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All	works	of	art—literary,	musical	and	visual—mirror	the	8me	and	culture	
from	which	they	emerge,	and	Revela8on	is	no	excep8on.		In	Lesson	#1	we	
began	our	introduc8on	to	Revela8on	by	examining	its	historical	and	cultural	
context,	crea8ng	the	framework	within	which	we	will	engage	the	text	itself.	

We	learned	that	Revela8on	is	a	product	of	the	tumultuous	second	half	of	
the	1st	century,	a	period	marked	by	poli8cal	instability	within	the	Roman	
Empire,	during	which	five	(and	possibly	six)	of	its	seven	emperors	are	
dispatched	by	murder	or	suicide;	the	great	Jewish	revolt	of	A.D.	66-73,	
during	which	Jerusalem	and	the	temple	are	destroyed	and	1.2	million	Jews	
are	killed;	the	emerging	state-sponsored	persecu8on	of	the	Church;	the	
catastrophic	erup8on	of	Mt.	Vesuvius	in	A.D.	79,	which	blanketed	a	large	
part	of	the	Roman	Empire	with	volcanic	ash;	the	rise	of	the	Emperor	
Domi8an,	A.D.	81-96;	and	John’s	exile	to	the	island	of	Patmos	during	
Domi8an’s	reign.	
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David	Roberts.		The	Siege	and	Destruc/on	of	Jerusalem	by	the	Romans	under	the	
Command	of	Titus,	A.D.	70	(oil	on	canvas),	1850.		Private	Collec8on.	
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Francesco	Hayez.	Destruc/on	of	the	Jewish	Temple	in	Jerusalem	(oil	on	canvas),	1867.		
Gallerie	dell’Accademia,	Venice.	



To	understand	Revela8on	we	must	understand	its	historical	and	
cultural	context,	but	we	must	also	understand	that	Revela8on	
did	not	suddenly	appear	at	the	end	of	the	1st	century	A.D.	in	a	
literary	or	theological	vacuum;	it	is	one	of	many	works	within	
the	genre	of	apocalyp8c	literature,	works	that	date	all	the	way	
back	to	the	7th	century	B.C.,	such	as	por8ons	of	Isaiah,	Ezekiel,	
Joel	and	Zachariah;	Scriptural	works	from	the	3rd	century	B.C.	
through	A.D.	70,	such	as	Daniel,	por8ons	of	1	&	2	Thessalonians,	
Mabhew	24	(the	Olivet	Discourse),	2	Peter	and	Jude.		The	
apocalyp8c	genre	also	includes	many	extra-biblical	texts,	such	as	
the	Sibylline	Oracles	(books	3,	4	and	5);	the	Qumran	“War	
Scroll”;	1,	2	and	4	Enoch;	4	Ezra;	2	Baruch;	and	the	2nd-century	
Apocalypse	of	Peter	and	The	Shepherd	of	Hermes.	

.	
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The	War	of	the	Sons	of	Light	against	the	Sons	of	Darkness”	(1	QM).	
Shrine	of	the	Book,	Israel	Museum,	Jerusalem.	

[Discovered	in	Cave	1	at	Qumran,	the	“War	Scroll”	describes	an	apocalyp8c	bable		
between	the	“sons	of	light”	and	the	“sons	of	darkness.”]	



And,	of	course,	we	must	also	understand	the	structural	and	the	stylis8c	
devices	our	author	uses	to	bring	his	apocalyp8c	vision	to	life;	how	he	
creates	the	text’s	color,	tone	and	texture.	

Finally,	if	we	are	to	engage	Revela8on	as	educated	readers	of	Scripture,	we	
must	also	understand	the	message	our	author	intended	to	convey	to	his	
original	audience.		It	is	an	urgent	one.		Revela8on	ends	with	Jesus’	
assurance:		“Yes,	I	am	coming	soon”	and	John’s	response,	“Amen.		Come,	
Lord	Jesus”	(Revela8on	22:	20).			

