendom, its place of origin,
for almost a hundred years. The church at Rome was a different story.

Our earliest testimony of acquaintance with the book shows up
in the West. Papias (c. 130), the bishop of Hierapolis and connected to
Rome’s patriarchate, apparently knew the work, according to both

The existence of the church on earth is just as “literal” for a postmillennialist as the
existence of a Jewish nation in ancient Judea is for a premillennialist. Likewise, the
reign of the church on earth is no less literal for a postmillennialist than the reign of a
king on a throne in Jerusalem is for a premillennialist. In postmillennialism, the reign
of Christ simply is not conceived in monarchial terms, that is, in terms of Jewish
nationalism, with its incumbent political and militaristic overtones.
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FIGURE 2.3. Hierapolis of Asia Minor. Papias (c. 130) was bishop of Hierapolis. The
city was connected to the patriarchate in Rome. Epaphras, Paul’s associate in the work
in Ephesus, apparently helped establish the church in Hierapolis (Col 4:12-13).

Irenaeus (d. 202, Adv. Haer. 5.33.3-4) and Eusebius (d. 339, H.E. 3.39.
12). Papias seems to have focused mostly on advancing the literal
character of the millennial reign. Justin Martyr (d. 165, Dial. 80-81),

FIGURE 2.4. Frontinus Gate of
Hierapolis. Erected by Julius
Frontinus in honor of emperor
Domitian, c. A.D. 83, so often
misnamed Gate of Domitian. Led
to the main street of the city, which
was a thermal spa built by Eumenes
II, king of Pergamum in the Lycus
valley near Colossae and Laodicea.
Remains of the main street are first
century. The bishop Papias hailed
from this city.

an early apologist in Rome who was martyred, referred to the work,
but only to buttress apologetic arguments defending the doctrine of
resurrection and the concept of a thousand-year reign in a restored
Jerusalem. Irenaeus (d. 202, Adv. Haer. 5.32-36), bishop of Lugdunum
(Lyon) in France, also understood Revelation’s millennial reign literal-
ly. As with Justin, Irenaeus’s emphasis was on the materialistic aspects
of this millennial period. These early church fathers are called
“chiliasts,” from the Greek word for a thousand. The chiliasm of these
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early church fathers tended to show hyperliteralistic and materialistic
readings into the concept of the millennium of Rev. 20:4, as well as the
New Jerusalem of Rev. 21:2. For example, Tertullian (d. 220) reported
that pagan Roman soldiers had recurrent visions of the heavenly New
Jerusalem in suspension above the city of Jerusalem that would appear
and then vanish over a period of a number of days (Adv. Marc. 3.24.4).

These hyperliteralistic tendencies can be understood within the
context of persecution and martyrdom in the Roman Empire. The
images of Revelation provided an assured future hope for the faithful
in the midst of dire circumstances. The hyperliteral readings in part
were a direct function of mental relief of severe social distress. Such
readings were not, however, necessarily the product of considered exe-
getical and historical interpretation of the texts from which they de-
rived.

Montanus Apocalyptic (c. 172)
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FIGURE 2.5. Phrygia of Asia Minor. The territory of Phrygia in Asia Minor is where

the prophet Montanus was active. The exact location of the ancient town of Pepuza,
the city he predicted would be the location of the New Jerusalem, is lost in obscurity.
The first extended development of Revelation’s traditions is in the
teachings of Montanus (c. 172), a prophet in the Roman province of
Phrygia in Asia Minor. Unfortunately for Revelation’s reputation, this
development, while initially tolerated, eventually was to be declared
heretical. Montanus was declared a heretic on the basis of his strange
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teachings about the new revelatory activity of the Spirit, as well as
announcing New Jerusalem’s imminent arrival in Pepuza. Montanus
interpreted a serious plague of his day as a sign of the end. He is our
first signal of the serious use of Revelation in Christian circles after its
composition for interpreting current events through various visions.
Montanus, then, begins a long line in the history of the interpretation
of Revelation of the struggle to interpret and apply John’s visions. The
book of Revelation’s authority came under attack by the “Alogi” and
Gaius of Rome (c. 210); they were attempting to undercut the obvious
pneumatic excess of the Montanist movement by denying to them
their main text. The story of Montanus is a harbinger of Revelation’s
future canonical and interpretive history: a book that always is highly
controversial in its attempted contemporary application even from the
first sustained use of which we have record in Christendom.

Constantinian Apocalyptic (d. 337)
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FIGURE 2.6. Battle of Milvian Bridge. Constantine defeats Maxentius. Painted by
Giulio Romano (1520-24) and held in the Apostolic Palace, Vatican City, Rome.

