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To Christa, Harper, Emma, and Amelia.
May your vision always be fixed on our triune God.





Foreword

by Lewis Ayres


IT IS A COMMONPLACE that theologians today—especially younger theologians—work in a more ecumenical mode than did previous generations. Theologians who are deeply embedded in their tradition—as Brandon Smith is in his, and I am in mine!—nevertheless find dialogue partners far beyond what might seem their natural community. Those who manage to keep this balance offer great hope for the future. That future is, of course, in God’s providential, benevolent, and mysterious hands—not in ours. All that those of us who attempt to argue faithfully can do is to seek to enter the truth more deeply and attempt to share it respectfully and lovingly with others.

Perhaps the most significant feature of this new ecumenical outlook is that, despite our significant and currently unresolvable doctrinal differences, many from widely divergent traditions have come to recognize that the deep Christian tradition offers us the resources needed to think through the mighty theological mysteries that confront and dazzle the student of Christian theology. By “the deep Christian tradition” I mean the history of responses of men and women to God’s call over the long centuries since the resurrection and ascension of our Lord, and since the sending of the Spirit at Pentecost. We will necessarily view this tradition from a variety of perspectives and with different understandings of its authority in view. But for many now, it is in turning to that tradition that we best find resources for describing God’s action among us and resources for reading the Scriptures. And from this long tradition, it is the early, vibrant centuries of the Christian church that have drawn the attention of perhaps the widest group of theologians.

Further, perhaps nowhere is this new interest more apparent than in work on trinitarian theology and scriptural exegesis. It should surprise no one that Orthodox and Catholic theologians turn to this deep tradition as they seek to articulate classical trinitarian theology, but it is noteworthy that a host of theologians in (for example) the Baptist and Presbyterian traditions have also begun to turn toward early Christian theology as a key resource for explaining and exploring God’s revelation to us of the triune life. In some ways this is no new development—there is a number of Baptist church-historians who have made important contributions over the past few decades to our understanding of early Christian theology. What does seem to be new is the rise of a new generation of younger Baptist theologians who wish to use the resources of the early church to present a fully scriptural account of the divine being and economy.

Many of these figures have been caught by the sheer power and beauty of the expositions of Scripture that they have found from this period. Many have come to recognize that older narratives—in which this period sees the overcoming of true Christian faith by “Greek philosophy”—hold little water, and that early Christian theology is both deeply exegetical and philosophically engaged (rather as is Paul’s own engagement with Jewish Scripture!). As we seek to avoid the perennial danger of reinventing the wheel in every generation, it is only right that we turn again to the figures who played such an elemental and foundational part in drawing from Scripture one of its most central themes—the inseparable unity and yet irreducibility of Father, Son, and Spirit.

It is within these contexts that Smith writes. In the first place his theology is deeply informed by attention to the heritage of early Christian thought. In the second place his goal is to read Scripture, in this case the book of Revelation, in aid of a compelling presentation of God’s self-revelation. The book unfolds as a dialogue between careful engagement with modern scholarship on Revelation and the manner in which pro-Nicene trinitarian patterns of scriptural reading may lead us to understand the possibilities of this complex and mysterious text more fully. As the book proceeds, Smith draws us deep into the text of Revelation by careful study of key passages. At the end we are left with an important challenge: to read this text anew as an integral part of Scripture’s revelation of the simple and undivided life of Father, Son, and Spirit. His work should be welcomed by all interested in the constant renewal of Christian thought.
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Series Introduction

Studies in Christian Doctrine and Scripture (SCDS)

DANIEL J. TREIER AND KEVIN J. VANHOOZER


THE STUDIES IN CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE and Scripture (SCDS) series attempts to reconcile two disciplines that should never have been divided: the study of Christian Scripture and the study of Christian doctrine. Old walls of disciplinary hostility are beginning to come down, a development that we hope will better serve the church. To that end, books in this series affirm the supreme authority of Scripture, seeking to read it faithfully and creatively as they develop fresh articulations of Christian doctrine. This agenda can be spelled out further in five claims.

1. We aim to publish constructive contributions to systematic theology rather than merely descriptive rehearsals of biblical theology, historical retrievals of classic or contemporary theologians, or hermeneutical reflections on theological method—volumes that are plentifully and expertly published elsewhere.

The initial impetus for the SCDS series came from supervising evangelical graduate students and seeking to encourage their pursuit of constructive theological projects shaped by the supremacy of Scripture. Existing publication venues demonstrate how rarely biblical scholars and systematic theologians trespass into each other’s fields. Synthetic treatments of biblical theology garner publication in monograph series for biblical studies or evangelical biblical theology. A notable example is a companion series from IVP Academic, New Studies in Biblical Theology. Many of its volumes have theological significance, yet most are written by biblical scholars. Meanwhile, historical retrievals of theological figures garner publication in monograph series for historical and systematic theology. For instance, there have been entire series devoted to figures such as Karl Barth or the patristic era, and even series named for systematic theology tend to contain figure-oriented monographs.

The reason for providing an alternative publication venue is not to denigrate these valuable enterprises. Instead, the rationale for encouraging constructively evangelical projects is twofold and practical: the church needs such projects, and they form the theologians undertaking them. The church needs such projects, both addressing new challenges for her life in the world (such as contemporary political theology) and retrieving neglected concepts (such as the classic doctrine of God) in fresh ways. The church also needs her theologians not merely to develop detailed intellectual skills but also ultimately to wrestle with the whole counsel of God in the Scriptures.

2. We aim to promote evangelical contributions, neither retreating from broader dialogue into a narrow version of this identity on the one hand, nor running away from the biblical preoccupation of our heritage on the other hand.

In our initial volume, Theology and the Mirror of Scripture, we articulate this pursuit of evangelical renewal. We take up the well-known metaphor of mere Christianity as a hallway, with particular church traditions as the rooms in a house. Many people believe that the evangelical hallway is crumbling, an impression that current events only exacerbate. Our inspection highlights a few fragmenting factors such as more robust academic engagement, increased awareness of the Great Christian Tradition and the variety of evangelical subtraditions, interest in global Christianity, and interfaces with emergent Christianity and culture. Looking more deeply, we find historical-theological debates about the very definition of evangelical and whether it reflects—still, or ever—a shared gospel, a shared doctrine of God, and a theological method that can operationalize our shared commitment to Scripture’s authority.

In response, prompted by James 1:22-25, our proposal develops the metaphor of a mirror for clarifying evangelical theology’s relation to Scripture. The reality behind the mirror is the gospel of God and the God of the gospel: what is revealed in Christ. In disputes about whether to focus on a center or boundaries, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no doctrinal core. But we propose treating what is revealed in Christ—the triune God and the cross of Christ, viewed in the mirror of Scripture—as an evangelical anchor, a center with a certain range of motion. Still, it may seem as if evangelicalism has no hermeneutical coherence, as if interpretive anarchy nullifies biblical authority. But we propose treating Scripture as canonical testimony, a God-given mirror of truth that enables the church to reflect the wisdom that is in Christ. The holistic and contextual character of such wisdom gives theology a dialogic character, which requires an evangelical account of the church’s catholicity. We need the wisdom to know the difference between church-destroying heresy, church-dividing disagreements that still permit evangelical fellowship, and intrachurch differences that require mutual admonition as well as forbearance.

Volumes in the SCDS series will not necessarily reflect the views of any particular editor, advisory board member, or the publisher—not even concerning “evangelical” boundaries. Volumes may approach perceived boundaries if their excellent engagement with Scripture deserves a hearing. But we are not seeking reform for reform’s sake; we are more likely to publish volumes containing new explorations or presentations of traditional positions than radically revisionist proposals. Valuing the historic evangelical commitment to a deeply scriptural theology, we often find that perceived boundaries are appropriate—reflecting positions’ biblical plausibility or lack thereof.

3. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine through creatively faithful engagement with Scripture. To some fellow evangelicals and interested others today, we commend the classic evangelical commitment of engaging Scripture. To other fellow evangelicals today, we commend a contemporary aim to engage Scripture with creative fidelity. The church is to be always reforming—but always reforming according to the Word of God.

It is possible to acknowledge sola Scriptura in principle—Scripture as the final authority, the norming norm—without treating Scripture as theology’s primary source. It is also possible to approach Scripture as theology’s primary source in practice without doing that well.

The classic evangelical aspiration has been to mirror the form, not just the content, of Scripture as closely as possible in our theology. That aspiration has potential drawbacks: it can foster naive prooftexting, flatten biblical diversity, and stifle creative cultural engagement with a biblicist idiom. But we should not overreact to these drawbacks, falling prey to the temptation of paying mere lip service to sola Scriptura and replacing the Bible’s primacy with the secondary idiom of the theologians’ guild.

Thus in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we propose a rubric for applying biblical theology to doctrinal judgments in a way that preserves evangelical freedom yet promotes the primacy of Scripture. At the ends of the spectrum, biblical theology can (1) rule out theological proposals that contradict scriptural judgments or cohere poorly with other concepts, and it can (5) require proposals that appeal to what is clear and central in Scripture. In between, it can (2) permit proposals that do not contradict Scripture, (3) support proposals that appeal creatively although indirectly or implicitly to Scripture, and (4) relate theological teaching to church life by using familiar scriptural language as much as possible. This spectrum offers considerable freedom for evangelical theology to mirror the biblical wisdom found in Christ with contextual creativity. Yet it simultaneously encourages evangelical theologians to reflect biblical wisdom not just in their judgments but also in the very idioms of their teaching.

4. We seek fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. We do not promote a singular method; we welcome proposals appealing to biblical theology, the history of interpretation, theological interpretation of Scripture, or still other approaches. We welcome projects that engage in detailed exegesis as well as those that appropriate broader biblical themes and patterns. Ultimately, we hope to promote relating Scripture to doctrinal understanding in material, not just formal, ways.

As noted above, the fresh understanding we seek may not involve altogether novel claims—which might well land in heresy! Again, in Theology and the Mirror of Scripture we offer an illustrative, nonexhaustive rubric for encouraging various forms of evangelical theological scholarship: projects shaped primarily by (1) hermeneutics, (2) integrative biblical theology, (3) stewardship of the Great Tradition, (4) church dogmatics, (5) intellectual history, (6) analytic theism, (7) living witness, and (8) healing resistance. While some of these scholarly shapes probably fit the present series better than others, all of them reflect practices that can help evangelical theologians to make more faithfully biblical judgments and to generate more creatively constructive scholarship.

The volumes in the SCDS series will therefore reflect quite varied approaches. They will be similar in engaging one or more biblical texts as a key aspect of their contributions while going beyond exegetical recital or descriptive biblical theology, yet those biblical contributions themselves will be manifold.

5. We promote scriptural engagement in dialogue with catholic tradition(s). A periodic evangelical weakness is relative lack of interest in the church’s shared creedal heritage, in the churches’ particular confessions, and more generally in the history of dogmatic reflection. Beyond existing efforts to enhance understanding of themes and corpora in biblical theology, then, we hope to foster engagement with Scripture that bears on and learns from loci, themes, or crucial questions in classic dogmatics and contemporary systematic theology.

Series authors and editors will reflect several church affiliations and doctrinal backgrounds. Our goal is that such commitments would play a productive but not decisive hermeneutical role. Series volumes may focus on more generically evangelical approaches, or they may operate from within a particular tradition while engaging internal challenges or external objections.

We hope that both the diversity of our contributor list and the catholic engagement of our projects will continually expand. As important as those contextual factors are, though, these are most fundamentally studies in Christian doctrine and Scripture. Our goal is to promote and to publish constructive evangelical projects that study Scripture with creative fidelity and thereby offer fresh understanding of Christian doctrine. Various contexts and perspectives can help us to study Scripture in that lively way, but they must remain secondary to theology’s primary source and soul.

We do not study the mirror of Scripture for its own sake. Finding all the treasures of wisdom in Christ to be reflected there with the help of Christian doctrine, we come to know God and ourselves more truly. Thus encountering God’s perfect instruction, we find the true freedom that is ours in the gospel, and we joyfully commend it to others through our own ministry of Scripture’s teaching.
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Introduction

Doing Theology with the Trinity


DOING THEOLOGY IS A HOLY ACT that should not be undertaken by the proud or belligerent. Or, as Gregory of Nazianzus warns, theology is “a serious undertaking, not just a subject like any other.”1 When it comes to trinitarian theology in particular, Gilles Emery highlights where our motivations should lie: “Trinitarian theology is an exercise of contemplative wisdom and a work of purification of understanding based upon receiving the revelation of God in faith (it is ‘faith seeking understanding’).”2 That is the goal of this study: to contemplate and grow in our understanding of the triune God, whom we worship and stake our lives on.

Maximus the Confessor’s opening words in his Chapters on Theology reveal much about his theological presuppositions: “God is one, without first principle, incomprehensible, throughout being the total potentiality of being; he excludes absolutely the concept of temporal or qualified existence.”3

In his introduction, we see Maximus’s priority in discussing the foundation for Scripture and theology: the triune God. This God is one, uncreated, eternal, incomprehensible, self-sufficient, and unchanging. If one wants to read Scripture rightly, then, one must recognize and confess that this God who inspired the Scriptures is supreme, authoritative, and perfect. Maximus and his theological forebears, based on their reading of Scripture, affirmed this truth about God and Scripture, and this became their core presupposition any time they engaged with the biblical text.

Indeed, we cannot deny that we all have theological presuppositions that influence how we read the text based on myriad contextual factors. For example, people raised in different socioeconomic environments in different parts of the world in different centuries may emphasize texts differently based on their own lived experiences or based on practical application in evangelistic environments. Denominationally, a Baptist and a Presbyterian will read certain passages about baptism or church polity differently based on their own presuppositions or based on judgments they have made about a network of related passages. Presuppositions are unavoidable, but we should not automatically assume that our presuppositions are bad. Instead, we should be aware of our presuppositions and ask if our presuppositions hinder our faithfulness to the text.4 So, I have come to believe through studying Scripture that confessing God as triune is faithful to the presentation of the text itself; thus, I make no apology that as a Christian, I confess that God is triune and expect him to present himself in Scripture as such. Reading Scripture, then, is a worshipful endeavor. Put succinctly: if our reading of Scripture is explicitly trinitarian as we recognize God’s providence and self-revelation, then “the doctrine of God becomes itself an exegetical tool.”5

For me, then, a trinitarian reading of Revelation is a reciprocal endeavor that comes from a presupposition about who God is, but that presupposition has been influenced and shaped by the text itself. Simply put, one should not promote a trinitarian reading of Revelation unless it is a faithful reading of Revelation in particular and Scripture in general. Hopefully, the following chapters will show that a trinitarian reading of Revelation is, indeed, a faithful reading.

Now, we can all admit that reading Revelation is difficult. It seems that every commentary, monograph, article, or sermon on the book of Revelation starts with this same lament. And while interpretations of Revelation vary wildly, this shared sense of confusion and wonder unites all of us who seek to understand it. And then we have decided to add on the doctrine of the Trinity, which hardly anyone would describe as an easy doctrine to grasp. I feel the weight of G. K. Chesterton’s famous quip: “Though St. John the Evangelist saw many strange monsters in his vision, he saw no creature so wild as one of his own commentators.”6 When you are done reading this book, you may very well be tempted to say the same of me.

