Studies in the Book of Revelation

Lesson 2:  Introductory Considerations

A Special kind of literature
  In lesson one of our study we noted that the Book of Revelation belongs to a genre of writing which is called apocalyptic.  Many scholars believe that  the author was even attempting to  inform his readers of that fact as he wrote: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ which God gave Him to show His servants—“(1:1).  The  English word “Revelation” comes from the Greek word   apokalupsis which is the term from which we get the English  Apocalypse.  The term basically meant an uncovering, a revealing, a disclosure.  Whether or not John’s introduction was meant to help  identify the genre of the book’s content, everyone can agree that John is saying: “Here is an important truth which God wants His people to know and understand.”  
  There are, in fact, 14 non-canonical books which were chiefly written in the later part of the period between the testaments (200 BC to 100 AD) which scholars generally classify as belonging to this particular literary style.  In addition, to those, we find that the Old Testament books of Daniel, Ezekiel, and  Zechariah, as well as some portions of Isaiah  and Joel  are also classified as apocalyptic.

  Apocalyptic literature is generally marked by the following features:

1) It was written during or in regard to a period of crisis for God’s people.

2) It usually presents a dual, or two-world view of life: explaining what is happening on earth as a result of things taking place in heaven.

3) It makes extensive use of symbols and visions.

4) Heavenly creatures often play a major role as spokesmen.

5) The writer is often taken on a heavenly, or other-worldly journey to witness things that are taking place.

6) A solution to the crisis is found—most often involving God’s intervention in behalf of His people.
   Despite the fact that the book of Revelation may be called apocalyptic in style, yet there are some differences between it and most uninspired books placed in that genre.  The book is prophetic, it names its author, it uses a different method of making forecasts about the future and it contains ethical exhortations.
   An understanding of apocalyptic literature can have some value in reading and studying the book of Revelation, but, the book has immense value even if one has never been exposed to a discussion of this special category of literature. 
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Authorship of the Book
   The writer of the book makes reference to himself as  John on four different occasions (1:1,  1:4,  1:9,  22:8), but never speaks of himself as an apostle of Jesus Christ.  Instead he describes himself as a “servant”  (1:1) and “your brother and companion in the tribulation and kingdom and patience of Jesus Christ” (1:9). This has led a few to surmise it was not John the apostle who is writing but  one whom some have tried to identify as John, a presbyter who lived in Ephesus, or some other inspired prophet by that common name. 
   This teacher accepts the view of  the earliest witnesses, that it is the apostle John who is the author.   Many early church fathers, attribute the work to him, including  Justin Martyr (110-165 A.D.),  Irenaeus ( 120-202 A.D. who had heard Polycarp),  Clement of Alexandria (153-217 A.D.),  Tertullian (145-220 A.D.), and  Origen (185-254 A.D.). All of these name John the apostle as the author of the book.  The first known  commentary  on Revelation was written by Victorinus (who died as a martyr in 303 A.D.) who  also names the apostle John as the author.  A differing position is taken by Dionysius  of Alexandria (200-265 A.D.). He is among a very small number that question the apostle John’s authorship, and admits to struggling with the book’s meaning. 
    As can be expected, among the volumes written on textual criticism there are those who question John as the author, pointing to differences  in the  writing styles of Revelation  (particularly the grammar)  and  the gospel of John. Others see what seems to them to represent internal evidence  supporting the apostle John as  the author, such as his unique trait in referring to Jesus as a lamb. (For a more detailed study of authorship consult commentaries on the book of Revelation by Homer Hailey and Robert Harkrider.)
The Place of Writing
   Most students have taken the  author’s statement in 1:9 and comments by the church fathers to conclude that  John either wrote the book while on Patmos or shortly upon his return to Ephesus.   Patmos was a barren rocky island that lay about 65 miles southwest of Ephesus. It seems to have been a place of banishment for political leaders and Eusebius declares the widely accepted tradition that John was condemned to dwell there in A.D. 95 by the Emperor Domitian. His release was supposed to have been granted upon  Domitian’s death and the cancellation of his actions.
Those Addressed by the Author
   The book is addressed by John to “seven churches which are in Asia” (1:4).  The area which makes up the province of Asia would have included the territory south of Bithynia, north of Lycia, west of Galatia, and east of the Aegean.
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   There were other churches in Asia, such as Colossae and Troas but we assume these congregations to be representative of the separate groups of the Lord’s people. Short letters are found in chapters two and three of the book (which we shall briefly study in a later lesson).  It has been pointed out by others that the cities named seem to form a type of circuit or loop, not too far distant apart (some as little as 26 miles distance, and others almost 100 miles from the previous congregation mentioned).
   Although the first century audience was first intended as the saints in these seven places, the message (like other books of the New Testament) goes far beyond these immediate brethren and quite naturally to Christians of every age.

 Dating the Book

  There has been a great deal of debate in some circles over the time when John wrote the book.  Much of the controversy centers itself not around the historical data which is available but the view one takes of certain matters within the book. Those generally favoring the early date (i.e. during or shortly after the persecution by Nero who ruled 54-68 A.D.)  believe that the terrible persecutions spoken of within the book were either brought on by Nero or by the Jewish people. Those believing the Jews represent the persecutors feel that  Jerusalem represents the great harlot “Babylon” that will fall (and this  was fulfilled in its destruction in 70 A.D.).  
  This teacher favors the view held by most conservative brethren that there is a great weight of evidence in supposing John writes during  the persecution under the Roman Emperor Domitian. Several early church fathers say John was exiled to Patmos during this time period and this represents the late date view of writing (approximately 95-96 A.D.).  Dating the book would not within itself  be considered a critical matter on most fronts, except that some are dependent on the early date to support certain doctrinal views which they hold. For instance, some have come to believe that that every reference in the New Testament to judgment, resurrection and a second coming of Jesus was fulfilled in the Destruction of Jerusalem.  To these individuals, it is vitally important that the book of Revelation was written before 70 A.D. when Jerusalem was destroyed.  (Bob Harkrider has an excellent discussion of this matter in his commentary on the book.)
Persecution and the Early Church

