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Note on Editions


Reading Revelation was originally published in French as L’Apocalypse de Jean. Une lecture thématique in 2007, and subsequently in English in 2012. To mark the release of this Second English Edition as part of the Foundations in New Testament Criticism series, the author has added new postscript material discussing and responding to the reception of the previous two editions in the study of Revelation since their publication.






Foreword to the English Edition


I am especially pleased to commend the treatment of the Apocalypse of John by Gordon Campbell in this book. As readers pick up and read through the following analysis of Revelation, I believe they will find a lively engagement with the text that puts the interpretation of John’s enigmatic visions on a new footing. The literary narrative method adopted by Campbell is not entirely new; such an approach to the Apocalypse has been taken up for nearly 30 years. It is, instead, rather how Campbell uses his chosen method that helps put the book of Revelation in a new light.


As Campbell is aware, the study of Revelation has been dominated by a number of approaches; these approaches are often so narrowly applied that other, complementary ways of considering the book are left aside. Of course, the way into the text of the book will frequently determine what one ultimately extracts from it as valuable for the communities of faith who consider it authoritative. While the present volume is no exception, the way Campbell reads Revelation serves as a splendid example of the use of a particular reading strategy without, at the same time, doing away with the value of others.


Among the many interpretations of Revelation during the last several decades, two approaches – broadly defined – continue to be influential among larger numbers of readers, academic and otherwise. One is to regard the book as a predictive prophecy, and the other is to regard it as a source for how Christians were coming to terms near the end of the first century CE with their emerging religious identity in the Mediterranean world. With the present volume in mind, we can reflect briefly on these two interpretative strategies.


First, there is the understanding of Revelation as prophecy chiefly concerned with predicting the future. Is the Apocalypse of John to be thought of as a book written by someone who, whether from his own vantage point or in relation to Christians then and now, charted a map of future events by drawing on a wealth of symbols that those who are discerning can decode? How one answers this question is bound up with how one addresses a number of related issues that include one or more of the following: (1) Is an ‘apocalypse’ – the book designates itself as ‘the apocalypse of Jesus Christ’ (Rev. 1.1) – by definition going to be a work that focuses on the eschatological future as the end and goal of history? (2) Is interest in an eschatological resolution to history necessarily shaped by a pessimistic outlook that questions whether the power structures of this world can actually be transformed into institutions that embody the will and the purpose of God? Related to this, does Revelation essentially speak best to a context of persecution, whether then or now, in which people have no recourse but to hope for divine intervention? (3) Is the future, referred to in Revelation as what will happen ‘soon’ (1.1; 22.6; cf. 1.19; 4.1; 22.10), an imminent or a distant reality? Given the passing of nearly 2,000 years since the composition of Revelation, to what degree is it appropriate for interpreters to find ways to make an ancient prediction relate to contemporary events? (4) If an eschatological reading of Revelation is combined with the assumption that it is concerned with ‘us’ as contemporary readers, what purpose might there be, if at all, to search for or speculate on the historical allusions in the book? To what extent is it appropriate to read Revelation as a fund of symbols to be deciphered and matched to people and events that readers may be able to recognize? (5) In the end, how well does a futuristic interpretation of Revelation help us make sense of the book as a whole? Readers will notice that Campbell does not frequently use terms such as ‘future’, ‘eschatology’, or ‘prediction’ in his analysis. His narrative treatment of Revelation adopts a view that its message is ultimately bigger and grander than eschatology.


Another influential approach to Revelation that the present volume avoids without being able to dispense with it altogether is ‘historical’. Seen and read in its ancient context, the text is explained as arising from and responding to external stimuli. Essential to reading the Apocalypse is the study of source material from the Greco-Roman and Jewish antiquity that can be said to lie underneath, behind, and around the text. Campbell’s wish in this volume is not to ignore this dimension as a way to help make sense of Revelation. However, a one-sided focus on the identification of factors outside the text neglects the possibility, if not the likelihood, that such a richly symbolic work may in fact go a long way in providing its own ‘text-immanent’ terms for interpretation. The discernment of correspondences between the text and details that come to us through ancient sources about life in Asia Minor towards the end of the first century CE may, in principle, anchor the book within the time, space and ideology of a certain context. However, what does this approach offer to readers of the twenty-first century? Campbell’s literary analysis adopts a perspective that renders the search for meaning in the book of Revelation as involving something bigger than the sum of its historically contingent parts.


New Testament scholars have had little problem referring to Paul and, indeed, the writers of each of the four canonical Gospels as theological thinkers. By contrast, there is more hesitation in many communities of faith to regard John of Revelation as a theologian in his own right. Campbell offers us a way to read the book as more than simply a glimpse into the future, as more than a response to circumstances faced by the Christian communities of Asia Minor, or as more than a creative interpretation of biblical tradition. In Revelation we are to see something of John as a theologian who consciously thought about several issues that are crucial to an understanding of a Christian identity: John assigned a central place to Jesus the Lamb within the God of Israel’s redemptive purpose for the cosmos; John modeled discipleship on Christology and, to some extent, Christology on discipleship; John thought about what it means to worship God while at the same time accommodating a figure like Jesus in a way that does not undermine faithfulness to God alone; and John, perhaps more radically than any of his Christian contemporaries, posited a tension between a casual participation in social, economic and political spheres of life and the unswerving loyalty to God. For these underlying theological convictions the text of Revelation offers its own terms of reference, and therein we may discern both the promise and challenge of the book, not only for audiences who first heard it read aloud in the first century but also for faith communities today.