This	ending	stresses	the	immediacy	of	the	Lord’s	return,	and	John	expected	
that	he	and	his	audience	would	witness	Jesus’	return	in	glory	very	soon,	
very	soon	indeed.	
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In	Lesson	#1	we	outlined	our	
introduc8on	to	Revela8on,	no8ng	
that	we	would	examine	our	text’s:	
• historical	and	cultural	context	within	the	
Roman	Empire,	c.	A.D.	100;	
• its	literary	genre;	
• its	structural	and	stylis8c	design;	and		
• its	message,	as	our	author	intended	it	for	his	
audience,	c.	100	A.D.	

In	Lesson	#1	we	examined	
Revela8on’s	historical	and	cultural	
context;	in	Lesson	#2	we	shall	
examine	its	literary	genre,	its	
structural	and	stylis8c	design,	and	
its	message.	
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The	Book	of	Revela8on:	

• historical	and	cultural	context	
within	the	Roman	Empire,	c.	
A.D.	100;	
• literary	genre;	
• structural	and	stylis8c	design;	
and		
• its	message,	as	our	author	
intended	it	for	his	audience,		
c.	100	A.D.	
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Revela8on	is	one	work	in	a	long	line	of	
apocalyp8c	literature	stretching	all	the	way	
back	to	the	7th	century	B.C.	

Revela8on,	of	course,	is	wriben	in	Greek,	as	
are	all	of	the	New	Testament	books.		The	
opening	word	in	Greek	is	ajpokavluyiß  [ah-
po-kah’-lip-ses],	translated	literally	as	“to	
make	naked”	or	“to	unveil”;	our	NAB	
transla8on	renders	it	as	“revela8on.”			

That	is	key	to	the	genre.		A	“revela8on”	is	
the	“unveiling”	of	a	subject	previously	
hidden,	things	that	could	not	be	known	
apart	from	the	“unveiling.”		Typically,	such	
an	unveiling	reveals	a	vision	of	the	“end	
8mes,”	most	onen	provided	by	a	messenger	
or	“angel”	sent	from	God.	
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Anonymous.		The	Angel	Appears	to	St.	John	(illuminated	manuscript,	Folio	3r),	13th	century.	
Bri8sh	Library,	London.	
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Judaism,	unique	among	religions	of	
the	ancient	world,	offers	a	linear	
perspec8ve	of	history.		Unlike	other	
religions	that	view	history	as	cyclical	
in	nature—birth	in	the	spring8me,	
growth	in	summer,	harvest	in	
autumn	and	death	in	winter—
Judaism	views	history	as	linear	in	
nature:		it	has	a	beginning	(Genesis	
1:	1,	“in	the	beginning	God	created	
the	heavens	and	the	earth”),	a	
middle	(the	growth	and	
development	of	Israel	as	a	covenant	
community	under	God)	and	an	end	
(the	advent	of	the	Kingdom).				
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Chris8anity	inherits	this	worldview	and	sees	
in	it	the	beginning	(Genesis	through	Malachi),	
the	middle	(the	Gospels	and	Epistles)	and	the	
end	(Revela8on,	the	fullness	of	the	Kingdom	
of	God,	ushered	in	by	the	return	of	Christ	and	
the	final	judgment).			

A	linear	worldview	creates	an	impera8ve	to	
define	meaning:		if	history	is	linear	in	nature,	
it	is	moving	toward	a	goal.		What	is	that	goal?		
And	what	is	our	role	in	it?		The	genre	of	
apocalyp8c	literature	offers	a	vision	of	that	
goal,	an	unfolding	of	God’s	plan	and	the	final	
steps	toward	history’s	fulfillment.		In	the	
deepest	sense,	all	apocalyp8c	literature	is	
prophe8c,	in	that	it	ar8culates	and	manifests	
God’s	plan	and	his	inten8on	toward	
humanity.	
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A	biblical	prophet—by	
defini8on—stands	between	
God	and	the	people,	and	he	
or	speaks	to	the	people	on	
behalf	of	God.			

