Studies in the Book of Revelation

Lesson 1:  Apocalyptic literature

The Challenges in Studying the Book of Revelation
  There is probably no portion of scripture which  Bible students  find more intriguing than the book of Revelation, for on the pages of this unique text  one finds  incredible scenes and  dramatic events that seem to affect all of mankind and the host of heaven.  However, most modern readers  who  try to delve into the book’s context soon find themselves struggling to discover  the meaning of much that they read.   As much as most Bible students would like to have a firm grasp of the book’s content, yet, they feel reluctant to wade very deeply into these uncertain waters.
   One writer seems to have well stated the situation:  “The book of Revelation seems to occupy one of two positions in most people’s affection. Either it is almost totally neglected or it is elevated to a prominence shared by no other biblical book.  As to the former position, the reasons are not hard to imagine. Apart from the letters to the seven churches in Chapters 2 and 3, the book is almost entirely given over to exotic and florid literary forms.  The weird visions coupled with the constant use of Old Testament images and ideas, put the book in the ‘too hard’ category for many ordinary readers.  Few Christians today are used to reflecting on their existence and its meaning in terms of seven-headed beasts and apocalyptic horsemen. Since the idioms of Revelation are so strange to us we tend rather to concentrate on those parts of the New Testament which come to us in the straight-forward forms of letters and narratives.

”Neglect of Revelation is also, paradoxically related to the fact that there are those who seem to give it undue prominence.  When the modern prophets and futuristic gurus have finished their extraordinary explanations of every visionary detail, and have mapped out the most complex chain of events due to start just about any time now, the ordinary reader is frightened almost out of his wits. His fright is not so much caused by the awful events that are imminent, but by the measure of expertise required to interpret the intricacies of this unusual and unfamiliar book. Better leave it to the specialists!  And, of course, it works the other way too. By vacating the interpretative arena pastors, teachers, and their flocks leave a vacuum which looks very inviting to someone who desires the prophet’s mantle. To be an expert on “things to come” is a sure way to fame (and sometimes fortune).”    (Graeme Goldsworthy, The Lamb and the Lion, p. 11). 

 Despite the fact that the book of Revelation may seem to present  so many challenges to men, yet we know that the Lord wants each of us to explore  and use all portions of His  wonderful message (2 Timothy 3:16-17; 2 Peter 1:2-3, 3:16).  If these truths are inspired than they must have benefit for the children of God. There must be a method of study which will be most beneficial.  Study of the book may take more  time and effort  than we usually devote 
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to a class yet we can feel confident that with diligence and the right kind of hearts,  our efforts will be rewarded.
What is Apocalyptic Literature?
 All serious Bible students realize there is a diversity of literary styles among the 66 books which make up the Scriptures. Many of us may be familiar with the old chart often found on classroom walls that show a bookcase with different shelves containing different classifications of the books of the Bible. We refer to the five books of Moses as the Law because so much of its content centers around the law given to Israel through Moses. In our Biblical library of Old Testament books we then find the books of history,  the wisdom literature, and the prophets.  Even a very casual reader sees the obvious differences between the style and content that dominates these various parts. We may not know that the books of Psalms and Proverbs are referred to as wisdom literature but we see that they are different from the historical narratives of the large number of books beginning with Joshua and going through 2 Chronicles.

  The Book of Revelation belongs in its most dominant aspects to a special genre (kind, sort, classification) that is called apocalyptic, and thus is properly placed in that category.   Modern cinema and literature has unfortunately caused many to assume that the term basically refers to some dark and horrifying events that signal the end of the world. We will see that such an idea only takes into account a limited perspective of the term’s meaning.
  The title of the book of Revelation in Greek is apokalupsis which is the term from which we get our English word Apocalypse.  The term basically meant an uncovering, a revealing, a disclosure.  A good argument can be made that John’s introductory words in Revelation 1:1 serve this purpose.
  The apostle wrote:  “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants—“  Perhaps, it is argued that John was announcing to those who would read the book the type of literature they were going to be considering within these pages. Many say that readers were being told  that this was apocalyptic literature. Others suppose that John is simply saying that herein is an “unveiling of things that are going to occur”. However one views that introduction there is no doubt that important truths for God’s people were revealed within the book’s pages.
  Mark Roberts, in his excellent book, Understanding Apocalyptic Literature, says:
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“Biblically, an apocalypse is a book that uses visions and dramatic word pictures to convey information about God’s activity, particularly regarding the oppression of God’s people by their enemies. Books that have this kind of common theme are called apocalypses or are said to be ‘apocalyptic.’