I hope that in this respect, readers will benefit from the present volume by Gordon Campbell as much as I have already.


Loren Stuckenbruck


Shavu‘ot 2012


Jerusalem







Preface to the English edition


When the French original of this book appeared in 2007, it was my intention that it should also be published in due course in my mother tongue. Much of the first draft in English was, in fact, already complete by that time. Sparse reaction from scholars to the French edition, especially beyond the francophone context, has been somewhat frustrating: it may be attributable to the partial eclipse of French in Biblical Studies, amid a growing trend towards the exclusive use of English. Therefore, perhaps by its very accessibility this edition will excite greater interest among Revelation scholars and others. Where specialists with whom I engaged in the French edition have published relevant work in the five years since it appeared, I have attempted to recognise this in the footnotes and bibliography.


It took me more time than anticipated to find an English-language publisher willing to take on so substantial a project as this, in today’s climate. I am therefore delighted by the interest that James Clarke and Co. have shown in my work since first it came to their notice, and I wish to record my gratitude both for the help they have given and the speed with which they have done so.


For many reasons, the only satisfactory way I could imagine making the French original available to readers of English was to translate the book myself. As both translator and author, I faced the temptation on almost every page to revisit whatever point was being made and – as time passed – to update the material accordingly. Whilst this enticement was resisted, for the final draft I nonetheless felt free to correct any mistakes which remained in the French edition, or to improve on the clarity or the force of the argument wherever this seemed appropriate. I am very grateful to my secretary, Renée McCracken, for her invaluable help with the indices and to my children Myriam and Stuart Campbell for their contribution. Any remaining obscurities can only be my fault! In agreement with James Clarke & Co., this English edition also uses endnotes instead of footnotes. It is hoped that this change will help readers focus on the main task – reading Revelation.


In the foreword to the French edition I expressed my indebtedness to Alain Martin. Following protracted ill health, Alain passed away in Spring 2011. I wish to take this opportunity to mark his passing by expressing my profound gratitude to God for his life and ministry.




The stance which I have adopted in this study mainly reflects the context of teaching and research in which it was undertaken – in the Academy – but also that of the Church. Since the French original was published I have continued greatly to value interaction on Revelation with theology students in general and with those preparing for ordination in particular, whether in Aix-en-Provence, Belfast or Riga. In so far as my book is an invitation to my readers to read John’s Revelation with new eyes, I hope this may result in an enhanced appreciation of the Book by scholars and a renewed influence for it in the worship and the witness of the Church. In light of this, I am especially grateful to Prof. Loren Stuckenbruck for his assessment in the foreword to the English edition and enthusiasm which he expresses there.


What was first said in French has now been repeated in English. Accordingly, like the French original this English edition is dedicated to my wife Sandra and to our children Aimée, Myriam, Stuart and Marc – with all my love.






Foreword to the French edition


To write a foreword is a difficult art. On the one hand, it should show thorough familiarity with the author’s intentions and respect for them. On the other, it should help and facilitate readers by putting across an independent view of the book. Although it is rather like trying to square the circle, I will endeavour to take up this considerable challenge. In a foreword, there is a limit to what may be said, but the bottom line is this: to make readers want to read Gordon Campbell’s work, devoted to the biblical book of Revelation.


They will not find here a verse-by-verse commentary of the book. Nor will they find the classic explanations of historical context by which those who take Revelation to be a coded message attempt to decipher it. For Campbell such pursuits are a pretext; they too quickly supply a key, blurring just as quickly what the biblical book itself intended. Accordingly, he stands back somewhat from historical-critical methodology, picking up instead where structural or narrative approaches left off and going beyond them.


However, it would be wrong to restrict Campbell’s intention merely to a question of method. What he tries to do is to take the text on its own terms, with a view to discovering the primary purpose for which it was written.


The foundation for his thinking is a thematic reading, approaching Revelation through the study of a number of themes which run right through this book. Among the unifying themes which Gordon Campbell identifies are pseudo-divinity, bogus messiahship, false worship, humanity struggling against propaganda, faithful or unfaithful bride-cities and covenant. This enumeration is admittedly too terse, since behind it lies a wealth of themes which intermingle and correlate with one another.


For instance, it is not long before the importance of parody comes to light. Thus the forces of evil (the two monsters, the devil) do not attempt to attack God head-on, but rather try to take his place by imitation. Revelation describes a parody of the Trinity, of the Messiah or again, of the Lord’s Supper. Propaganda is a parody of the Word of God, a ‘lies factory’ as Paul Claudel put it. I might add that in other biblical passages there is similar parody to be found, as in what some call the Synoptic Apocalypse: ‘false messiahs and false prophets will arise and perform signs and wonders so that even the elect, if possible, might be led astray’(Mark 13.22).




For Campbell, the whole history of Israel is taken up into Revelation from the start; this process is underway right from the letters to the seven Churches, which are not to be separated from the rest of the book. He sees Babylon, in chapter 18, not as a description of the economic life of Rome but of the corruption of Jerusalem, as depicted by the prophets. Revelation is the (hi)story behind history. The chaos of history hides the reality of the purposes of God, where the Messiah takes his place. Revelation’s Christ-Lamb is most definitely the Jesus Christ of the Gospel. Revelation is not the New Testament’s last and difficult book, which no one quite knows how to handle – like Luther or Calvin, both of whom found it too difficult and refrained from writing a commentary on it. It is no post-script either, which had difficulty getting into the Canon. Rather, as a book it represents the crowning achievement of the Scriptures. The coherence of these Scriptures, when taken together, is affirmed by Gordon Campbell not just through frequent quotation from the Old Testament, or by rooting so many of its elements in the history of Israel, but also by recalling the work of Jesus Christ.