Common interpretations of Revelation—from the pew to the pulpit to the podium—are located somewhere between two poles: Revelation is either a first-century political document or a book of eschatological predictions.7 But apocalyptic works are much more than political tracts or stories predicting the world’s end. Most often, apocalyptic works are written to an audience in times of suffering. The seer pulls back the veil for his audience to show them a glimpse into divine purposes, revealing to them that God has not abandoned and will one day vindicate them.8 And Revelation, beyond all its interpretive quandaries, is rife with rich language and imagery about the words and deeds of the triune God who is bringing all of history to its culmination. So, while Christians might be tempted to overlook the Trinity in Revelation rather than look for the Trinity first, we must remember that God most clearly reveals himself in his words and deeds.

John’s trinitarian theology can be summed up this way: the Holy Spirit has shown him the purposes of the eternal Father, who has sent his divine Son—slain as the Lamb and exalted as King—in order to inaugurate and then finally to complete the triune God’s plan of making all things new. Thus, any meaningful interpretation of Revelation must be undergirded by and subservient to its portrayal of the Father, Son, and Spirit’s identity and activity. So, a trinitarian reading of Revelation brings clarity and coherence to a book full of diverse and disparate language, symbols, and scenes. For John, the Father sits on the throne and in some sense is the source of divine activity, and his purposes are not only concentrated upon but also consummated in Christ.9 Moreover, John depicts the Holy Spirit as a powerful divine agent with “an intensely personal quality”10 who drives the book’s major points and moments. The Spirit is active in both obvious and surprising ways in John’s Apocalypse, elevated above a mere angelic or impersonal agent of God. This stark theocentric character of Revelation simultaneously highlights the identity and mission of Jesus as well as the Spirit within the divine nature and plan.

This book will offer a trinitarian reading of Revelation by rigorous interaction with the text, engagement with modern scholarship, and drawing on the early church’s classic trinitarian reading strategies and conceptual categories. Rather than merely adopting the answers to orthodoxy’s doctrinal test, we will see that their methods for arriving at such conclusions enhance our theological reading. In short, I will argue that a trinitarian reading of Revelation is not an imposition on the text but rather is drawn from a close reading of the text.

In chapter one, we will discuss the context and methodology for this study. In particular, we will survey various debates related to theological readings of Scripture and the church’s classical formulations of trinitarian theology, followed by an approach for a trinitarian reading of Revelation. In chapters two through four, we will apply our approach to select passages in the book of Revelation related to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that highlight their nature and relationships to one another, noting the ways in which our trinitarian reading brings clarity and coherence to these important passages. Finally, chapter five will address ways this approach contributes to modern conversations on trinitarian theology and exegesis, as well as church life and practice.

We should all be seeking understanding by faith, including when we participate in the task of theology. As John Webster wonderfully said, “Theology is thus most properly an invitation to read and reread Scripture, to hear and be caught up by Scripture’s challenge to a repentant, nonmanipulative heeding of God’s Word.”11 As someone who has been redeemed and transformed by the triune God, his Scriptures, and the living Christian tradition, I pray that this book will also encourage you to seek his face not only in Revelation but in the entirety of the biblical canon.
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  Toward a Trinitarian Reading of Revelation

  
    REVELATION IS A CONFUSING BOOK. Did I mention that already? For two millennia of Christian biblical interpretation, most people have recognized that one single methodology, approach, or exegetical tool cannot support the weight of this confusion. Indeed, a brief glance at Revelation’s history of interpretation shows a range of conclusions regarding genre, narrative, prophecy, and theological themes.1 Anyone who reads Revelation understands intuitively that it might take a whole range of tools to build a useful framework. Add to this the complexities of the doctrine of the Trinity, and the problems multiply. So, as we move toward a trinitarian reading of Revelation, it will be helpful to survey some of the tools that have been used in both trinitarian theology and biblical interpretation that we might put in our toolbelts as we seek to bring coherence and clarity to Revelation’s trinitarian theology.

    
      HIGH/LOW CHRISTOLOGY AND BINITARIANISM


      Much of the mid- to late twentieth-century debates about the Christology of early Christians once centered on the distinction between “high” and “low” Christologies.2 High Christology indicated that Jesus was in some sense divine, exalted, and/or worthy of worship alongside Israel’s God. Low Christology, on the other hand, indicated that Jesus was a mere man, subordinated agent, and/or a vicegerent of Israel’s God. Andrew Chester lays out the various possibilities of how Christology developed among the earliest Christians: (1) it is “utterly alien” to the Jewish context; (2) it gradually developed within Jewish categories; (3) it rapidly developed within the Jewish context and categories, most likely in the pre-Pauline or Pauline traditions; and (4) it was inherent from the beginning and therefore required no development.3 In the early days of the high/low debate, Martin Hengel asserted that “with regard to the development of all the early Church’s christology . . . more happened in the first twenty years than in the entire later, centuries-long development of dogma.”4 The discussion around this development has led to ongoing debates regarding Jesus’ person and agency, as noted above. We will engage this debate at length in chapter three, but we will survey below a few representative examples with respect to Revelation.

      Though the high/low bifurcation has dominated much of the last fifty years of scholarly debate, this distinction is not as common today; instead, modern scholars spend their efforts more directly focusing on Jesus’ relationship to intermediary figures, divine identity, the nature of monotheism, and the devotional practices of the early church. These modern discussions can be divided into two major camps with respect to Revelation. On the one hand, scholars such as James McGrath and Adela Yarbro Collins have noticed varying levels of subordination and divine agency in Revelation. For example, when discussing Revelation in particular, McGrath concedes that worship of Christ is a key theme in Revelation, but “were Revelation intended to make a Christological point by applying worship language to Jesus that is normally reserved only for God . . . it misses many opportunities to make this point in a clear and unambiguous manner.”5 For McGrath, Jesus does not share an ontological identity with God but instead “the divine throne and titles.”6 In his view, Jesus is an anointed figure in Revelation, but he is clearly subordinate to God. For Collins, John in Revelation “seems to portray the risen Jesus as an angel or at least in angelomorphic terms” rather than the “high” Christology associated with other books of the New Testament.7 We must also consider similar arguments from scholars such as Loren Stuckenbruck and Charles Gieschen, who discuss the possibility that early Christians, including John, affirmed some sort of angel Christology or angelomorphic Christology in which Christ was either an angel or at times appeared in the form of an angel.8

      On the other side, scholars such as Richard Bauckham, Larry Hurtado, and Ian Paul argue for a Christology in Revelation that highlights Jesus’ divinity.9 For them, John folds Jesus into the identity of YHWH and/or includes him in devotional patterns historically reserved for YHWH.10 As I mentioned above and will discuss in further detail later, Hengel was a prominent figure in the “early high Christology” conversation for his insistence that Jesus was recognized in divine terms quite early in the Christian movement, greatly influencing Bauckham, Hurtado, and others we will discuss in chapter three. Bauckham, focusing on Jesus’ identification with YHWH of the Old Testament (OT), stresses that John has an “extraordinarily high Christology,” placing Jesus on the “Creator side” of a sharp Creator-creature divide, leaving no doubt that “what Christ does, God does.”11 Hurtado, for instance, noted that McGrath exaggerates the ongoing development of christological beliefs in the Christian community and in turn misses the radicalness of the New Testament (NT) authors’ devotional practices12 and further argues that Christ is clearly worshiped next to God in Revelation 4–5.13 Ian Paul is more strident, saying that Revelation is “the most developed trinitarian theology of any New Testament book.”14 Though James Dunn raises issues with confessional readings of the text, he nonetheless notes that “unlike the other main writings in the New Testament [Revelation’s] affirmation of the deity of Christ is unqualified” and “should not be played down.”15

      However, not everyone agrees with these two camps. For instance, Udo Schnelle detects a blurrier Christology in Revelation: “On the one hand, in Revelation Christ or the Lamb is clearly subordinate to God. . . . On the other hand, this clear primacy of theology in Revelation has its counterpart in the comprehensive participation of Jesus in the work of God, yielding a Christology with a theocentric profile. . . . The tension cannot be resolved in one direction or the other.”16

      Schnelle’s point signifies the reason why these two camps exist. Indeed, precisely because the presentation of Christ’s agency in Revelation can be complicated, we will discuss further details concerning these debates and their relevance for understanding Revelation’s Christology in chapter three.