The	message	the	prophet	
speaks	most	onen	concerns	
events	within	his	own	
historical	8me.		Isaiah,	for	
example,	is	called	to	be	a	
prophet	in	Isaiah	6:	1-	9a—			
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        In the year that King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated 
on a throne, high and exalted, and the train of his robe 
filled the temple.  Above him were seraphs, each with six 
wings.  With two wings they covered their faces, with 
two they covered their feet, and with two they were 
flying.  And they were calling to one another: 

 “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; 
 the whole earth is full of his glory.” 

At the sound of their voices the doorposts and thresholds 
shook and the temple was filled with smoke.  “Woe to 
me!” I cried.  “I am ruined!  For I am a man of unclean 
lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips, and my 
eyes have seen the King, the Lord Almighty.” 
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        Then one of the seraphs flew to me with a live coal in 
his hand, which he had taken with tongs from the 
altar.  With it he touched my mouth and said, “See, 
this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away and 
your sin atoned for.” 

Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall 
I send?  And who will go for us?” 

And I said, “Here am I.  Send me!” 

He said, “Go and tell this people . . .” 

       (Isaiah 6: 1-9a)  



Called	to	be	a	prophet,	the	opening	verse	
establishes	Isaiah’s	historical	context:		“The	
vision	concerning	Judah	and	Jerusalem	that	
Isaiah	son	of	Amoz	saw	during	the	reigns	of	
Uzziah,	Jotham,	Ahaz	and	Hezekiah,	kings	of	
Judah”	(Isaiah	1:	1).		Isaiah	is	called	to	be	a	
prophet	in	“the	year	that	king	Uzziah	
died”	(Isaiah	6:	1,	c.	740	B.C.)	and	he	
con8nues	speaking	as	a	prophet	through	the	
reign	of	king	Hezekiah	(c.	686	B.C.).			

Thus,	Isaiah	is	ac8ve	as	a	spokesman	for	God	
from	c.	740	–	686	B.C.,	during	two	crucial	
events:		1)	the	Assyrian	invasion	and	conquest	
of	the	northern	kingdom	of	Judah	in	722	B.C.,	
led	by	Tiglath-Pileser	III	and	2)	the	Assyrian	
aback	of	Jerusalem,	led	by	Sennacherib	in	
701	B.C.			
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These	two	events	form	the	immediate	
historical	context	for	what	Isaiah	has	to	say	in	
chapters	1	–	39,	onen	referred	to	as	1st	Isaiah.			

Chapters	40	–	55	comprise	2nd	Isaiah	and	refer	
to	events	aPer	the	Babylonian	exile	(586	–	
539	B.C.),	events	that	take	place	during	the	
8me	of	Cyrus,	King	of	Persia,	who	defeats	the	
Babylonian	empire	and	allows	the	Jews	to	
return	home	to	rebuild	Jerusalem	and	the	
temple.			

And	chapters	56	–	66	comprise	3rd	Isaiah,	
composed	between	530	–	510	B.C.,	which	
speak	of	the	moral	and	ethical	impera8ves	
demanded	by	a	divinely	restored	kingdom.		

18	Introduc+on	to	Revela+on,	Part	2	



Although	shaped	over	a	period	of	
200	years	by	a	variety	of	authors,	
editors	and	redactors,	the	Isaiah	
persona	dominates	the	book,	and—
from	a	literary	perspec8ve—the	
book	reflects	an	astonishingly	
complex	structural	and	thema8c	
unity.	

Other	prophets	likewise	reflect	
events	within	their	own	historical	
context.	
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In	post-exilic	8mes,	however,	largely	as	
a	result	of	the	Babylonian	cap8vity	(586	
–	539	B.C.),	prophecy	begins	to	shin	
focus	from	current	events	to	future	
events,	from	current	catastrophe	to	a	
coming	Kingdom,	one	in	which	God	will	
fulfill	the	linear	course	of	history,	
ushering	in	the	“Kingdom	of	God.”			