  “It is important to know that this kind of material was not rare or uncommon in New Testament times. There are many of these kinds of books.  With names like 2 Baruch, 2 Enoch, the Apocalypse of Abraham, the War Scroll, and 4 Ezra they appear mysterious and strange to us. Yet, if one reads them, quickly one will be amazed to find passages that sound like they came straight from John’s pen and the book of Revelation”  (pages 16-17).
  From the names of the books mentioned by Mark one realizes that these are books that were not accepted as inspired or recognized as part of the canon of either Old or New Testament literature. Much of this literature was written during the period between the testaments and is commonly called the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament.  However, there is a significant amount of evidence that they were among many common and well-known works that were religious in nature and written to comfort and encourage God’s people in difficult times.  
  There are also several inspired Old Testament books that like the book of Revelation, might also be classified as apocalyptic.  These would include Daniel, Ezekiel, Zechariah, and parts of Isaiah and Joel. 
  A student should understand that trying to strictly classify a piece of literature as being of a particular type does not mean it cannot share some qualities of other genres of literature or  that there cannot be some exceptions to the general rules that scholars have tried to establish in their classifications. For instance, we realize that although we refer to the books written by Moses as belonging to that segment of Scripture we think of as the Law, yet there is much that is historical in its content. The same is true in the books we are referring to as apocalyptic. 
Characteristics of Apocalyptic Literature
  First, it is very vital to note that apocalyptic literature was written in response to very critical moments in the history of God’s people.  Ferrell Jenkins says, “Most of it was written between the years 200 BC and 100 AD when the Jewish nation was struggling for its very life. The great spiritual crisis which befell the Jews at this time was brought on from without. Antiochus Epiphanes offered the pious Jew the alternative of death or assimilation with the pagan world around him; the Jew chose to die” (Ferrell Jenkins, Studies in the Book of Revelation, p. 2).
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In Mark Robert’s discussion of this literature being written during a time of crisis, he quotes from D.S. Russell’s introduction to Jewish apocalyptic notes: “Apocalyptic literature is essentially a literature of a people who saw no hope for their nation in terms of politics or on the plain of history.”  What could such a people hope for during such dark moments?  The answer was to look to God to intervene and give triumph where it seemed defeat was inevitable.  It is not hard to see that the book of Revelation reflects this same kind of situation for God’s people.  
  As several writers would note, it is natural for men to struggle with the questions of why there is pain and suffering in the world.  Why do good people who are seeking to know the Lord and do His will find themselves persecuted and their lives in danger?    Mark Roberts offers this: “One writer noted, ‘Apocalyptic functioned as a kind of pictorial narrative theodicy which acknowledges the inevitable question found not only on the lips of scoffers, namely, ‘If there is a good God who is in control of things, why doesn’t He do something about present evil?’ The apocalyptists’ response, ‘He will, for history is a unified story which is not over yet.’” This kind of literature assures us that despite what present trials and disheartening events may seem to be unfolding, yet God is in control, justice will come, His people will triumph through Him.
  Given this initial trait, it may not be surprising that a second characteristic of this literature is that it gives the reader two pictures to consider or what some have called a two-world view of life.  The content looks at the events  taking place on earth, and, second, the things occurring in the heavenly or spiritual realm which are actually more important and explain the things taking place on earth.  They show us a battle going on between God and Satan, between evil and righteousness
 A third characteristic is that this literature made extensive use of symbols and visions. As others would note, we should not think that the book of Revelation was written in some secret or code type of language. The symbols could have been understood by the first century readers to the extent God intended.  Most teachers would admit that many keys to understanding each particular symbol have been lost to us over time—but many others are yet available. The critical points of the text are still very discernable and provide great encouragement to the Lord’s people. (A more detailed discussion of symbols, etc. will be found later in the study).

  It seems appropriate that we point out that there has been some debate about whether apocalyptic literature was written as it was to  conceal truth from the enemies of God’s people while still informing saints of what was about to take place.  For instance, Robert Harkrider, in his commentary on the book says,  “What if an enemy confiscated the manuscript on which was written a message he easily understood as 
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declaring his defeat?” “…that the emperor was a false god and that Rome would fall?  The Christian would be certain to be accused as a traitor, and the scroll confiscated. On the other hand, if he read that ‘Babylon is fallen,’ he would be more likely to label the document a fool’s message…” (p. 58).  This viewpoint seems to make a great deal of sense to many. 

  Others, however, have taken a different view,  arguing that if the enemies really wanted to get to the bottom of the books meaning, they could have easily done so. Roberts  is among those who feels there has not been any evidence put forth that supports this idea and that faithful Christians were not afraid of persecution.  Rome had other, more obvious external foes to consider. Certainly Nebuchadnezzar did not seem overly concerned about Daniel’s message that his kingdom would give way to others in the future.  Each reader will have to keep these possibilities in mind as he proceeds through the book.