      In addition to christological debates, the person and agency of the Holy Spirit adds another wrinkle to this discussion, as many scholars debate over the Spirit’s apparent divinity in Revelation or the assertion that the Spirit (or “spirit”) is likely an angel or some other type of divine agent. For some, like Hurtado, the Spirit is portrayed in the biblical text as a divine agent, but ultimately early Christian worship patterns reflected “binitarian exclusivist monotheism, able to accommodate Jesus, but disdainful of any other god or lord as rightful recipient of devotion.”17 As we will see in chapter four, a Father-Son binitarianism that subordinates the Spirit is a debate that continues today.

      This brief survey makes clear that the theology, Christology, and pneumatology of Revelation prompts a range of views when attempting to understand how God, Jesus, and the Spirit relate to one another. Yet this debate proceeds from what is largely undebatable: John the seer has a theological commitment, an intense messianic devotion, and a pneumatic experience. Indeed, Revelation prompts the reader to consider the trinitarian dynamics of the book, so that even those above who disagree with a trinitarian reading ultimately feel pressured to respond to the narrative presence of the Father, Son, and Spirit.

      In chapters two through four, we will address these concerns and demonstrate the benefits of our trinitarian reading through theological interpretation and patristic retrieval; in chapter five, we will discuss the ongoing benefit and potential shortcomings of these high/low and binitarian conversations. The rest of this present chapter will begin to move in that direction by turning to specific terms, tools, and reading strategies—both ancient and modern—that will help us engage in a trinitarian reading of Revelation.

    

    
    
      THEOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION AND BIBLICAL PRESSURES


      In recent years, scholars have taken up the task of bridging the gap between canonical interpretation, biblical theology, the history of interpretation, and theological exegesis and/or theological interpretation of Scripture (TIS) vis-à-vis the doctrine of the Trinity.18 This study will draw on and (hopefully) contribute to this discussion. Though some of the following scholars’ presuppositions and conclusions may vary from my own—for instance, this book will contain a more distinctly confessional and patristic or premodern bent than some of their works—many of us who are engaged in the TIS conversation are indebted to them and their paradigms. The following brief overview illustrates a set of recent contributions to this discussion that have influenced this study’s methodology and will help clarify some of this book’s interpretive assumptions.

      David Yeago’s “The New Testament and the Nicene Dogma” has been perhaps the most influential single article on this topic.19 In this article, he lays out a “concept-judgment paradigm,” which states that a creedal doctrine can be biblical even if the creeds use different words than the biblical text does. So, one can use a conceptual word like “Trinity” to render the same judgment about God as the biblical text. Highlighting Philippians 2:6-11 as an example, Yeago contends that Paul’s description of Jesus as “equal to God” and having a “name above every name” renders the same judgment as creedal language “of one substance.” Yeago locates this confession within the ecclesial context of the early church, noting that they must have considered Jesus to be divine: “This remarkable identification reflects the inner logic of the worship of the church in the Spirit. Whether the text from Philippians is an actual fragment of early Christian liturgy, or a free composition of Paul, its background is clearly the liturgical acclamation of Jesus.”20 So, though όμοούσιος (homoousios) is not technically a biblical word, Athanasius and others used this term to explain what they understood the Bible to be teaching about Jesus’ relationship to God. While we must be sensitive to the complexities of patristic interpretation and theologies, Yeago’s paradigm helps us see generally that a trinitarian reading is not foreign to the NT, though later writers may use different terminology and make particular hermeneutical or rhetorical moves on their own terms and in the constellation of other biblical passages and imagery.

      Brevard Childs lauded Yeago’s work, saying:

      
        The decisive contribution of Yeago lies in correctly insisting that traditional Christian exegesis understood its theological reflection to be responding to the coercion or pressure of the biblical text itself. It was not merely an exercise in seeking self-identity, or in bending an inherited authority to support a sectarian theological agenda. His illustration is fully persuasive that the church’s struggle with the testimony to God, found in both Testaments, finally forced a triune formulation of the identity of the one God, even though neither Testament made explicit reference to the Trinity.21

      

      Childs used this idea of “the coercion of the biblical text” in numerous works to highlight the way the text “coerces” or “pressures” the reader into a theological reading.22 He deftly wrote between two worlds, as a critic of historical-critical scholarship from the perspective of a theologian, while also maximizing its best elements from the perspective of a biblical scholar. Moreover, Childs notes that a “reader response” element is inherent to theological reflection; however, he is quick to warn against a subjective reader response that does not attend to the canonical and textual witness of Scripture.23 I join Childs in his aversion toward a non-textual, reader-response reading, but as I noted above, a close reading of the text highlights the trinitarian dynamic of Revelation in a way that pressures us into considering its theological implications.

      Kavin Rowe’s discussion on the use of κύριος (“Lord”) in the Gospel of Luke also assists our work here. Consciously drawing on Childs’s idea of “coercion” with his notion of “biblical pressures”24—that biblical writers were “pressured” by Israel’s Scriptures into making theological claims about Jesus’ oneness with YHWH—he says, “Luke chose a different way to express the identity of Jesus, one much more like Mark and Matthew, but he shares with Paul and John a remarkably similar—if not the same—underlying judgment about the identity of Jesus.”25

      Rowe’s argument is that Luke designates Jesus as “Lord” as a way to conceptualize for his readers the identity of Jesus alongside YHWH, who is called “Lord” throughout the OT. Drawing on Childs, Rowe rightly notes that the early church asked the same question we should still be asking: “Who is the God of the whole Bible? and How do we read the Bible in light of this God?” given the two-Testament witness of the biblical canon.26 One can argue from this juncture, then, that patristic interpreters followed the lead of biblical writers like Luke, heeding biblical pressures as they contemplated the roles, relationships, and identities of the respective divine persons. We will see that John’s language at times pressures readers to make certain judgments about the nature and relationships between the persons, and these pressures help us rule out certain alternate readings. These pressures help us see along with Rowe that “there is (or can be) a profound continuity, grounded in the subject matter itself, between the biblical text and traditional Christian exegesis and theological formulation.”27 Childs and Rowe, then, remind us that a close reading of the text requires theological reflection. We could expand on this claim slightly, and further assert that rightly understanding the theological content as retrospective readers is a type of divine pressure via divine illumination (Lk 24:36-49; Jn 14:26; 1 Cor 2).