The	development	of	this	apocalyp8c	
refocusing	spans	roughly	200	B.C.	
through	A.D.	200,	with	precursors	as	
early	as	the	7th	–	4th	centuries	B.C.		We	
might	view	the	genre’s	development	in	
three	phases:		
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Phase	1	(	7th	to	4th	centuries	B.C.)	
Isaiah	(Isaiah	24-27;	56-66)		[Canonical]	
Ezekiel	(chapters	37-48)		[Canonical]	
Joel	[Canonical]	
Zechariah	[Canonical]	

Phase	2	(late	3rd	century	B.C.	to	A.D.	70)	
1	Enoch	(c.	200	B.C.)	

Daniel	(c.	165	B.C.)		[Canonical]	
Jubilees	(c.	150-100	B.C.)	

Sibylline	Oracles,	Book	3	(c.	150	B.C.)	

Testament	of	the	Twelve	(c.	150-100	B.C.)	

Psalms	of	Solomon	(c.	48	B.C.)	

Testament	of	Moses	(c.	A.D.	6-36)	

1	&	2	Thessalonians	(c.	A.D.	50-52)	[Canonical]	
Mabhew	24,	and	parallels	in	Mark	and	Luke		

	(c.	A.D.	65-75)	[Canonical]	
2	Peter	(c.	A.D.	68)	[Canonical]	
Jude	(c.	A.D.	65-80)	[Canonical]	
Martyrdom	of	Isaiah	(1st	century	A.D.)	

Dead	Sea	Scrolls	(c.	100	B.C.	–	A.D.	70)	

Apocalypse	of	Moses	(c.	A.D.	70)	

Testament	of	Abraham	(1st	century	A.D.)		

2	Enoch	(1st	century	A.D.)	
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Phase	3	(A.D.	70	–	2nd	century	A.D.)	
Sibylline	Oracles,	Book	4	(c.	80	A.D.)	

4	Ezra	(c.	A.D.	80-90)	

2	Baruch	(c.	A.D.	90	–	110)	

Apocalypse	of	Abraham	(c.	A.D.	70	–	100)	

Revela/on	(c.	A.D.	90	–	95)		[Canonical]	
3	Baruch	(2nd	century	A.D.)	

Sibylline	Oracles,	Book	5	(2nd	century	A.D.)	

Apocalypse	of	Peter	(2nd	century	A.D.)	

The	Shepherd	of	Hermes	(2nd	century	A.D.)	
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In	general,	as	the	apocalyp8c	
genre	develops,	it	moves	from	
general	to	specific,	from	its	own	
historical	context	to	a	8me	in	the	
near	future.		

We	have	concrete	examples	of	
this	movement	in	the	New	
Testament.			Jesus	was,	first	and	
foremost,	a	radical	prophet	living	
on	the	bleeding	edge	of	the	
apocalyp8c	vision.		In	the	Olivet	
Discourse	(Mabhew	24:	29-30)	
he	speaks	prophe8cally	of	events	
soon	to	come:	
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        “Immediately after the distress of those days 
[the days of great tribulation] “the sun will 
be darkened, and the moon will not give its 
light; the stars will fall from the sky, and the 
heavenly bodies will be shaken . . . At that 
time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in 
the sky, and all the nations of the earth will 
mourn.  They will see the Son of Man coming 
on the clouds of the sky, with power and 
great glory.” 

      (Matthew 24: 29-30) 



Of	course,	Jesus’	disciples	want	to	know	
when	all	these	things	will	happen.		
Answering,	Jesus	states	flatly	that	“this	
genera/on	will	not	pass	away	un/l	all	
these	things	have	taken	place.		Heaven	
and	earth	will	pass	away,	but	my	words	
will	not	pass	away”	(24:	34-35).	