To use an expression coined by Oscar Cullmann, ‘it is in salvation history that Revelation firmly belongs’. This explains why the book has been so relevant to readers in times of persecution; as the testimony of Irenaeus of Lyons suggests, this may already have been so in the Roman era, although this ought not to be made into an interpretative key. Nearer to our own time, Revelation nourished the faith of Christians struggling against Nazi totalitarianism.


What, then, of us today? Without a doubt Revelation summons us to resist propaganda, advertising, slogans of the day – anything, in fact, which devalues or perverts the spoken word. Humanity is taken in by the attempts of the forces of evil to imitate God’s actions. Evil is not the opposite of good but that which would substitute itself for good. In Genesis 3, the error of humankind was not opposing God but wanting to regard itself as God.


Gordon Campbell puts it very nicely: ‘If God has the last word in this story, it is because he had the first word’. In every age readers are encouraged to distinguish where the unadulterated Word of God may be heard. He goes on: ‘our author never fails to underline the obligations and responsibilities incumbent on faithful partners in their relationship to God, under the new covenant sealed by the blood of Christ’. For Campbell, Revelation is not to be used for satisfying whatever more or less unhealthy curiosity we may have. Instead, it is for disabusing us of our false illusions, diverting our attention away from values which we may find hypnotic and towards the one true God, who alone is able to save us.


These several reflections, which are far from complete, do not mirror at all adequately the wealth found in Gordon Campbell’s work. However, if they make readers want to immerse themselves in this demanding but immensely rich book, then this foreword will have achieved its goal.




The work depends on an extensive bibliography comprised of English, German and French-speaking authors. Among the latter Allo, Brütsch and (for the liturgical dimension) Prigent may be mentioned, but especially Jacques Ellul, some of whose insights are once more found in Campbell, particularly where propaganda is concerned.


The results of Gordon Campbell’s research were first presented within a university setting. We owe this Irishman our gratitude for making them available here to the wider French-speaking public. Personally, I am always filled with admiration for English-speaking friends like him, whose grasp of our language is so good.


Alain G. Martin






Preface to the French edition


Publication of this book is the result of a research project which goes back more than fifteen years and originates in my doctoral studies. During those years, spent living in France, it was my joy to serve first as a minister of the Reformed Church of France (ERF), in the department of Charente and later Marseilles, then as Professor of New Testament at the Faculté libre de théologie réformee (FLTR/FJC)1 in Aix-en-Provence. Despite having returned to Ireland with my family in 2005, I was keen to make available to the French-speaking public, in the first instance, the fruit of my time spent in the company of Revelation. It is my prayer that French-speaking exegetes I have encountered, but especially ministers and Church members, might find this a useful tool for reading John’s Revelation, deriving benefit from it and sharing its message with others.


Various Churches and institutions, together with several individuals, helped and encouraged me as I undertook this work. In this foreword, I particularly want to express my profound gratitude towards them.


That my wish to write in French was granted is due, in no small measure, to the Academic Council of Queen’s University, Belfast (QUB), in Northern Ireland. Through application of the criterion of professional development, I was allowed to write my doctoral dissertation in the language of John Calvin. That thesis, submitted and accepted in 2002, was reworked and expanded for the present work, as well as being transformed with a wider readership in view.


The faithful support of two individuals helped me complete my research culminating in the award of a PhD in 2002. The first is my supervisor Professor Cecil McCullough, a minister of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, Principal of Union Theological College (UTC) at the time and Professor of New Testament within the QUB Institute of Theology. His contribution was particularly helpful in terms of my methodology. The second is Professor Alain-Georges Martin, a retired ERF minister and Emeritus Professor of New Testament in FJC. Right up until the completion of my doctoral work, he remained a trusty consultant, especially where my French expression is concerned. In spite of their valuable contributions, I alone am responsible for any defects that remain.




My former colleagues on the Faculty of FJC supported my work through their encouragement and prayers whilst the College’s governing body was of practical help on a number of occasions, notably by granting me study leave. I hope they will not be disappointed by the ‘result’. Several groups of students who followed my lectures or other occasional papers on John’s Revelation should, from time to time, find their questions, comments and especially their enthusiasm reflected in these pages. The same goes for their opposite numbers at UTC in Belfast.


Without the backing of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, of which I am a minister, and especially of two successive Executive Secretaries of her Board of Mission Overseas (which employs me) – Rev. Terry McMullan and Rev. Uel Marrs – I would never have been able to set aside the time needed for serious research on Revelation and for writing the present book. I am very grateful to them both.


Last of all, I should like to express my heartfelt thanks to the publishers, Excelsis, for accepting this piece of work and including it in their Biblical Theology series.


With much love and gratitude, I dedicate this work to my wife Sandra, who faithfully sustained me through the ups and downs of work on such a scale, as well as to our children Aimée, Myriam, Stuart and Marc, for all the patience they have shown me.


Notes


1 Recently renamed Faculté Jean Calvin (FJC).






Methodological introduction


‘There is something dreadfully presumptuous, forbidding and uncalled-for about writing anything at all on the subject of Revelation’ (J. Ellul).1


In spite of J. Ellul’s disclaimer, which still remains spot on today, here I am undertaking my own quest for the meaning of the Book of Revelation over thirty years later. As Ellul set about his task then, he thought it a good idea to leave behind more well-trodden paths of interpretation. My own proposal also represents a desire to break new ground and accordingly the study which follows is a thematic reading of Revelation – the first of its kind, as far as I know.