      Hill, in his discussion on the trinitarianism of Paul, says that the high and low Christology debates threaten to “obscure the way in which, for Paul, the identities of God, Jesus, and the Spirit are constituted by their relations with one another.”28 Rather than placing Jesus and the Spirit at various points on a vertical axis below God, Hill contends that a “reciprocal web of relations” is a better representation of “the patterns of New Testament speech about God, Christ, and the Spirit.”29 Further, Hill does not find fruitful the bifurcation between biblical exegesis and theological constructions; rather, he makes the basic claim, “If trinitarian theology can assist in the task of interpreting Paul,” then “interpreting Paul is of benefit to trinitarian theology.”30 We will see in the following chapters how Hill’s model serves as a viable and helpful methodological aid. For example, understanding the “web of relations” over and against a type of hierarchical “vertical axis” will help us see that the persons’ economic missions presented in Revelation need not indicate a type of subordination, ontological or otherwise.

      These hermeneutical aids and reading strategies will serve as methodological guardrails as we engage in a trinitarian reading of Revelation in two ways. First, they function as fruitful tools for mitigating against anachronism because their paradigms in different ways attempt to read the biblical text in light of its own present and native theological dynamic. Though anachronism is a danger, ultimately all historical inquiry requires certain tools and labels if one wants to avoid mere nominalism that is unable to speak generally or holistically. The true judgment regarding anachronism is not whether a tool is alien to the historical situation but rather whether the tool highlights the judgments of the text itself. So theological readings in general and patristic readings in particular focus on the text and thus find their own foundations rooted in trying to understand the text itself through the eyes of the human author and divine providence. They further help us avoid eisegesis because they are attuned to the text itself, paying attention to the biblical author’s grammatical choices, use of intertextuality, and theological judgments.

      Second, then, they allow us to consider more specifically in each chapter how pro-Nicene tools help elucidate John’s native theology with respect to the unity and distinction of our triune God.31 The pro-Nicenes used tools to aid their understanding of God’s nature and activity, and their conceptual tools can in turn enable us to work through some of the interpretive difficulties in Revelation related to God’s nature and activity. I will address these concepts directly in the following chapters through brief historical surveys and throughout our exegesis of passages. For now, we will consider this book’s approach in light of these interpretive issues and models.

    

    
    
      TOWARD A TRINITARIAN READING OF REVELATION


      In what follows, I will first define the two primary terms used throughout this book—trinitarian reading and close reading. Then, an explanation of some methodological points of emphasis will clarify this study’s interdisciplinary approach to theology, exegesis, and history.

      1. What is a trinitarian reading? This phrase does not suggest that John used the same terminology as those who affirmed the Councils of Nicaea (AD 325) or Constantinople (AD 381), nor am I saying that we need the creeds in order to see trinitarian theology in Revelation.32 Rather, a trinitarian reading observes the way in which the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are of the same divine nature (e.g., a singular will, power, and authority) and yet are also distinct persons in Revelation. So, I will argue in this book that John’s understanding of the identities and relationships between the Father, Son, and Spirit is not terminologically identical to the later Christian creeds but is nonetheless trinitarian because he makes strong claims for the divine nature of the Son and the Spirit combined with their inseparable activity with the Father. The church fathers and those who formed the orthodox trinitarian creeds sought to be faithful to the biblical text as they articulated their theology, so reading alongside them—as the church has done for most of its history—can prove useful for us as well.

      Of course, trinitarian language was articulated differently throughout the later centuries, and this trajectory was by no means linear or tidy;33 indeed, from Jesus’ resurrection through the patristic era, trinitarian language was certainly not systematized because it was used by different figures in light of various contextual, missional, and cultural concerns and situations, particularly in response to dissident and varying theologies.34 So, trinitarian language and thought cannot be described in terms of mere development, as though it improved (or devolved) over time. So, instead of a value judgment about which era or particular theologian is “best,” it is better to acknowledge certain trajectories of thought in the first few centuries of Christian history, as early Christians intentionally built on those who came before them. We will see these trajectories more clearly in subsequent chapters, but a general overview will be helpful at this stage. To start, the trinitarian language for the Father, Son, and Spirit contained in the biblical texts—what we might call incipient trinitarianism35—contributed to a unified scriptural portrayal of trinitarian theology in distinct ways, based on the book’s particular genre, audience, or argumentation. This canonical coherence allowed later theologians to interpret these texts and begin to distill them into well-defined biblical-theological judgments across various scriptural books. For example, the Gospel of Matthew’s “I have come” statements; the Gospel of John’s “in the beginning,” “I and the Father are one,” and “I will send a Counselor” statements; and Paul’s reworking of the Shema in 1 Corinthians 8:6 do not compete with one another, but instead make related judgments about the Son’s preexistence, the Spirit’s distinct divine prerogatives, and the divine personal relations between them.

      In the second and third centuries, trinitarian terminology took different forms, sometimes in relation to Jewish or Greek philosophical questions about the divine nature and activity, some of which set a trajectory for later theological controversies around and after the Council of Nicaea.36 We see this, for instance, in the “Logos Christology” and “two hands” theology of Irenaeus regarding the Son and Spirit37 and in Origen’s work on the eternal generation of the Son and its implications for the divine nature and activity.38 These ideas prefigure fourth-century theology, but there is nonetheless a notable stabilizing of theological definitions and terminology after this period.39

      In the latter part of the fourth century, pro-Nicene trinitarianism emerged. Lewis Ayres employs the term “pro-Nicene” to describe the “culture” of theologies in the latter fourth century that were “recognized as orthodox by the Council of Constantinople (381) and by subsequent imperial decrees.”40 Though not a neat-and-clean consensus, the term “pro-Nicene” indicates a type of habitus among fourth-century theologians in language, logic, and practice that animates historic Christian orthodoxy.41 As the book unfolds, we will more directly interact with pro-Nicene theology and some important trajectories that led to it, as they pertain to our present study.

      In later chapters, when engaging key patristic theologians, there is no assertion that the historical-cultural situatedness, choice of terminology, or rhetorical style of any individual theologian is monolithic, either with respect to John or each other. Again, the trajectories of trinitarian theology are complex, and theological reflection on scriptural texts did not happen in a vacuum; so, while I will be sensitive to the contextual factors of a theologian’s intellectual life and thought, it is beyond the scope of this book to fully engage every historical-cultural nuance. Instead, interaction with these theologians in subsequent chapters will offer avenues of basic theological retrieval—showing that the church’s reception of biblical texts, including Revelation, produced trinitarian theological language, logic, and rhetoric that is still beneficial to current issues in theology and exegesis. As Wesley Hill has argued,

      
        Approaching the task of theological interpretation of the Bible armed with a particular doctrinal framework is not—or should not be—to find oneself shoehorning the Bible into an alien conceptual apparatus but is rather to find oneself searching out (1) how that framework may have arisen from exegesis itself and (2) how it may best be understood as an effort to enable ongoing exegesis in turn.42

      

      This reciprocal relationship between theological confession and rigorous exegesis will be practiced throughout this book.