Stunned,	his	disciples	ask	for	a	specific	
8me,	but	Jesus	deflects	the	ques8on,	
cau8ously	replying:		“[O]f	that	day	and	
hour	no	one	knows,	neither	the	angels	
of	heaven,	nor	the	Son,	but	the	Father	
alone”	(24:	36).	

He	does	warn	his	disciples,	however,	to	
“be	prepared,	for	at	an	hour	you	do	not	
expect,	the	Son	of	Man	will	come”	(24:	
44).	
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Not	me.		
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It	sure	looks	that	
way!	

So,	Jesus’	disciples	expected	
these	catastrophic	events	to	take	
place	during	their	life8me,	and	
through	the	Apostles’	teaching,	
the	en8re	1st-genera8on	of		
the	church	believed	that		

as	well.	
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Yes,	it	does.		As	Peter	says,	wri8ng	in	
the	mid-60s:		
“The	day	of	the	Lord	will	come	like	a	thief	
[when	least	expected].		The	heavens	will	
disappear	with	a	roar;	the	elements	will	be	
destroyed	by	fire,	and	the	earth	and	
everything	in	it	will	be	laid	bare.”		

	 	 	 	 	(2	Peter	3:	10)		

And	St.	Paul	emphasizes	Christ’s	
imminent	return	repeatedly.		Indeed,	
when	he	writes	his	1st	epistle	to	the	
church	that	he	founded	in	
Thessalonica	during	his	2nd	missionary	
journey	of	A.D.	50-52,	he	urges	
them	.	.	.	
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.	.	.	to	turn	to	God	and	“wait	for	his	
Son	from	heaven,	whom	he	raised	
from	the	dead—Jesus,	who	rescues	us	
from	the	coming	wrath”	(1:	10);	to	
have	hope	“in	the	presence	of	our	
Lord	Jesus	when	he	comes”	(2:	19);	to	
“be	blameless	and	holy	in	the	
presence	of	our	God	and	Father	when	
our	lord	Jesus	comes	with	all	his	holy	
ones”	(3:	13);	and	to	be	“blameless	at	
the	coming	of	our	Lord	Jesus	
Christ”	(5:	23).			
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Indeed,	in	1	Thessalonians	4:	13-18	
Paul	encourages	the	persecuted	
believers	by	providing	the	exact	
sequence	of	events	for	the	Lord’s	
return,	and	clearly	Paul	expects	this	
to	happen	very	soon:		
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        “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who 
fall asleep [die], or to grieve like the rest of men, who have 
no hope.  We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we 
believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen 
asleep in him.  According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you 
that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the 
Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.  
For the Lord himself will come down from heaven with a loud 
command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet 
call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, 
we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together 
with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.  And so 
we will be with the Lord forever.  Therefore encourage each 
other with these words.” 

      (1 Thessalonians 4: 13-18 ) 



As	we	move	into	the	second	half	of	the	
1st	century	A.D.	we	begin	losing	the	
eyewitness	genera8on,	those	who	saw	
Jesus	and	those	who	heard	the	Apostles	
teach	and	preach.		Through	persecu8on	
or	simple	old	age,	the	eyewitness	
genera8on	draws	to	a	close.			Combine	
that	with	the	tumultuous	historical	
events	of	the	8mes,	and	like	a	giant	star	
suddenly	collapsing	in	upon	itself,	
history	seems	about	to	explode	in	a	
white-hot	supernova.	

Toward	the	end	of	the	1st	century	the	
8me	is	ripe	for	an	apocalyp8c	literary	
masterpiece	to	emerge—and	it	does.	
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Not	me.		
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And	once	John	
planted	the	seed,	
Revela8on	sprang	

up!		

Now	its	becoming	clear	to	me:		the	
historical	and	cultural	context	of	the	
laber	1st	century	provided	the	fer8le	
soil	for	Revela8on,	and	the	700-year	
development	of	the	apocalyp8c	genre	

8lled	that	soil.	

32	

You’re	so	clever	
with	the	

metaphors!	



