How to read the book of Revelation 

“The book of Revelation – paradoxically the most veiled text of all in the Bible …”

1.   Revelation is a meticulous literary construction (lots from Bauckham Climax, ch.1) 
· 7 x blessings: 1.3   14.13   16.15   19.9   20.6   22.7   22.14  “a kind of summary of Revelation’s message” 30 

· 7 x 'tribes, tongues, peoples, nations'  / kingdoms/ multitudes - ALWAYS in a different order  - 5.10,  7.9   10.11  11.9  13.7  14.6  17.15  

· 7 x the one who sits on the throne – 4.9, 5.1, 7, 13,  6.16, 7.15, 21.5  (5 variations but as if varied SO AS to have 7 of the real one)

· 7 x the Lord God Almighty (in that form) – 1.8, 4.8, 11.17, 15.3, 16.7, 19.6, 21.22

· 7 x prophets Reve 10:7,   11:18,   16:6,   18:20,    18:24,  22:6,  22:9  (not certain because in addition to these there is the reference to "two prophets in 11.10) 
· 7 x Christos  - 1.1,   1.2,   1.5,   11.15,   12.10,   20.4,   20.6   
· 7 x 'amens'  1.6, 1.7, 5.14, 7.12, 7.12, 19.4, 22.20  (excepting 3.14) 

· 7 x features in appearance of Son of Man in chapter 1

· 7 x comings of Christ – 2.5, 16, 3.21  16.15, 22.6, 12, 20 
· 14 x the Spirit - 1.10,  4.2,  14.13,   17.3,    19.10,   21.10,  22.17  and  2.7,   2.11,  2.17,  2.29,   3.6,   3.13,   3.22
· 14 x Jesus  1:1,   1:5,   14:12,   17:6,   22:16,  22:20,   22:21   and then seven more in the phrase "testimony of Jesus" -   1:2,    1:9,  1:9,   12:17,  19:10,  19:10,  20:4  

· 4 – number of the world – 7.1  20.8  

· 4 – division of creation – earth, sea, (rivers and) springs, heaven 

· 4 x ‘the one who lives for ever and ever’  4.9, 10,  10.6,  15.7 

· 4 x divine self-declarations (using 7 titles) 

God – alpha and omega – 1.8

Christ – first and last – 1.17

God – alpha and omega, beginning and end – 21.6

Christ – alpha and omega, first and last, beginning and end – 22.13

· 4 refs to seven Spirits – 1.4  3.1  4.5  5.6
· 28 products – represent all the products of whole world

· 28 x Lamb –  (of which 7 are in conjunction with God) 

· No obvious numerical pattern for those features associated with evil: dragon – 13  / satan – 8  /  devil – 5  /  serpent – 4  /  Babylon – 6  /  beast – 38
What might we conclude from this about interpreting the book of Revelation  ? 

2.   More proof of the carefulness of construction

1)  Compare  1.1-3   with 22.6-7

2)  Two large visions at the end

- compare 17.3  with  21.9-10

- compare 19.9b-10   with  22.6-9  17.1  

- giving us 17.1  - 19.10     and    21.9  - 22.9

3)  Expanding formula of judgment in the 7th item: 


4.5 

– lightning and voices and thunder


8.5 

– thunder and voices and lightning and earthquake


11.19

– lightning and voices and thunder and earthquake and great hail 


16.18ff 
– lightning and voices and thunder and earthquake and great hail +


Same final judgment in each case ? 

3.   More proof of the carefulness of construction

The 7 letters to the churches - The Condition of the Churches – Chiasm

Ephesus 
A – unified but compromised

Smyrna

B – unified and faithful 

Pergamum


C – divided – good with a few evil   2.15

Thyatira




C – divided – half and half   2.24

Sardis



C – divided – evil but with a few good   3.4 

Philadelphia

B - unified and faithful

Laodicea
A – unified but compromised

4.  More proof of the importance of the carefulness of construction  AND OT background 
OT imagery in the letters to the seven churches, Revelation 2-3