      As we work through select passages, I will utilize a “pro-Nicene toolkit”43 of trinitarian conceptual categories to help build a theological-exegetical scaffolding for the divinity of the persons and their relations, including but not limited to (1) eternal relations of origin—the “ordered” (taxis; τάξις) relations among the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the divine life; and (2) inseparable operations—that the three persons of the Trinity always act with one singular will, power, and authority as the one God. In discussing this unity and distinction between the persons, some scholars have used the term redoublement—the patristic idea that we must talk about God “twice over” in biblical texts, noting what the Father, Son, and Spirit have in common (divine nature) and what distinguishes them from one another (processions or missions).44 For our purposes, then, redoublement enables us to speak about the unity and distinction among the persons in John’s theology without unnecessarily emphasizing one aspect over another. These types of tools allow for a trinitarian reading that acknowledges (1) there is one divine nature and thus one divine power and will, so the divine persons do not act unilaterally or confusedly; (2) persons act, not natures, so each divine person carries out distinct economic operations or missions in creation and salvation (e.g., the Son becomes incarnate, not the Spirit) as one person subsisting in the singular divine nature, with a distinct mode of operation within the unified, inseparable divine action; and (3) this unity and distinction are not at odds with one another, but are rather a way to speak about the unity of the divine power and will, and then “double back” to talk about their relations and operations or missions as divine persons carrying out divine acts on the basis of the one divine nature. As Adonis Vidu has rightly argued, “The unity and distinction between the persons [are] equally basic,” and so we should be careful to uphold both.45

      Moreover, along with the pro-Nicenes, we must be precise and careful when discussing who God is ontologically in his divine nature (θεολογία; theology) and how he has revealed himself in creation, redemption, and so on (οἰκονομία; economy).46 When we affirm that the Father, Son, and Spirit are of the same divine nature or substance and act inseparably as distinct persons, we should avoid two issues: (1) a division in the singular divine will such that we claim three divine “centers of consciousness” working together as a coordinated “team”; or (2) a collapsing of the distinction of the persons such that we become functional modalists claiming the three persons are just “modes” or “masks” of the same singular divine person.47 The doctrine of the Trinity is not built on a mere confusing mathematical equation—e.g., 1+1+1=3—but rather on a biblical idiom that speaks of the oneness and threeness of the triune God, taking into account the richness and depth of the one God’s self-revelation as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Where one is tempted to highlight unity to the point of modalism, Scripture highlights the distinction of persons; where one is tempted to separate the persons into a tritheistic model, Scripture equally highlights their irreducible unity.

      Now, if the triune God who has providentially inspired Revelation and the rest of Scripture seeks to reveal himself—and it seems clear that he has—then we should expect to pick up on these trinitarian dynamics when we read and interpret the text. As we will see, a pro-Nicene impulse will allow us to talk about each divine person as truly and fully God with the same singular divine nature and its entailments, showing that there is no need to assume an ontological subordination with respect to Jesus or the Spirit simply because there are ordered processions or missions, as we will see in some of our interlocutors’ arguments in subsequent chapters.48 These categories are, then, not merely doctrinal formulation, nor am I concerned with recovering pro-Nicene categories because it is fashionably retro; rather, they serve as helpful guides to understand God’s revelation of himself, which is our ultimate aim as readers of Scripture. Though this pro-Nicene toolkit is heuristic in a sense, nonetheless I see a substantial agreement between Revelation’s trinitarian dynamic and pro-Nicene trinitarianism.

      2. What is “a close reading of the text”? This phrase suggests paying attention to textual clues—grammatical and narratival choices—native to John’s writing that illuminate his theological commitments.49 Moreover, John uses native language and concepts familiar to his audience—particularly the christological interpretation of the OT, patterns of devotion, and religious experience—to describe the apparent distinction of persons within the nature and identity of Israel’s one God. As Ian Paul observes:

      
        The task of describing the trinitarian dynamic in the book of Revelation is fascinating for two main reasons. First, there is an extraordinary diversity of terms, actions, and ideas deployed in relation to the understanding of God (the Father), Jesus, and the Spirit and their inter-relationship, far in excess of any other text of comparable length in the rest of the New Testament, and there is some real diversity and discontinuity with and between these ideas. Secondly, the complexity and internal self-references within the book create a sophisticated intratextual web which needs careful exploration if we are to discern the theological picture that the text is painting.50

      

      Simply put, if one investigates the roles and descriptions of the Christ or the Lamb and the Spirit in Revelation, a trinitarian dynamic is clear and thus must be engaged. The aids and reading strategies below will assist our trinitarian reading, not by helping us impose trinitarianism onto the text, but rather enabling a close reading of the text by alleviating many of the theological-exegetical difficulties that we will encounter. Ultimately, then, these aids help us read Revelation better.

      It is also important to note that a close reading of Revelation does not entail a historical-critical or stunted historical-grammatical approach that finds the sole meaning of the text within a modernistic notion of the sensus literalis—the literal sense—which seeks to psychoanalyze the human author by recreating his mindset through observing literary clues and historical context.51 This approach breaks away from much of the Christian tradition’s general (but certainly not monolithic) understanding of the literal sense: the historical and literary context of Scripture as the grounding for the spiritual or theological sense(s).52 A modern response to this posture is sensus plenior—an attempt to recover a concern for the “fuller sense” or deeper theological meaning that the divine author intended through canonical reflection and the Spirit’s illumination.53 While these categories can be useful in certain contexts, we are ultimately not required to choose between the literal and fuller sense, or to spend our time trying to separate the intentions of two authors—one human, the other divine. Instead, we can acknowledge that the meaning of the text is wrapped up in the inseparable relationship between the human author and the Holy Spirit who providentially inspired him. For millennia, Christians have viewed the meaning of the text as rooted in God’s self-revelation in history, recorded by human authors according to his providence and inspiration (Ex 7:14; Jer 1:5, 30:2; 2 Tim 3:16-17; 2 Pet 1:21, 3:15-16; Rev 1:11).54 This underlying assumption requires an attentiveness to the nature of Scripture as divine revelation, as well as a concern for “the way the words go”55 in the various genres, themes, intertextual connections, and other textual features that make up the biblical witness.56

      This does not mean, then, that we shun all facets of historical inquiry when it comes to exegesis; however, we cannot visit John on Patmos and ask him questions about his thought process in writing Revelation—we can only read and seek to interpret the witness he has left us. So, we must acknowledge that we cannot and need not read John’s mind in order to understand all of his intentions and presuppositions, so the historical-grammatical method only gets us so far; that said, the historical-grammatical method’s emphasis on textual and historical prudence can help us probe Revelation’s text in order to ascertain judgments about his theology. For example, John clearly constructs Revelation as a combination of apocalypse and epistle, with a prologue and epilogue (Rev 1:4-6; 22:21), and his method for applying concepts and allusions varies but is not haphazard.57 As Ched Spellman reminds us, “The overall framework of the book of Revelation contains textual clues that help guide readers in their understanding of its literary meaning, its theological message, and its expectations for those reading this ‘book.’”58 These textual clues are crucial and are situated under the providence of God’s revelation and ordering of Scripture as a unified canon.

      A close reading of Revelation thus prompts the reader to consider the trinitarian dynamics of the book, not as a subjective reader response where anything goes, but as a response to the theological pressures arising from the text. We will see that God’s address through the text of Revelation places pressure on its audience to wrestle with certain theological issues (e.g., Jesus’ and Spirit’s nature and activity), which has yielded a variety of responses in Christian theological reflection. Ultimately, John’s discourse about God is complex and contested, and yet one of its historical effects was to contribute to the trinitarian arguments of later theologians. The questions now before us are: how did Revelation contribute, and is it appropriate to retrieve their formulations if one is concerned with making sense of the contextual and phenomenal features of John’s Apocalypse? With respect to these features, this book endeavors to demonstrate that (1) John’s grammatical and narratival choices highlight the nature and agency of God (the Father), Christ, and Holy Spirit; and (2) the hermeneutical tools described in the following section and pro-Nicene tools and trajectories covered in subsequent chapters have the capacity, when applied to the book of Revelation, to help frame and develop trinitarian doctrine.

      It is worth noting that many scholars today tend to see any type of theological or confessional reading as anachronistic or eisegetical. Indeed, it is a veritable nonstarter in certain pockets of scholarship to propose that a trinitarian reading could be a “close reading of the text” in the first place. As Ulrich Mauser wrote: “The historically trained New Testament scholar will today proceed with the task of interpretation without wasting a minute on the suspicion that the trinitarian confessions of later centuries might be rooted in the New Testament itself, and that the trinitarian creeds might continue to function as valuable hermeneutical signposts for modern understanding.”59

      It is impossible to answer every critic or charge of bad hermeneutics, but it is nonetheless important to heed this warning. I will conclude this chapter, then, with an explanation of an approach to interpretation that takes the Bible seriously on its own terms and in light of the Christian tradition, with the aim of showing that a trinitarian reading is, indeed, drawn from a close reading of the text.