The	Book	of	Revela8on:	

• historical	and	cultural	context	
within	the	Roman	Empire,	c.	
A.D.	100;	
• literary	genre;	
• structural	and	stylis8c	design;	
and		
• its	message,	as	our	author	
intended	it	for	his	audience,		
c.	100	A.D.	
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In	the	book	of	Revela8on	John	crans	
an	intricately	structured,	8ghtly	
woven	apocalyp8c	vision,	with	the	
death	throes	of	“the	old	order	of	
things”	(Revela8on	21:	4);	the	
triumphant	return	of	Christ;	the	
clima8c	bable	between	good	and	evil;	
the	Last	Judgment;	and	the	birth	of	“a	
new	heaven	and	new	earth,	where	
righteousness	dwells”	(2	Peter	3:	13):	
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        “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first 
heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was 
no longer any sea.  I saw the holy city, the New Jerusalem, 
coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride 
beautifully dressed for her husband.  And I heard a loud voice 
from the throne saying, “Look!  God’s dwelling place is now 
among the people, and he will dwell with them.  They will be 
his people, and God himself will be with them and be their 
God.  He will wipe every tear from their eyes.  There will be 
no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old 
order of things has passed away.  He who was seated on the 
throne said, “I am making everything new!”  Then he said, 
“Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.”  

       (Revelation 21: 1-5)   



Not	me.ha	

Introduc+on	to	Revela+on,	Part	2	

Whoa!	

Well,	look	at	that!	In	the	architecture	of	
the	Chris8an	canon,	the	linear	narra8ve	
that	begins	in	Genesis	1	&	2	comes	full	
circle	in	Revela8on	21	&	22:		we	are	back	

in	the	Garden	of	Eden	once	again,	
redeemed—brought	back	to	where		

we	belong.	
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John	builds	Revela8on	on	a	framework	of		
3s	and	7s,	prime	numbers,	complete	and	
indivisible.			

Revela8on	1:	19	offers	a	key	to	its	overall	
structure	when	the	risen	and	glorified	Christ	
says	to	John:		“Write,	therefore,	what	you	
have	seen,	what	is	now	and	what	will	take	
place	later.”		The	basic	structure	of	Revela8on	
is	thus	tripar8te:		

1)  what	was	(chapter	1);		
2)  what	is	(chapters	2-3);	and		
3)  	what	will	be	(chapters	4-22).		

Here	is	a	structural	outline	of	Revela8on:	
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        The Structure of Revelation 

Part One:  What Was (Revelation, Chapter 1) 

1.  Prologue (1: 1-3) 
 The revelation of Jesus Christ . . . to John, “unveiling” 
 what must soon take place. 

2.  Introduction (1: 4-8) 
 The message is addressed specifically to “the seven 
 churches in the province of Asia.” 

3.  The Commission (1: 9-20) 

Part Two:  What Is  (Revelation, Chapters 2 & 3) 
  The seven letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor. 
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Part Three:  What Will Be  (Revelation, Chapters 4-22) 

1.  The Seven Seals (6: 1–8: 5) 

2.  The Seven Trumpets (8: 6-11: 19) 
   Interlude:   1. The Woman clothed with the sun (12: 1-6) 

        2. The War in Heaven (12: 7-17) 
        3. Preparing for Armageddon (13: 1 – 14: 20) 

3.  The Seven Bowls (15: 1 - 16: 21)  
   Profile:   Rome, the “Whore of Babylon” (17: 1–18: 24) 

1.  All Creation Praises God (19: 1-10) 

2.  Armageddon (19: 11-21) 

3.  The Aftermath (20: 1 – 22: 21) 
   1. Millennial Kingdom (20: 1-10) 
   2. Last Judgment (20: 11-15) 
   3. New Jerusalem (21: 1 – 22: 21)   
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Jacob	Jordaens,	The	Four	Evangelists	(oil	on	canvas),	c.	1625-1630.	
Louvre	Museum,	Paris.	