The next serious development of Revelation’s traditions was catalyzed
by Constantine. Diocletian’s successors vied for control of Rome after
he stepped down, but focus was on the two generals, Constantine and
Maxentius. Constantine won the decisive Battle of Milvian Bridge in
312. He attributed the victory to the sign of the cross, converted, and
declared Christianity legal in the Edict of Milan in 313. Overnight, the
world was turned on its head: former enemies were declared allies.
Suddenly, interpreting Rome as the beast of Revelation, formerly so
pertinent and powerful under the persecutions by a succession of cruel
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Roman emperors, no longer was tenable. How did the church react to
this stunning, unexpected development? Various options were taken.

&3

FIGURE 2.7. Arch of Constantine.
The Arch of Constantine, span-
ning the Via Triumphalis and
situated between the Colosseum
and Palatine Hill, was erected by
the Roman senate to commemo-
rate Constantine’s victory at the
Battle of Milvian Bridge (312).
After this victory, Constantine
issued the Edict of Milan (313),

i which changed the interpretation
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Greek Orthodox. In the Eastern Church, Revelation simply was
ignored. The content already was considered too radical and violent;
the visions were too obscure and dangerous; heresy too easily lurked
in the murky depths of its thought. A Syriac translation of the book of
Revelation did not exist until the sixth century, half a millennium after
the book was written! We do have a few Eastern writers, such as Oecu-
menius (unclear date) and Andreas, bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia
(d. 637), who did write commentaries on Revelation contemporizing
the book in plagues, natural disasters, and politics. This meager result
in the Eastern Church is ironic, since the book had its origins in the
East (Asia Minor). Even today the Greek Orthodox Church does not
use Revelation for doctrine or liturgy. The book is in the canon but
hardly is treated with any canonical authority.

Roman Catholic. The church in the West, in contrast, found itself
unable to let go of the book so easily. The most important considera-
tion was the book already was well on its way to canonical status, even
though questioned in the Eastern patriarchate. Necessity is the mother
of invention. New hermeneutical strategies arose in response to the
surprising, unexpected historical realities of this post-Constantine era,
both focused rhetorically on reconfiguring the topos of time.” The two
strategies were deferred timing and symbolic timing.

"Topoi, a term originally derived from rhetoric, are commonplace themes, ideas, or
recurring elements in literature. A powerful way to analyze apocalyptic thought is to
gain an understanding of the basic topoi of this genre of literature. Time is one of the
basic topoi of apocalyptic thought.
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Deferred timing.® This strategy was simple: maintain the reading
of the millennium as literal and earthly, but defer the timing. If one
could shift timing of prophecy fulfillment by centuries, one effectively
could eliminate or defuse contemporary agitation. One starts counting
from creation. The idea was to elaborate an “in the year of the world”
concept of religious time (Anno Mundi), with its related “sabbatical”
millennium, based on the analogy of the seven days of the creation
story in conjunction with Ps 90:4 (a day as a thousand years). Current
history was interpreted as in the “sixth millennium”; one only needs to
calculate the beginning of creation to anticipate the end of the world,
that is, the beginning of the “seventh millennium” (also, “sabbatical
millennium”). The accepted calculation placed the seventh millenni-
um not beginning before A.D. 500, which, at the time of Constantine,
was almost two centuries away. Now, you have to admit, two centuries
seemed like a long time at the time. Time, however, just has this
L Beda venerabilis

infuriating way of marching on, in
spite of our calculations.

This deferred time solution,
of course, was an interim strategy
only. The effort worked only until
the year A.D. 500 actually became
imminent. Then, counterproduc-
tively, the solution itself eventu-
ally spawned even more intense
apocalyptic fervor. Recalculation
was necessary. The English monk
Bede (d. 735) came to the rescue.
Bede reset the beginning point
and recalculated the end. He thus ;
came up with a new date of A.D. FiGure 2.8. Venerable Bede. From the
800. His recalculation, however, Nuremberg Chronicle, 1493 (CLVIILv),
playe d right into the hands of the ancient illustrated world history.
political maneuverings of Charlemagne (d. 814), the French ruler who
consolidated the Carolingian dynasty of his father by uniting all Euro-

A brief summary of this strategy is found in O’Leary, Arguing the Apocalypse: A
Theory of Millennial Rhetoric, 48-50. O’Leary’s resource for this material is Landes,
“Lest the Millennium Be Fulfilled,” 137-211.