The reader must be giving me the benefit of the doubt to some degree by even opening this book, but you are likely wondering what it will contain and just as keen to learn, as quickly as possible, what a thematic reading is. Ultimately, it will take me a whole book to answer that very legitimate question! A preliminary sketch of what it entails will nonetheless be provided in the second part of this introduction.


First, we need to face two facts. One is that – as widely agreed – Revelation is a difficult biblical book to read. The other is that my approach to Revelation here will be unfamiliar. It is my conviction that a thematic reading will contribute towards a better understanding of this challenging biblical text, complementing the more familiar commentaries on Revelation. However, it will help my readers at the outset if I provide some orientation by justifying the method adopted and explaining what is at stake. Whilst this may seem like a detour, I think it is the best way to broach our subject.


Why undertake a thematic reading?


The interpretative climate


In 2001, in a specialist article published in a biblical journal, I already supplied the groundwork for the why of the approach I have adopted.2 At the time, my objective was to give some prior indication of results arising from an investigation being undertaken for my doctoral dissertation, as well as providing necessary advance justification for the thematic approach I am now using here. For the purposes of the dissertation,3 I reflected on several methodological issues requiring clarification, all of them fundamental. In the conclusion to the article, I expressed a twofold conviction: concerning the way Revelation is put together, I affirmed that the Book’s thematic materials make a major contribution to its linguistic and narrative unity. As a consequence, I suggested that interpreters ought to be making it their priority to explore in detail the way these materials are deployed and developed, in order that Revelation scholarship might expand the rather rudimentary literary appreciation which we then had of the Book as a complex unity.4


Because of the state of play in biblical exegesis, this enterprise seemed to me to be a matter of some urgency. Let me briefly outline a situation which non-theologians among my readers will likely find surprising. If we were to survey the considerable body of exegetical work on John’s Revelation published in the West around the turn of the third Christian millennium, we would be forced to conclude that the vast majority of interpreters are not, in fact, really interested in getting to grips with Revelation in its final form, as it appears today in our Bibles. And this would be true not only of journal articles – which, by definition, can have only a limited scope – but also of longer works devoted to examining this biblical book as a whole.


Exactly what, then, is the main interest of specialists of the last book of the Bible, whose works will fill my footnotes and bibliography? Generally speaking, they focus on Revelation’s relationship to the context in which it was produced, as viewed from the standpoints of history, politics, sociology and religion. Thus, my main dialogue partners understand the act of interpretation to involve, in particular, the investigation of that to which Revelation might refer, beyond itself. Their goal is constantly to improve our understanding of the way Revelation fits into the public history of the century it came from, as reconstructed by historians striving to use the tools of their trade. Unlike the present author, a majority of researchers are not primarily interested in the text of the Book of Revelation as such; instead, they focus on the context that lies behind the text – that is, its hypothetical original circumstances (often called its Sitz im Leben, from the German).5 That, we could say, is how the prevailing exegetical wind has been blowing. In contrast, the present study attempts to give an account of Revelation’s complex unity or its narrative coherence by using a thematic reading. Straightaway, the question arises as to whether the thematic reading of Revelation found in these pages represents, by implication, a kind of cross-wind.


Admittedly, to take an interest in the themes of a book of the Bible is nothing new in and of itself, even if interpreters who have had recourse to such a method – sporadically, it has to be said – have insufficiently thought through what might be meant by themes.6 Yet my own efforts here at exploring Revelation’s complex thematic materials in a thoroughgoing way, by means of both analysis and synthesis, are nonetheless definitely new and indeed unheard-of in the history of the Book’s interpretation. The same goes for my methodology, a sort of ‘reasoned eclecticism’7 which combines literary and theological readings whilst leaving aside the historical approach. In the worst-case scenario, this originality of approach might look like naivety, making my efforts in this book just another case of hermeneutical rashness of which the history of exegesis has already produced too many. In the best-case scenario, my chosen methodology (supposing it were justifiable) would, at the very least, require satisfactory explanation. The question posed a moment ago is therefore inescapable: Why undertake a thematic reading at all?


Originally, my research had another aim than the one being pursued here; this was to study, as systematically and fully as possible, the ‘fundamental antithesis’8 which underlies the composition of John’s Revelation. This objective led me to undertake an exhaustive preliminary exploration of Revelation aimed at finding anything that might be indicative of a deliberate intention, on the author’s part, to describe the world, its history and human beings as having two, antithetically parallel sides to them. I was soon faced with a major methodological challenge. How could the large amount of data from Revelation relevant to the study be both listed and correlated, without getting lost on the way in the welter of detail? My solution to this problem was to innovate, by examining the Book’s antithetical parallelism via the detailed description of its principal themes – something no one had ever attempted. I did this on the basis that these themes, as will be shown in the present book, were arranged in contrasting pairs of negative and positive elements.


What was originally a means to an end – a thematic approach to the textual data, using both analysis and synthesis – has for present purposes now become the end in itself. In this book my goal is to give an account of Revelation’s major literary-theological themes; to what extent these major themes are arranged antithetically – or clustered around corresponding negative and positive poles – will emerge incidentally as I am able, in ensuing chapters, to analyse and synthesise their configurations.