Very	nicely	
done,	John!	
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The	Book	of	Revela8on:	

• historical	and	cultural	context	
within	the	Roman	Empire,	c.	
A.D.	100;	
• literary	genre;	
• structural	and	stylis8c	design;	
and		
• its	message,	as	our	author	
intended	it	for	his	audience,		
c.	100	A.D.	
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Like	all	prophecy,	Revela8on	speaks	first	
and	foremost	into	its	own	historical	
context,	through	the	conven8ons	of	its	
own	literary	genre.		Revela8on’s	context	
is	the	tumultuous	8me	of	the	Roman	
Empire	in	the	second		half	of	the	1st	
century,	and	Revela8on	is	a	masterpiece	
of	the	era’s	apocalyp8c	genre.			

For	those	living	at	the	8me,	history	
appeared	to	be	careening	toward	a	cliff:		
God—or	the	gods—was	bringing	history	
to	a	close	through	a	series	of	great	
calami8es.	

For	Chris8ans,	that	meant	the	return	of	
Christ	and	the	advent	of	the	Kingdom	of	
Heaven,	of	God	redeeming	all	crea8on.			
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When	the	1st	century	passed	into	the	2nd	
and	the	2nd	into	the	3rd,	the	imminent	
advent	of	the	Kingdom	faded	into	the	past.		
By	the	4th	century	the	apocalyp8c	genre	
seemed	anachronis8c,	a	remnant	of	less	
sophis8cated	8mes.		

Consequently,	including	Revela8on	in	the	
New	Testament	canon	carried	with	it	the	
great	difficulty	that	the	events	so	vividly	
portrayed	in	the	text—the	apocalyp8c	
vision	of	the	end	8mes,	the	return	of	Christ,	
the	Last	Judgment	and	the	advent	of	the	
Kingdom	of	God—had	in	fact,	not	occurred.			

Including	Revela8on	in	the	canon	required	
a	different	way	of	reading	the	text,	and	St.	
Augus8ne	provided	it.	
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In	his	Confessions,	wriben	A.D.	397/398,	
Augus8ne	tells	of	his	conversion	to	
Chris8anity	over	a	decade	earlier,	in	A.D.	386	
at	the	age	of	33.		Enormously	bright,	highly	
educated	and	groomed	for	success	at	the	
highest	levels	of	Roman	society,	the	young	
Augus8ne	len	his	na8ve	Thegaste	for	
Carthage	in	A.D.	371,	at	17	years	old.		At	
Carthage	he	sampled	the	fullness	of	life,	with	
all	its	sexual,	theatrical	and	gastronomic	
pleasures,	while	at	the	same	8me	being	
drawn	into	a	search	for	truth,	largely	as	a	
result	of	his	reading	Cicero’s	Hortensius.	(It	
was	in	Carthage	that	Augus8ne	ubered	his	
famous	prayer:		“Grant	me	chas8ty	and	
con8nence,	but	not	yet.”)		In	Cartage	
Augus8ne	sampled	Scripture	for	the	first	
8me.		He	recounts	his	experience	in	Book	3	of	
the	Confessions:	

45	Introduc+on	to	Revela+on,	Part	2	



46	Introduc+on	to	Revela+on,	Part	2	

        “Accordingly, I turned my attention to the holy 
scriptures to find out what they were like.  What I see 
in them today is something not accessible to the 
scrutiny of the proud nor exposed to the gaze of the 
immature, something lowly as one enters but lofty as 
one advances further, something veiled in mystery.  At 
the time, though, I was in no state to enter, nor 
prepared to bow my head and accommodate myself to 
its ways.  My approach then was quite different from 
the one I am suggesting now:  when I studied the Bible 
and compared it with Cicero’s dignified prose, it seemed 
to me unworthy.” 