  What is very critical is that we realize that apocalyptic visions were not written to keep secrets but to reveal them.  That is, after all, what the term “apocalypse” means: to open, to reveal.” “Apocalyptic is trying to help those who want to be faithful understand what God is doing in our world. The revelation from above is available to the “select few” –those who will heed the divine wisdom contained in the apocalyptic book.
“So all those signs and weird happenings would not have intimidated Revelation’s audience. They would have been well familiar with beasts terrifying the faithful and stars falling from the heavens because that kind of imagery is a mainstray in apocalyptic literature” (Roberts, p. 45).

  God in His infinite wisdom always knew what style of communication would be most effective in speaking to His people on various themes. He knew that the use of symbols and narrative were powerful vehicles in which to communicate the wonderful truths His people needed when facing horrible persecution and even death because of their faith.  Harkrider makes this point on Daniel 2:  “God could have simply said, ‘Nebuchadnezzar, you are dead; your kingdom is going to be destroyed, and I am going to establish My kingdom, which shall never be destroyed.’ But He did not choose to teach the point that way. Instead, He used a vision. In referring to the example of Peter in Acts 10, God could have simply told him, ‘Gentiles are acceptable without circumcision,’ But He didn’t do it that way. God chose a vision to illustrate the point.” (p. 60).
  Stories and word pictures often make a much deeper and more lasting impression on our minds. The book of Revelation tells a story much as we would expect in a very 
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graphic picture book. It has well been suggested to get the most out of the book of Revelation we need to take the time to sit back and close our eyes and think about what John has described. There is a divine reason for him choosing to write this text in this way.
  Another thing we generally note in this genre of literature is that heavenly creatures often play a large role as spokesman  . Roberts says, “angels and other creatures from beyond play a huge role in apocalyptic literature.  Where do apocalyptic writers get their information about all that God will do?  An angel or other heavenly being comes and gives information and insights to the writers. Almost all apocalyptic literature features angelic beings who function as intermediaries, bridging the gap between earth and heaven” (p. 42).  

  Having such messengers seems to make the contents seem much more profound than simply having a human author pen a letter.  In this literature it is sometimes the Lord, Himself, who is the spokesman declaring what will come to pass. 

  Quite often the human writers of these works are invited to go on a heavenly journey or to travel to other-worldly places.  It is much more effective if he is not simply told what is going to happen but he is allowed to go and see.  This will enable him to “understand the mysteries that humans cannot fathom here on earth. The writer goes to heaven, gets wisdom and knowledge, and then comes back here to share it with those wise enough to understand” (Roberts, p. 43).  
  Although there might be other points of consideration worth bringing out, it seems critical that we note that the purpose of this style of writing was to propose a solution to the crisis which God’s people were facing. What we generally expect to find are words that assure us that indeed, God will crush evil and His cause and His people will utterly triumph.  As has been implied, “apocalyptic is not written when all is well but instead tries to work out the problems and questions arising in hard times….[it] often features a confrontation of horrific evil and speaks of a giant action of God necessary to reform the world and rescue the godly” (Roberts, p. 45). Such trying conditions among God’s people help us realize that such writings often include a cry or appeal from God’s people for help or as we find in Revelation, the question asked, “How long, O Lord,…until you judge and avenge our blood?”  (Revelation 6:10).
  The reader of this great and unique work should recognize that God is completely aware of what His people are facing and He will act to deliver them no matter how powerful and daunting the enemy appears.
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Some Differences Between Revelation and Many Apocalyptic Writings

  While we are emphasizing in this study the similarities between Revelation and other apocalyptic literature we realize that there are some differences between it and many others given that designation.  Ferrell Jenkins  who refers to the book as apocalyptic in style makes reference to the following, for example:  1) Apocalyptic rewrote history under the guise of prophecy. Revelation shares some things in common with apocalyptic literature, but it is in the true line of prophetic books.  2) It is not pseudonymous; the author names himself. 3) It uses a different method of making forecasts of the future.  4) It contains ethical exhortations.
  Our purpose for this study is not to convince anyone whether it belongs in this classification created by men or not but to give us some background for understanding in how to read and approach the book so that we can best profit from its message.  
A Final Word of Introduction About Apocalyptic Literature
  An host of Bible students have loved, cherished and benefitted greatly from the book of Revelation without ever being exposed to a discussion of apocalyptic literature.  Those who have really pondered it over and over again would no doubt agree that,  Yes, the elements we’ve discussed seem to be present in the book, but their appreciation for this work is most deeply grounded in knowing that God has spoken and given assurance of victory to those who would suffer because of their faith. 

  The book is one where one can get hung up in giving too much time to some of the technical issues of an interpretative method and doing extensive word searches.  We will do our best to avoid those possible traps and lay a ground work whereby students can feel they have learned and profited from studying the book.