Turning things around, in this way, for publication should not diminish the contribution which I hope my research will make to scientific study of John’s Revelation – quite the opposite. The first reason for this is negative: adequate refutation, by the results presented here, of what could be called the apocalyptic colour hypothesis. It was long thought by commentators that Revelation’s frequent literary contrasts, which wrench the text more or less abruptly back and forth, were simply the mark of a banal literary characteristic, typical of apocalyptic genre. It will no longer do to make such a gross approximation or merely to credit the author with a mental framework liable to reduce everything to a fundamental conflict consisting of ‘for and against’.9


The second reason is positive. I show how Revelation’s ever-present use of antithesis is solidly established to be hermeneutically significant by three hard facts:




a) We are dealing, here, with a skilfully woven part of Revelation’s compositional web.


b) The Book’s numerous antithetical phrases, figures and images are carefully interlinked within its complex narrative.


c) These very motifs, with their positive and negative poles, both regulate and punctuate the developing narrative.







At the same time, I believe I am justified in reworking the outcome of my research so as to provide a full-blown thematic reading of Revelation. For after all, it does not ultimately matter to a reader that Revelation abounds in sophisticated contrasts which are seen to be cleverly connected in the final composition as we have it – even if this is true, and worthy of emphasis. No, what matters is the Book’s message and meaning. By inviting readers to engage with the full substance of Revelation’s various major themes which, as I hope to demonstrate in detail, are carefully conditioned by antithetical parallelism, I mean to draw attention to those very themes as key vehicles of meaning and accordingly to derive from them constant implications for the interpretation of Revelation.


What about historical research?


But back to the cross-wind. Given the domination of historical questions in the study of Revelation, as just noted, there is an issue that simply cannot be dodged. Does my proposal to undertake a thematic reading of Revelation, for which historical research as such is to be set aside, entail denying the importance of the historical dimension of biblical books? Since the emergence of structuralism, it is certainly the case that synchronic approaches to literary texts which assert in principle the immanence of the text do, quite openly, abandon two traditional objectives of exegesis. One of these is investigation of the author’s intentions; dispensing with this can lead, in some cases, to all interest being focused on readers in their subjectivity and on what they may find relevant in the text they are reading.10 The other is location of a text in its context of origin; for new literary criticism, a text is in no way anchored to this context and cannot refer to it in any ‘ostensive’ manner (that is, a text is judged to be incapable of breaking free of its own textual confines into some alleged external context lying beyond its own limits).11


Let me state clearly, with no disclaimers that, whenever explanation of Revelation’s difficulties is called for in this study, I will always give preference to solutions found within the parameters of the text, rather than have recourse to factors beyond it. This is because I refuse, in principle, to do damage to the text as a self-contained narrative by presuming to sever its content from its form. However, it would be quite wrong to interpret this as a desire, on my part, to call into question ordinary exegetical work, whose historical questioning seeks a fuller understanding of biblical books through due consideration of their original historical milieu. In fact, the opposite is the case. For even if the present book makes resolute use of an altogether different method, I take it as self-evident that a book’s frame of reference ought to be investigated.


There are two clear reasons for this. First, and from an explicitly Christian point of view, it is beyond dispute for me that ‘God has revealed himself in the history of human beings and … his revelation, [as] recorded … in the Old and New Testament[s], is itself historical [in nature]’.12 Confining myself to the New Testament, that means that in historical terms Jesus of Nazareth and the phenomenon of emerging Christianity, as described in its writings (including Revelation), are deeply rooted in the history of the first century of our era. From this standpoint, it is clear that the various representations of Christ in Revelation’s narrative – among them ‘one like a Son of man’13 (1.13; 14.14), the Lamb (5.6, etc.), or the messianic warrior (19.11ff) – each refer, in their own way, to the historical figure of Jesus, crucified under Pontius Pilate, and to God’s acts in history in raising him from the dead, exalting him and calling forth a Church to confess his name (in Roman Asia or elsewhere).14 Without such history or the events that comprise it – notably Christ’s redemptive death – Revelation would simply lack the historical and extra-linguistic ‘moment’ to which the Book’s linguistic narrative so obviously bears witness. Revelation refers to extra-textual happenings in the remembered past which continue to be relevant in the lived-in present where the Book came about. Jesus’ coming upon the human scene has left its trace or mark in this text which, together with the New Testament’s other documents, now represents that past history, stands for it and is equivalent to it.15


Yet a gulf in time separates us from that world, so different from our own, and this fact renders our access to it at best indirect and incomplete. This means, secondly, that if we are to understand and interpret as successfully as possible a writing originating in a communicative setting that is foreign to us, and if we are to treat that setting with due respect, it is (and will remain) absolutely vital that we take into account the historical context being presupposed. The question of how exactly a particular biblical book corresponds to a given frame of reference, requires thorough exploration. Correspondingly, historical research must remain a privileged arrow in the exegete’s quiver. Although the tools of historical investigation are certainly always capable of refinement, and whilst its methods are only means to an end and not ends in themselves,16 biblical research cannot do without historical inquiry. In the pages that follow, therefore, I will not be ignoring completely the historical question of Revelation’s original Sitz im Leben. How this or that part of the narrative has been handled throughout the history of exegesis will, from time to time, necessitate a short historical detour or, at the very least, discussion of historical issues in the footnotes.17


John’s Revelation and ‘History’


Nevertheless, it is one thing to reject the assumption made by semiotics in its pure form when it is asserted that we can know nothing about the circumstances in which the act of writing occurred, and do nothing to try to shed light on them.18 It is quite another to conceive, theoretically, how one might adequately research, and then critically reconstruct, the original communicative situation for such a complex book as Revelation. Elucidating the relationship of John’s Revelation to history is a task whose real difficulty ought not to be underestimated. As far as its author’s intentions are concerned, the point of the Book does not seem to be fundamentally historiographical in nature – as is the case, for example, with Luke’s work. It is therefore far from clear how this relationship should be understood or even, what sort of ‘history’ might be involved. Of mixed narrative genre, Revelation requires its would-be interpreter to reckon with the very complex way its apocalyptic, prophetic-visionary and epistolary characteristics merge together into one single account.19 As far as ‘history’ is concerned, this already means we are dealing with an intermingling of several possible modes of reference, or correspondence, to extra-textual realities located in the domain of Weltgeschichte (the history of the world, or public history).