    

    
    
      A THEOLOGICAL-CANONICAL APPROACH


      Kevin Vanhoozer rightly said that “God must not be an ‘afterthought’ in biblical interpretation . . . instead, God is prior to both the community and the biblical texts themselves.”60 In light of this truth, this study will employ what I (uncreatively) call a theological-canonical approach to interpretation.61 This approach will be applied in the exegetical sections in the following chapters and offers some guardrails to show that a trinitarian reading of Revelation is drawn from a close reading of the text.

      Theological. The Bible is a theological book in the plainest sense—it is a logos (word) about theos (God). Rhyne Putman is right, however, in warning us that theology is “categorically different” from any other “-ology,” such as biology.62 The Bible is a collection of books written by human authors under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit as a testimony to God’s self-revelation in history, so its content is therefore determined by and rooted in God himself. Indeed, since its primary subject matter is God, we cannot read Scripture apart from taking theology into account. So while historical-grammatical tools help us understand some of the issues “behind” the text, they are just that: tools. Therefore, my method is aided by historical-grammatical tools, but not completely bound by them. As mentioned above, to insist solely on the modernistic version of sensus literalis can at times flatten out the biblical text’s rich canonical depth, minimize the truth of divine inspiration, and treat Scripture as an historical document to be described rather than a divine book through which we encounter the triune God. This divine inspiration and spotlighting of the triune God’s words and deeds pressures us to make sense of his portrayal. And as we also saw above, a theological reading of Scripture built on trinitarian foundations was essential to premodern exegesis—and rightly so. We cannot read Revelation rightly without a theological approach.

      Canonical. The Bible is a two-Testament book, which means that we cannot isolate Revelation as a mere historical piece of data, or even as an isolated book among other biblical friends and/or rivals. This is not to deny Revelation’s distinct contribution to the canon—I will emphasize this point in the final chapter—but we must also recognize that it is one piece of a larger canon of sixty-six books that is partially, if not primarily, understood in light of its intertextuality with and witness to the OT. Christopher Seitz is right:

      
        The NT declares the authority of the Old, and the apostolic witness to Christ is authoritative precisely because it is “in accordance with the [OT] Scriptures.” The authority of both the NT and the Christian Scripture as a twofold witness is derived from the claims of the OT—claims presupposed in the NT and asserting themselves in the milieu from which its own composition, as the “apostles” half of the “prophets and apostles,” is coming about.63

      

      As we will see, John’s extensive use of the OT highlights the obvious benefit of and reason for a canonical approach.

      We cannot read Revelation rightly without a canonical approach. This approach does not ignore John as a real person who wrote a real piece of literature rife with OT intertextuality to a real first-century audience; however, it also highlights how divine providence and inspiration shaped the biblical witness in such a way that “YHWH” and “the Trinity” are inescapably synonymous. For instance, in God’s unfolding revelation in human history, the incarnation of the Son—the λόγος ένσαρκος—is the economic unveiling of the triune life. Likewise, the Spirit’s relationship to and inseparable work with the Father and Son highlights the same canonical continuity. Both the OT and NT contain this data, for we would not know that the Son and Spirit are truly divine persons without the OT’s witness to the nature and activity of YHWH. So, we are concerned here not primarily with debates about canon formation or variant canon lists but rather with the theological claim that God has providentially inspired a unified, lasting witness about himself through the writings of human authors, which we now have in the form of the biblical canon.64 In the triune God’s self-revelation and ordering of all of creation (and by extension, Scripture), we do not merely affirm the Trinity based on retrospective readings of the OT, as though YHWH somehow became triune in light of the incarnation and Pentecost. Instead, we see that the subject matter of the biblical canon has always been a unified and providentially ordered witness to the perfect and unchanging nature and activity of the triune God.65 So, in the case of John, it is not merely that he and the NT authors were self-consciously inventing a new form of monotheism as an experiential reader response; rather, their writings were divinely inspired revelation in continuity with the divinely inspired revelation of the OT (2 Pet 1:21; 3:16). Put another way, though the OT and NT are a unified witness to the triune God in different historical or economic moments, they are complementary and interconnected: the OT gives the NT much of its logic and grammar, as well as a basis for its authority; the NT provides a culmination to God’s promises in the OT and makes plain things which were once hidden.66 To speak of Scripture as God’s revelation is to make a theological, even metaphysical, claim. As Seitz has said plainly, “Canon functions in an explicitly theological context.”67 In sum: this theological-canonical approach affirms that the unity of God’s nature and activity (three in one) implies the unity of his revelation in the biblical witness (sixty-six in one).68

    

    
    
      CONCLUSION


      The following chapters on the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit will be organized in two main ways. First, I will discuss patristic conceptions of each person, with a survey of major figures and key ideas that helped shape pro-Nicene trinitarianism. This will orient us to the types of theological moves we will make as we work our way through specific passages in Revelation. Second, we will interpret specific passages in Revelation, chosen because of their clear triadic framing, in which one or more of the persons are shown in terms of their divine nature and activity, as well as their relationship to one another. Through these passages, we can see the trinitarian dynamic most clearly.

      By surveying the patristic sources on trinitarianism and showing Revelation’s place in the development of doctrine, I will show that John’s theology was used in later trinitarian discourse and that reading Revelation is also aided by similar theological concepts used by patristic theologians. In turn, we will see that some patristic language can be a helpful conceptual guide for understanding John’s theology but, at the same time, that we need not anachronistically force later trinitarian language into the text of Revelation in order to engage in a trinitarian reading.69

      When we consider the text of Revelation in the exegetical sections of each chapter, we will see the legitimacy of our claim that a trinitarian reading is not an imposition on the text but rather is drawn from a close reading of the text. Notably, it will be argued that John hinges his doctrine of the Father, Son, and Spirit on the OT and Christian tradition70 as a theo-logical trajectory or fulfillment of Jewish monotheism in God’s providential, two-Testament witness, oftentimes using concepts and language that bear a family resemblance to other sources.71 So, the passages we cover are not a piecemeal attempt to show some trinitarian highlights but rather to show a consistent trinitarian discourse throughout Revelation that is also in accordance with the unified biblical witness. Regarding Revelation’s scriptural rootedness, Peter Leithart asserts,

      
        Revelation is a book of the Bible, and it operates within the world and history described in the OT and NT. Creation, fall, flood, Babel, Abraham, Sodom, Egypt, plagues, exodus, conquest, temple, tabernacle, kingdom, exile, Elijah, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, return, rebuilding: These books, people, and events provided the coordinates of John’s imagination, long before he was swept up by the Spirit to see visions of God. He did have an ecstatic visionary experience, but what he saw reflected the events and institutions of the Bible, and when he recorded them he naturally recorded them in the vernacular he knew, the vernacular of the Scriptures.72

      

      As Leithart says elsewhere, the New Testament authors’ christological and ecclesiological readings of the OT are not “some bizarre form of sacred hermeneutics” but rather “are giving us pointers to the nature of reading itself: clues to the meaning of meaning, the functions of language, and the proper modes of interpretation.”73

      It is clear from the text that John grappled with the implications of Jesus’ and the Holy Spirit’s relationship to YHWH, and in the end he does not hesitate to apply divine titles and characteristics of YHWH to the Son and Spirit, nor does he downplay clear worship of the persons even as they stand next to God. As Michael Bird has described regarding “the birth of Christology”:

      
        At the risk of simplification I would suggest that early Christologies emerged as the attempt to express, in belief and devotion, what the earliest Christ-believers thought God had revealed in the life, passion, resurrection, and exaltation of Jesus of Nazareth. In addition, there was a palpable need to make sense of what they had experienced of Jesus in their own communal and interior religious life.74

      

      John joins this line of early Christian writers attempting to explain the roles and relationships of Jesus and the Spirit proximate to God the Father in light of Jewish monotheism, Christian worship of Jesus, experience of the Spirit, and prophetic and interpretive traditions. While John uses these elements historically and literarily in his writing, we also must acknowledge that the revelation he received confirms not a new thing per se, but rather a continuation of God’s providential promise-keeping throughout history.