Revelation 




Salvation History

Ephesus





Eden and Fall

2.1
Lord walking among ‘trees’

Lord walking in Eden – Gen 3.8

2.4-5
falling from first love


Adam’s fall 

2.7
tree of life, Paradise of God

Gen 2.9 

Smyrna





Patriarchs, esp Joseph

2.8
death and resurrection 

Rm 4.19, Gen 22.1-14, 25.21, 29.31, Hb 11.17-19

2.9
poverty and riches


Heb 11.9 

2.9
counterfeit Jews


counterfeit Isaac – Gen 21.9  Gal 4.22ff

2.10
prison + crown


Gen 39, 41

Pergamum





Exodus and Wilderness

2.13
Satan’s environment


wilderness,   Matt 4.1, 12.43

2.14
Balaam



Num 22-24,  31.16

2.14
Balak




Num 25.1-3

2.16
sword against fornicators

Phineas – Num 22.31  25.7-8  31.8

2.17
hidden manna



Heb 9.4 – manna in ark

2.17
white stone



Ex 28.9-12  Zech 3.5-9 ? 

Thyatira





Davidic Monarchy

2.18
bronze legs



Jachin and Boaz – I Kings 7.15-22

2.20
Jezebel




I Kings 16, 21

2.22
great tribulation 


I Kings 17, Rev 12.6, 13.5

2.23
God searches heart


Psalms, 51, 139 etc

2.26f
Kingly rule



Davidic Son – Ps 2

2.28
morning star



Root of David – 22.16




Sardis






Jeremiah &Later Prophetic Period

3.1
almost dead



judgment and exile

3.3
invasion like thief


Neb v Jer-m, (see Lk 12.39, Rev 16.15) 

3.4
soiled garments


garments of Joshua – Zech 3

3.5
white garments, defense v Satan
Zech 3

Philadelphia





Return from Exile 

3.7
restored David



Zerubbabel – Zech 4

3.8
little power



Ezra-Nehemiah community 

3.8
open door



world influence - Esther

3.9
false Jews



Ezra 4, Neh 4, 6, 13

3.10
hour of testing 


Antiochus Epiphanes – Dan 11

3.12
rebuilt temple



Haggai, Zech, Ezek 40-48

3.12
inscribed name 


Zech 3.5, 9,  14.20

Laodicea





First Advent to AD 70

3.15f
lukewarm



Jews of Jesus’ day 

3.16
spew out of mouth


Lev 18.24-28, Luke 21.24

3.20
Lord’s Supper



New Covenant sacrament

3.21
enthronement



Rev 20.4-6 

I first came across this through Chilton’s Days of Vengeance, though I think he got it from James Jordan.  I have subsequently seen something very similar in Matthijs Den Dulk, “The Promises to the Conquerors in the Book of Revelation”, Biblica,  Vol. 87 (2006) 516-522 at http://www.bsw.org/?l=71871&a=Ani18pdf.html
5.  The importance of OT background - Beale on Revelation 8.8 (pp.475-6) 

“The seer has a vision of something “like a great mountain burning with fire thrown into the sea.”  The likeness of a mountain could be metaphorical for a kingdom, as elsewhere in the Apocalypse, in the OT and in Jewish apocalyptic writings (so Rev 14.1, 17.9, 21.10: see further on 6.14 for OT and Jewish references). 

[Beale on 6.14: “Likewise, “mountains” are forces of good (e.g. Zion, Dan 2.44, 4 Ezra 13.6-7) or evil (Zech 4.7 [cf. also the Targum]; Jer 51.25;  I Enoch 18.13, 21.3, 52,  108.4,   2 Baruch 36-40, …).  In 16.20 the dissolution of the “islands and mountains” primarily signifies the fall of an evil world power (Babylon, vv.18-19;  similarly Jer 51.25;  I Enoch 18.13,  21.3,  52.2, 6).  In 17.9-10 the “seven mountains” are interpreted as “seven kings”.  In the LXX “islands” represent Gentile nations or kings (Pss 72.10, 97.1;  Is 41.1,   45.16,   49.1, 22  51.5   60.9,   Jer 31.10,  Ezek 26.18,  Zech 2.11,  I Macc 8.11).” ]

Fire in the Apocalypse and elsewhere is an image of judgement. [DF – is it?  or an image of the holy presence of God?]  Consequently, the burning mountain connotes the judgment of an evil kingdom.  This meaning is supported by 18.21, where “one strong angel took up a stone like a great millstone and threw it into the sea.” The angel immediately interprets the symbolism of his action: “Thus will Babylon, the great city, be thrown down with violence, and will not be found any longer.”  18.20 also interprets this to mean that “God has pronounced judgment for you [saints, et al.] against her.”