   No proper student of the New Testament can overlook the fact that a great deal was written about the suffering and trials which saints would face because of their faith. Jesus had foretold that truth for both the apostles as well as succeeding generations of Christians (cf. Matthew 5:10-12 and 10:21-25).  There almost seems as though there is no pro-longed stretch of New Testament writing that does not include some allusion to suffering in the 
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lives of Christians (cf. 2 Timothy 3:10-13;  Romans 5:3;  Romans 8:16-17;  Philippians 1:27-30;  Colossians 1:24;   2 Thessalonians 1:4-6;  Hebrews 10:32-36;  James 1:2-3;  1 Peter 1:6-9;  2:21-23;  4:12-16;  etc.). 
  The suffering of New Testament saints occurred for many reasons. 

      --First there was the fact  the earliest saints came out of Judaism and seemed to be

         abandoning their Jewish heritage and the law to follow one dubbed by their leaders 

         as a false Messiah.  The death of Stephen and the persecution of Saul of Tarsus was
         part of  the wrath they felt from their Jewish brethren for embracing Jesus.

      --Second they were persecuted by Gentiles for living lives of holiness and teaching

         against the pagan gods.  The uproar at Ephesus under Demetrius was no doubt 

         typical of the enemies that came together to oppose them when Christianity ran

         contrary to  the prevailing icons of the day. (Also note John 15:18,19).
      --History tells us that Christians came to endure terrible persecution under the Roman 
         rulers because they refused to acknowledge Caesar as god and burn incense to him 
         as a token of worship and submission.  John identifies himself to these saints saying, 
         “Your brother and partaker with you in the tribulation…” (Revelation 1:9).

  A further discussion of Roman emperors and their view of themselves as deity will take place at a later point in the study, but some comments by Ferrell Jenkins may be helpful here:
      Domitian “styled himself ‘Master’ and ‘God’ and liked for men to so address him.

      During the second half of his reign he accepted forms of address which implied his

      divinity and lordship. Those who could not acknowledge his divinity were charged 

      with atheotes (ungodliness or atheism).

      “The Roman Empire was made up of many smaller nations. Rome accepted all of

      the “gods” and the Pantheon in Rome was erected so that all “gods” could be

      worshipped.  Later, the rulers were often worshipped by all citizens. [this seems to

      have especially occurred in Asia minor during the period of the Attalid 

      rulers, r.a.]
      “Christians could not worship the emperor and were considered atheists by Empire

      standards. The Christians were not persecuted for serving Christ, but for not

      worshipping the emperor…..When the Christians were persecuted some of them were
      willing to serve the Emperor but others were willing to die.

     “Two great empires went out to conquer the hearts if men—the empire of Rome and

     The kingdom of Christ. The book of Revelation describes a battle between God and
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      the Devil, between Jesus Christ and the Roman Emperor, between the church and

      the Empire.  Who is going to win?  This book told the Christians of Asia, in advance,

      that the Lamb and His followers would be victorious.”  (Ferrell Jenkins, Studies in

      the book of Revelation, p. 5).

  We should recognize that while we are emphasizing the persecution that took place under Domitian, there will be a large number of emperors who will also wage war with the saints over a period of more than 200 years.
Theories of Interpretation
   It is well argued by scholars that a correct interpretation of the book depends upon the method of approach to its study.  The problem is that one cannot know something about these different approaches without giving some time to their study and often weighing them against one another. With such a limited time for our study and knowing many will soon push these considerations to the back, we will make some brief points summarizing them and stating our opinion.  Those interested will find a great deal of material available which they can look into more closely. (This writer suggests such efforts should begin by consulting the works of F. Jenkins,  H. Halley and  R. Harkrider).
  --Futurist View –This is the common view held by a great number of our premillenial and evangelical friends who believe the book has not yet been fulfilled but will be soon. This is the view taken in many popular books and movies and is promoted in reference works like the Scofield Study Bible and the Ryrie Study Bible.  These books contain a lot of dangerous comments and a marked tendency to interpret passages with their view of eschatology (the last events)  in mind.

 --Continuous History—Those holding this view look to the book as a forecast of church history with emphasis on the papacy and the catholic church. Many of the proponents of this view are among the writers of commentaries which many brethren use such as Barnes and Zerr. As Jenkins correctly suggests, it is hard to see how a discussion of the dark ages, popes and Martin Luther would have been of much comfort to those living in the first centuries.
--Philosophy of History—Some also refer to this view as Idealist or Spiritual or Symbolical.  The point being that the content is said to be symbolic of forces at work behind the actual events. Emphasis is placed on the great principles that can be gained from the book.

--Preterist—This term means that the events taking place in the book are already past.  They are now history.  The book was written to the saints of its time period and by the 
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third century all of the events described have been fulfilled.  Many individuals who hold to the Philosophy of History are also preterists.
This teacher does not generally like to use such labels in several ways but favors what might be thought of as:
--An Adaptation of Historical Background—This seems to be most satisfying as it features the preterist method and the philosophy of history approach. We believe in general that most of the prophecies of the book have been fulfilled but that the emphasis in the study needs to be kept on the principles that are laid out.
(In the lessons that follow we will attempt to give some short questions to  help stimulate a study of certain matters within the text.)          