Nor is it immediately obvious what segment of the real-life experience of its first readers to which Revelation might be referring. Bearing in mind that Revelation’s narrative gives so prominent a place to the worship of God and the Lamb – an activity which plainly enjoys great importance for both author and addressees – any extrapolation to a supposed original context would have to take full account of the Book’s cultic atmosphere and episodes depicting worship, along with their liturgical elements. Accordingly, we might ask whether today’s readers (like those before them) are not in fact invited, through the act of reading, to become participants in this worship and to get involved as actors alongside the Risen One in contemporising a kind of Christusgeschichte (or [hi]story of the living Christ).


Alternatively, might the centuries-long career of God’s people, of which John and the Christians of Asia believe themselves to be members, not constitute the historical context to which Revelation, in the final analysis, makes reference? For in constantly alluding to the Old Testament, the text of Revelation invokes its own sub-text, or collection of constant inter-textual references, which mould from start to finish the story it recounts.20 The difficult task of reconstructing the circumstances in which Revelation could have been written and read therefore demands that consideration be given to just such a historical backdrop: to Heilsgeschichte (or salvation history). For it is as if the issue which is at stake in Revelation’s narrative, and our successful explication of it, is that of the correct interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures and of the historical tale they combine to tell.21


In consequence of all of this, as I have written elsewhere,




It is a hazardous enterprise for the interpreter of Revelation, at a distance of two millennia, to attempt to piece together the historical circumstances reflected in the story told by an ancient apocalyptic book. In extrapolating from the poetic and highly symbolic world of the text to the real world, how is one to avoid imposing an alien interpretative framework upon the apocalyptic narrative? Exactly how any corresponding socio-religious context in first-century Asia Minor is to be inferred from this apocalyptic story is far from apparent.22





Yet there is no shortage of books and articles in which, undaunted, scholars still profess to be able to move in more or less direct fashion from the textual data of Revelation to their alleged ‘real’ frame of reference. Supposing for a moment (for sake of argument) that there is no problem here, and that my warning to readers of Revelation is actually groundless, we must still acknowledge the very fragmentary nature of our current awareness of the socio-religious context of the Churches of first-century Asia Minor. And this dictates that whenever Revelation is read in this way, great caution should be exercised in any effort to recover and fit together pieces of historical data that might be taken in combination to reflect the context of its production.23 For in spite of the current preponderance of scholarly reconstructions that posit a Roman backdrop for Revelation, it remains more natural (from a strictly historical point of view) to presuppose that if there is historical light to be shed on Revelation, as on the New Testament as a whole, then such illumination will derive especially from the context of Second Temple Judaism – one which, moreover, has bequeathed to us other Jewish apocalypses. Clearly, such a line of reasoning would entail me breaking with the current consensus.24


As a result of my research, that is precisely where my own reading of Revelation has ultimately been taking me. As the present study progresses, we will see reflected in Revelation’s narrative not, as is usually assumed, a rhetorical position fundamentally at loggerheads, politically or religiously, with the ancient Roman status quo, but instead manifestations of a distinctly inner-Jewish debate, conducted on the basis of rival readings of the Old Testament current at the time. Consequently, a provisional reconstruction of the cognitive and rhetorical situation that gave rise to Revelation would suggest a context linked to the synagogues of the Jewish Diaspora.25


Historical method and the world behind the text


However, there is more to be aware of, here, than merely the considerable difficulties which beset all efforts to locate Revelation in the context in which it was produced and that it addressed, or the consequent unreliability of historical reconstructions as commonly proposed. In its theoretical dimension, it is the historical-critical method itself which proves to be fundamentally problematic. Here, I must call a spade a spade. The historical-critical method born of the Enlightenment, as customarily understood and practised, tasks the interpreter not with attending to the text, as such, but with uncovering something else to which the text is thought to grant access. Its object lies behind the text (to use a spatial metaphor) or is considered to be prior to the text (in temporal terms, relating to the genesis of the document concerned).




Such an approach places priority upon the text’s historicity or better, its anchorage within history. This is why it is true to say that ‘historical-critical methodology operates particularly at the level of a text’s archaeology and development, trying… to get back to the original text as written by a specific author’.26 At their best, exegetes do of course return in the end from this extra-textual inquiry to focus on the text of a biblical book in its final form. However, this does not alter the fact that in their application of the method to the business of interpretation, whatever meaning and significance can reasonably be apportioned to the text will depend, above all else, upon the results of prior investigation of its historical origins.