Jer 51.25 refers to Babylon’s judgment thus:  “I am against you, O destroying mountain … and I will make you a burned out mountain” …  That this judgment is alluded to in Rev 8.8 is apparent from the repeated allusion to it in the seventh trumpet (see on 11.18b) and from Jer 51.27:  “Blow a trumpet among the nations,”  which is a signal to gather armies against Jerusalem.  Later in the same oracle of judgment Jeremiah speaks of a scroll of woe written against Babylon, tied to a stone, and thrown into a river. Jeremiah interprets this symbolic action by saying, “so shall Babylon sink down and not rise again”  (Jer 51.63-64). Here we have the basis of Revelation 18.21.  Since the stone and the mountain, metaphors for Babylon undergoing judgment, are both found in Jeremiah 51, it is plausible that the metaphors are also related in Revelation 8 and 18. 

All this enforces the conclusion in Rev 8.8 that the burning mountain cast into the sea refers to the judgment of a wicked kingdom. This kingdom is to be identified as “Babylon,”  “the great city” of Revelation 11-18, which holds sway over the evil world system. That the burning mountain is the object of God’s judgment and not the agent of judgment is clear from Jeremiah 51 and from the fact elsewhere in the OT that mountains representing nations are always portrayed as the objects of God’s judgment (e.g. Isa 41.15 [the Targum has “Gentiles and kingdoms”];  42.15;  Ezek 35.2-7;  Zech 4.7).

Therefore, the picture in Rev 8.8 did not originate from an attempt to depict a literal volcanic eruption or some other natural phenomenon occurring in the first century or predicted for later. A literal reading is rendered unlikely here and throughout the visionary section by the simple observation that the catastrophes are inspired primarily by OT literary models that contain figures of speech.  This does not mean that such models could not have been used to describe literal disasters, but the burden of proof is on those who hold to a literal understanding in addition to a figurative perspective.”

What might we conclude from this about interpreting the book of Revelation  ? 

6.  The importance of paying attention to the genre
What sort of book is Revelation? 

Apocalyptic; prophecy; letter

Which is Revelation?  -  1.1, 1.3, 1.4, 22.6-7, 18-19, 22


“an apocalyptic prophecy in the form of a circular letter”

Note 
a) imprecise


b) circular


c) multiple


d) great literature always stretches the genres

Does it matter? 


Only so far as it alerts us to features which we otherwise might miss or misunderstand. 

So what are some of the relevant features ? 

a)  Apocalyptic: 
SBL definition:  “a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, in so far as it envisages eschatological savlation, and spatial, in so far as it involves another, supernatural world – intended to interpret present earthly circumstances in the light of the supernatural world and of the future, and to influence both the understanding and the behaviour of the audience by means of divine authority.” q Michaels 26

Note, however, that use of ‘apocalypse’ in 1.1 is based on Daniel 2 – not a claim to a particular genre. 
Main lesson / caution is not to try literal interpretation nor to assume that it is about the end of all history. 
b) Prophecy: 
Mode of reception? 


- sees 



- told to write what he sees / has seen – 1.11, 19



- other words given directly ?   2.1, 8 etc    14.13  19.9   21.5

Relation to OT prophecy? 



10.7,  Amos 3.7,  cf  Ezekiel

“It is a remarkable fact that, for example, John’s great oracle against Babylon (18.1-19.8) echoes every one of the oracles against Babylon in the OT prophets as well as the two major oracles against Tyre. (Is 13.1-14.23,  21.1-10,  47,  Jer 25.12-58, 50-51;  Is 23,  Ezekiel 26-28) It seems that John not only writes in the tradition of the OT prophets, but understands himself to be writing at the climax of the tradition, when all the eschatological oracles of the prophets are about to be finally fulfilled, and so he interprets and gathers them up in his own prophetic revelation.” (Bauckham, Theology) 

Prophet as covenant lawsuit prosecutor, prophetic call
Relation to Christian prophecy? 