      Further, John’s descriptions of Father, Son, and Spirit resonate with common early Christian discourse about God. For example, in 1:1 he shows that the Father gave the revelation to Jesus (ἔδωχεν αύτῶ) from whom (Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ) John directly received the revelation. John is a recipient of this revelation but is neither the author nor its direct agent. Writers of books that would later be canonized into the NT repeatedly stressed that Jesus was sent by the Father to reveal him to humankind (Mt 11:27; Mk 9:37; Lk 10:16; Jn 1:1-14; 4:34; 6:39-44; 8:26-29; 20:21; Gal 4:4; 1 Tim 1:15; Heb 1:2; 1 Jn 4:10) and that he only says what his Father says (Mt 11:27; Lk 10:22; Jn 8:26-29). Jesus, the Son, brings—and in fact is—the divine message (Rev 1:1; 2:1, 8 et al.; cf. Jn 1:1-14). Among the collection called the “Apostolic Fathers,”75 several writings reveal a similar theological impulse. Perhaps most comparably to Revelation, Ignatius of Antioch’s letters all include a salutation and/or doxology that includes the Father and Christ. Three of Ignatius’s letters directly call Christ “our God” (Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν; cf. Ign. Eph. sal.; Ign. Rom. sal.; 3; Ign. Smy. 1) while not conflating him with the Father. As Hurtado put it, these types of passages present “Jesus as both integral to the knowledge of God and ‘one’ with God, sharing in divine glory, and yet also as a distinguishable figure.”76

      Likewise, the Spirit carries John into the vision to hear God’s message (Rev 1:10) and assists Jesus as the message giver to the churches (Rev 2:7, 11). The NT testimony about the Spirit is consistent with these types of descriptions. The Father and Son send the Spirit to deliver God’s message post-resurrection via inspiration to continually remind Christians of Jesus’ teaching (Jn 14:26; 16:13; Rom 8:26; 1 Cor 2:13; 2 Pet 3:16) by literally dwelling within them (Jn 20:22; Acts 1:8; Rom 8:9; 1 Cor 6:19). In the apostolic fathers, Ignatius’s letters contain triadic formulas that include the Spirit (Ign. Eph. 9; Ign. Magn. 13), as does Didache 7 in a triadic baptismal formula. Similar to the Spirit speaking in Revelation 2–3 and John being “in the Spirit” elsewhere, Clement quotes Jeremiah 9:23 as a word “the Holy Spirit says” (1 Clem 13:1). Likewise, the author of Barnabas 12:2 says that the Spirit spoke to Moses and 13:5 says Jacob saw a prophecy “in the Spirit” (εἶδεν δὲ Ἰακὼβ τύπον τῷ πνεύματι). Another early Christian apocalypse, Ascension of Isaiah, also describes the Spirit as a revealer (Mart. Ascen. Isa. 3:16-26), while also distinctly placing the Spirit at the left hand of the Father (Mart. Ascen. Isa. 9:36; 11:33). We will look at many of these connections in more depth in subsequent chapters.

      Though we will use pro-Nicene trinitarian conceptual tools to aid our interpretation, our primary argumentation for a trinitarian reading of Revelation will come by reading and interacting with the text itself. As N. T. Wright suggests, “Even in [the prologue] John manages to unveil a good deal of what he believes about God and Jesus, and about the divine plan.”77 Leithart further notes the triadic formula of Revelation: “The Father is he who is, was and comes; the Spirit is sevenfold; and Jesus is the witness, firstborn, and ruler. . . . Even the enemies of the church come in parodic threes.”78 Indeed, the way each person works inseparably from the other as the book’s message and narrative unfold is plain, so a close reading of the text will notice the trinitarian dynamics already present. We will see both the unity and distinction of the trinitarian persons that affirms what would later be called the taxis (order) and inseparable operations, while also avoiding certain novel versions of subordination between the persons that have crept their way into modern trinitarian discourse.79

      The trinitarian reading proposed here is dependent upon how Revelation describes the divine persons, which reveals that the persons are understood not on individual islands but “in specific relationships or correlations.”80 Perhaps most obviously, we must note that there can be no Father without a Son and no Son without a Father. As Hurtado noted, worship patterns during the NT period left no doubt that “one cannot adequately identify the one without reference to the other.”81 Likewise, the Holy Spirit is only truly understood—to use pro-Nicene terminology—in relation to his procession or spiration, as his mission is ultimately to point back to and perfect the work of the Father and Son. So, binitarianism is untenable given the biblical data because the Spirit’s completion of the work of God pressures biblical interpreters into a trinitarian understanding of God’s nature and activity. The pro-Nicenes understood the unity-yet-distinction dynamic presented by the biblical text, and thus, as Madison Pierce has suggested, we can say that biblical authors can also describe “a Trinity without tiers, but not a Trinity without taxis.”82

      Finally, it should be noted that the method used in this book is multivalent in two ways. First, this book operates within several disciplines—biblical studies, systematic theology, church history, and patristics. I consider myself primarily a systematic and historical theologian who loves the Scriptures and seeks to understand them faithfully and rigorously, so I am attempting to bring together what others may put asunder.83 Given the aim and scope of this book, each discipline can be engaged with depth and rigor but will be somewhat limited by our narrow focus on a trinitarian reading of Revelation. I therefore will engage with various disciplines while avoiding anachronism or contextual ignorance as much as possible, but nuances are sometimes only able to be covered in footnotes. In each exegetical section in subsequent chapters, I will intentionally interact with commentaries, monographs, and articles from various viewpoints and disciplines, both to highlight their strengths and as a foil to show where my reading differs and hopefully provides a better way forward. That said, this chapter has introduced basic definitions, assumptions, aids, and strategies to clear the ground and set forth a trajectory to those chapters.

      Second, this trinitarian reading of Revelation will be explicated in a variety of ways under the umbrella of the theological-canonical approach. The methods noted above from Yeago, Childs, Rowe, and Hill will serve as surfaces on the interpretive kaleidoscope, but we should not expect John to have used a neat-and-clean method.84 As mentioned above, John used familiar language and concepts—particularly those found in the OT Scriptures—to describe what may have been a borderline indescribable vision. Therefore, the levels of explicitness with which John describes the divine persons may vary based on the particular portion of the vision he is witnessing and will be described in his own vernacular, so to speak, given that his writing comes from “experienced reality.”85 Indeed, as Childs observed: “The issues of symbolism, literary genre, and fluctuating tradition pose a complexity which does not allow for a simple method of ‘decoding’ the text.”86 So, as Matthew Bates has said, I acknowledge the NT writers did not yet have stable “nomenclature to express the Trinity” but that “the die had been cast” through their understanding of and interaction with the OT.87 Again, this does not weaken the assertion that a pro-Nicene toolkit can provide helpful ways to understand Revelation’s theology, because it helps bring clarity and coherence to John’s marvelous vision.
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