Notice that through the bracketing-out of the text in its final form, the real point of the exercise is not to read the text in and for itself, but instead critically to reconstruct the historical backdrop. In other words, the aim is to go beyond the text, ad fontes. It is crucial to grasp the extent of the influence of such an approach, because:




Modern hermeneutics since the Enlightenment has made ‘reference’ the key to meaning, with the meaning of a narrative dependent on one’s perception of that to which the narrative referred rather than living in the story world of the narrative itself.27





It is well beyond the scope of my present purpose to explore the ins and outs of this characteristic historical-critical preoccupation with the world behind the text and with a description of the hypothetical context of origin of a given biblical book. To do so would require, at the very least:




a) Shedding light on the atheistic move which, in the name of a faith resting on human reason, set in motion the whole enterprise of depriving the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments of their status as revelation (as though God did not exist or at any rate, had nothing to say);


b) Responding to the pluralism which has resulted from the drive to be emancipated from any and all Church or faith-based readings (and their dogmatic premises), when it demands that biblical books be read exactly like any other texts from Antiquity, whether religious or profane;28


c) Taking stock of the combined ‘disciplines of the historical-critical era’29 which began with the Enlightenment and tracing the particular influence exercised on scientific interpretation of the Pentateuch or the Gospels30 by the principle of methodical Cartesian doubt and its by-product, that hermeneutical suspicion which has targeted the final form of texts as they have come down to us; and most of all,


d) Investigating much more fully than I can here ‘the subtle transformation of historical consciousness which began in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and persists to the present [and which] mistakenly succeeded in identifying or equating the meaning of a narrative with its ostensive reference’31 – a situation whose result was the imprisonment of scientific interpretation of the Bible in an empirical straitjacket.32





World of the text, or reconstructed world?


What readers must be aware of, at this point, are certain consequences of a historical-critical approach to Revelation that would embark upon a sometimes obsessive search for the Book’s hypothetical context of origin. Whenever the decision is made to disregard a text’s textuality or final state in favour of its archaeology and transmission history, this tends to reduce the text to a vehicle for entering a world that lies behind it, and even leads to its being commandeered for this sole purpose. In this way of looking at texts, only penultimate value is accorded to that which the text as a literary work conveys, as though this content offered a mere threshold to be crossed as swiftly as possible. Scholars taking this view subordinate the text’s description of the world to their own account of an extra-textual world to which (they believe) the text refers – a first-century socio-cultural world, as scientifically reconstructed by their efforts. Fundamentally, this interpretative approach disparages the text’s capacity to shed its own light, preferring another, artificial light-source of scholars’ making that purports to shine independently somewhere beyond the text.


One wonders what happens, in such cases, to ‘the universal rule of interpretation … that a text can be read and understood and expounded only with reference to and in the light of its [own] theme’.33 It would seem that, for this approach, texts in their final form cannot ultimately have anything ‘true’ to say, or any claim to be ‘realistic’; only scientific reconstructions of their alleged historical origins can. Somewhere upstream, in the current of textual prehistory connecting a text’s conception to the acquisition of its final form, the historical-critical researcher hunts for some original ‘reality’ to which the finished work is deemed, somehow, no longer to conform. For this method, the specialist’s first task is to write the history of the biblical text in question, in other words, to make sense of the diachronic historical processes (the changes over time) undergone by a text en route to its final form. Via this archaeological quest, the aim is to attain to the full ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ of the world from which the text came.34


We have to ask, what does this entire enterprise do to texts? The answer, in fact, is that it transforms them into data banks to be searched. By way of ricochet, concentration upon the extra-textual situation in which texts arose leads to them being thought of as quarries from which to mine and extract precious historical nuggets for critical examination. The text becomes equivalent to a sort of stratified deposit in which assorted artefacts, originating in various extra-textual contexts, now lie encrusted; these historically valuable remnants and traces are to be identified and then removed from the seam, in the finished text, where they now lie haphazardly embedded. For, according to the method, these textual data are witnesses to a more or less protracted process of textual sedimentation, a movement which can be reconstructed by tracing back to its source the current that transported and deposited them there. The text itself is seen as filled with faults and fractures which betray internal tensions or even contradictions. Explicitly or implicitly, the text in its final form is understood as the artificial agglomeration of its constituent parts. The recovery of the raw materials (or even, the prior texts) from which texts were formed, in the course of their prehistory, is reckoned to necessitate and legitimise the dismantling and dismembering of texts undertaken by interpreters whose attention is centred on the parts of a text35 and on smaller and smaller isolated units of a text.36


Historical extrapolation and forsaking the text


A method which, from start to finish, shows itself unable or unwilling to respect the inviolable nature of the biblical text in its final form, simply cannot take seriously the complex literary unity which characterises several New Testament books – the Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles and in the present instance, John’s Revelation. Is this assessment over-hasty and too excessive? Or, is its relevance limited to certain types of research once applied to the Gospels, but now abandoned?