John, servant, 

- ‘your brothers, the prophets’ – 22.9

- ‘your brothers who have the testimony of Jesus’ – 19.10 

c)  Combine apocalyptic and prophecy: 
“The apocalyptic-prophetic nature of Revelation can be defined as God’s revelatory interpretation (through visions and auditions) of his mysterious counsel about past, present and future redemptive-eschatological history, and how the nature and operation of heaven relate to this. This revelation irrupts from the hidden, outer, heavenly, dimension into the earthly and is given to a prophet (John), who is to write it down so that it will be communicated to the churches. The heavenly revelation usually runs counter to the assessment of history and values from the human, earthly perspective and therefore demands that people change and realign their views with the heavenly view; in this respect people in the churches are exhorted to sumbit to the demands of the book’s message or else face judgement.”  (Beale 38) 

“the story is apocalyptic in detailing visions mediated by angelic figures and prophetic in exhorting the churches with words of warning and encouragement.” (Michaels 31) 

“communicates a transcendent perspective on this world … The effect of John’s visions, one might say, is to expand his readers’ world, both spatially (into heaven) and temporally (into the eschatological future) … to open their world to divine transcendence.” (Bauckham 7) 

“apocalyptic deepened by prophetic insight and prophecy intensified by apocalyptic vision”  Smalley 31

d) Letter 
Specificity of readers’ situation taken into account and addressed;  occasional nature

Call to 7 churches to conquer but not a ‘general’ consolation:  “Whether the visions bring consolation and encouragement or warning and painful challenge depends on … [which group is being addressed]” (Bauckham). 

But all churches to hear what said to the others – ‘what the Spirit says to the churches’

e)  Conclusion
Paying attention to the genre of the book of Revelation will underline that it is God’s announced word which passes judgment on an old world and brings a new world into existence. This will be in line with his previous actions and words, using prophetic and apocalyptic expression, which is specifically addressed (and therefore comprehensible) to a particularly located audience, requiring certain responses from them. 
7.   How to read the book of Revelation 

a) detail matters

b) how images / phrases are used elsewhere in Revelation can be illuminating

c) OT allusions and linguistic/metaphorical/conceptual parallels are important

d) the use of Revelation’s metaphors in other ‘apocalyptic’ literature may be of interpretative help 

e) read as a story

f) read vividly – rep systems, sub-modalities, associated/disassociated

g) the burden of proof is on those who hold to a literal understanding 

Rev 1.1 - last part of verse  (esēmanen)  “make known”  or “showed”  or “signified” - “figurative representation … to make known by some sort of sign” (Mounce) 

The use of symbols: 

· multivalence – “compressing a wealth of meaning  into a brief space by evoking a range of  associations” (Bauckham 22) 

· meditation to maturity 

· associative maximalism and controls

· hōs (as/like) – 70x  (e.g. 1.10; 1.14x3; 1.15x2; 1.16; 1.17)
What Revelation itself does / says about interpretation: 

· mystery – 1.20, 17.5, 7

· ‘spiritual’ 11.8

· wisdom – 13.18, 17.9

· interpretive comments – 1.20, 4.5, 5.6, 5.8, 7.13-14, 11.3-4, 14.3-4, 16.13-14, 17.9, 10, 11, 12, 15, 16, 18, 19.8, 20.4-5, 20.14

8.  How NOT to read the Book of Revelation …

Rowan Williams on the Book of Revelation

An Extract from Garry Williams'  The Theology of Rowan Williams (Latimer Studies, 55, 2002) p.10

The description which Williams gives of John the Divine and his Book of Revelation is the plainest example here. The book contains two scripts, one with a clear and ‘haunting authority’, but the other ‘tightly written, pen driving into cheap paper, page after page of paranoid fantasy and malice, like the letters clergymen so frequently get from the wretched and disturbed’.1  It is true that for Williams even this script contributes to our hearing the Word of God, but it does so by its stark contrast with the other script:   ‘Perhaps, as we read the Revelation of John, we should let its ugly and diseased elements speak to us in this way.   The very disorder, the madness and vengefulness, of certain passages can help us to hear more clearly the depth and authority of others.’2  Or again, ‘The rantings of John the Divine about his theological rivals are part of the by-product of the very vision of the Living One that shows these ravings for what they are, by showing the radical and unconfined purpose of God in Jesus Christ’.3 
So it is that we do not have to submit to the teaching of the Book of Revelation.   With people like John ‘we aren’t called to believe and endorse all they say, only to ask ourselves what we are taught here about the strangeness and sometimes the terror of the Word of God to fragile minds’.4   


1. Open to Judgement (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1994, repr. 1996), p. 112.
2. OTJ, p. 114.

3. OTJ, p. 115.
4. OTJ, p. 116.
� C.C.Rowland, NIB NT Survey, 2005, 340
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