Only	later	does	Augus8ne	understand	that	
although	the	literal	meaning	of	Scripture	is	
important—the	story	that	it	tells:		its	dic8on,	
grammar	and	style—its	“deeper”	meaning	is	
more	important.		In	Books	1-9	of	his	
Confessions	Augus8ne	recounts	the	story	of	
his	conversion;	in	Books	10-13	he	meditates	
upon	his	conversion,	rumina8ng	on	
“memory”	in	Book	10	and	“8me”	in	Book	11;	
and	then	presen8ng	a	detailed	exegesis	of	
Genesis	1	in	the	laber	part	of	Book	11	and	in	
Books	12-13.	

In	his	exegesis	Augus8ne	goes	beyond	the	
literal	meaning	of	Scripture	to	probe	its	
“spiritual”	meaning;	in	short,	Augus8ne	
makes	the	leap	from	literal	text	into	allegory.	
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Once	free	to	move	beyond	a	literal	
reading	of	Revela8on	and	see	it	as	an	
allegory	of	humanity’s	redemp8on	or	
even	the	individual	soul’s	redemp8on,	
barriers	to	including	it	in	the	canon	
fell,	and	it	slipped	easily	into	the	
canon	as	a	fiyng	conclusion	to	the	
vast	sweep	of	the	biblical	narra8ve,	
Genesis	through	Revela8on.		
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Today	we	understand	that	the	rise	
of	the	Church	in	the	4th	and	5th	
centuries	and	its	apex	in	the	late	
Middle	Ages	and	early	Renaissance	
did	not	signal	the	arrival	on	the	
Kingdom	of	God	on	earth.		Quite	the	
contrary.		The	centuries	that	
followed	saw	the	Church	fracture	
like	crystal	into	a	thousand	shards,	
diminishing	in	luminosity,	credibility	
and	authority	in	the	modern	world.			

God	only	knows	what	the	future	
holds	for	the	Church.	
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Yet,	Revela8on	con8nues	to	be	as	popular	
as	ever.		If	we	engage	Revela8on	as	
educated	readers	of	Scripture,	placing	it	
within	its	proper	historical	context,	
recognizing	its	literary	genre,	
understanding	its	structural	and	stylis8c	
devices	and	discerning	its	meaning	on	
mul8ple	levels,	our	reading	of	Revela8on	
need	not	be	limited.			

Indeed,	like	the	rest	of	Scripture,	Revela8on	
is	rich	in	meaning,	its	depths	never	
exhausted.		Limi8ng	our	understanding	to	a	
simple	2-dimensional	prophecy	of	
imminent	future	events	à	la	Hal	Lindsey	or	
the	LeP	Behind	series,	or	giving	up	and	
classifying	it	as	“a	mystery,”	impoverishes	
our	experience	of	the	text	and	diminishes	
our	understanding	of	Scripture	itself.		
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Scripture	is	world-class	literature	of	
the	highest	order:		it	is	dazzling	in	its	
structure,	profound	in	its	subtlety	
and	glibering	in	its	richness.		
Revela8on	func8ons	as	the	final	
chapter	in	the	grand	story	of	
humanity’s	redemp8on.		It	brings	
into	bold	relief	the	pain	and	struggle	
of	the	human	condi8on.	It	
illuminates	the	quest	for	meaning.		
And	it	opens	the	door	to	eternity.		

51	Introduc+on	to	Revela+on,	Part	2	



1.   Why	is	it	important	to	view	Revela8on	within	the	
broader	context	of	the	apocalyp8c	genre?	

2.   What	are	three	examples	of	other	biblical	texts	in	the	
apocalyp8c	genre?	

3.   Why	would	John’s	audience	believe	that	Jesus’	return	
was	imminent?	

4.   John	builds	Revela8on’s	structure	on	sets	of	3s	and	7s.		
Why	do	you	think	he	does	that?	

5.   If	the	Lord	didn’t	return	in	the	life8me	of	the	Apostles
—indeed,	s8ll	hasn’t	returned—how	can	you	jus8fy	
including	it	in	the	New	Testament	canon	of	Scripture?	
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