Admittedly, it is rare enough to find contemporary Revelation specialists commandeering the text and its data in quite the way I have described whenever they seek to piece together a world behind it. Nevertheless, the real influence still exerted by the archaeological and genealogical quest outlined above, together with researchers’ appetite for exploiting Revelation to historical ends, are still seen and felt everywhere in contemporary exegesis of the Book. This is somewhat surprising given that interpreters have had at their disposal, for more than thirty years now, newer tools for reading texts. These were forged and honed with the declared intent of centring attention once more on texts, studying what narratives are made of (and how they convey their meaning) whilst deferring, fully, to the final narrative form they take. I will come back to this. Yet the grand design of scientifically reconstructing worlds behind the text continues to prove attractive. Although in principle exegetes may be committed to the idea that Revelation is an indivisible whole – one thinks of commentators, for example37 – whenever this stimulating Bible book obliges them to try to overcome interpretative difficulties, they regularly beat a methodological retreat and head, in spite of themselves, for an emergency exit marked historical extrapolation where they may hope to find reassuring extra-textual space in which to manoeuvre.38


Why must we forever turn and run, like this, from the text? The reason for such flight, if not the justification, may be the fact that Revelation does not possess the ‘narrative lifelikeness’39 which normally characterises narrative in general. Instead, by its unusual and difficult narrative logic, where chronology or cause and effect proceed in disconcerting ways, Revelation tends to disorientate readers. And so exegetes, knocked off-balance both by problems of comprehension and by the added risk of adding to the vagaries of interpretation of this book – of which there are already too many – can yield to temptation and turn from the text in search of some external interpretative safety lever.


As already intimated, I have chosen in principle, for the purposes of the present study, not to resort to extra-textual reconstructions whenever the text of Revelation has presented problems of interpretation requiring viable exegetical solutions. This course of action is my way of overcoming what I perceive to be a twofold exegetical temptation: First of all, the enticement of taking every interpretative challenge thrown down by Revelation’s narrative as an obstacle blocking the route to meaning, like a huge boulder on a road. And second, the allure of historical extrapolation as a systematic strategy for getting around the perceived obstruction. By resisting these influences, I am attempting to apply my own principle, already enunciated in a published article:




To figure out one or another of Revelation’s mysteries, and before having recourse to explanations of a realistic kind (which may, on occasion, be quite legitimate), exegetes ought to be at pains to explore the means provided by the text itself for helping its first readers draw out its meaning.40





Those who do not see boulders barring their way feel no corresponding obligation to look for ways around them. Therefore, in the course of this reading I will be offering other solutions to problems that arise. They will be of two kinds. Some are inner-textual: taking account of Revelation’s narrative logic as a whole, I will be letting Revelation act as its own interpreter. Others will be inter-textual in nature: to the extent that the Old Testament serves as Revelation’s sub-text from start to finish, it will frequently provide us with indispensable interpretative keys.41


Before leaving the issue of the world behind the text, I should make one final point – a theological one, this time. For Bible reading undertaken in a Church context, or for the work of biblical scholars who submit to the authority of Scripture, it would surely be a fundamental hermeneutical error to countenance using an exegetical method which stubbornly transfers to some extra-textual context of its own invention the very ‘realism’ it invariably expects the texts themselves to reveal. The community of believers and every one of its readers, whether they are experts or not, take the biblical text lying open before them to be the locus of a divine revelation, whose impact is felt through their reading and whose interpretation is conducted with the aid of the Holy Spirit. How, then, could they ever be satisfied with, let alone lend credence to, the extra-textual reconstructions offered by the historical-critical method? Or how could they ever assent to the claim that such moves deserve pride of place among the procedures of biblical interpretation?




A thematic reading? Why not!


I now come back to the newer tools for reading texts alluded to earlier and used by interpreters in recent years. It must be acknowledged that in our day, a new exegetical wind is certainly blowing across the Bible’s narrative texts. So in such a climate, why not have a thematic reading that endeavours to study and explain the complex interweaving and the thematic correlation of Revelation’s textual data! This is, after all, the era of new literary criticism with its interest in the cohesion of narrative discourse in its rhetorical, poetic and narrative dimensions. Biblical scholars now have to hand an impressive tool-kit assembled by two pragmatic approaches to texts: narrative criticism, which investigates the characteristics and workings of narratives; and rhetorical criticism, which concerns itself with the analysis of discourse.42


No more than for the historical-critical paradigm briefly examined above can I do justice, at this point, to these newer methods which have exchanged a focus on the world behind the text for a long, hard look at the text itself. Before them, of course, came structuralism and semiotics,43 which had already made this interpretative move. However, unlike these latter approaches – both of them committed to the autonomous text – narrative and rhetorical criticism each understand the literary works they study to be the result of a deliberate exercise in communication and, as such, to have effects upon readers that can and should be examined.


Restoring the primacy of the text


Since detailed discussion is impossible here, it will be sufficient for present purposes to outline what a pragmatic approach might achieve in practice, using narrative criticism and its operations as an example. In its simplest terms, such an approach essentially treats Revelation as a self-contained narrative, told by a narrator, which undertakes a communication strategy aimed at specific recipients.44 Each of its statements or episodes is in their relation to others, linked both by chronology (or temporal sequence) and by causation. Within the overall narrative, covering all of Revelation from 1.1 to 22.21, the various micro-narratives that develop their own episodic plots are probed. In the larger macro-narrative, where a unifying plot is set in motion, the various round or flat characters that interact with one another are studied with an eye on how they, and the events which involve them, come across: the inner realities of the characters themselves are considered, but also how the narrator intrudes into the narrative. Within this unfolding plot it would be necessary to investigate how time is managed, in terms both of order (past-present-future) and rhythm. Order might be found to be fixed and linear, i.e. chronological, or provided by narrative time (including both flashbacks and foreshadowings). Rhythm, meanwhile, would be dictated by the pace at which the narrative moves. Throughout the reading process, the space-time framework, and the socio-historical context into which everything is set, would be borne in mind. Finally, due account is taken of explicit or implicit comment from the narrator concerning the action taking place, since this conveys certain values and betrays an identifiable point of view.


In my own research, two pioneering narrative-critical studies of Revelation have proved very useful,45 for example in my attention to the Book’s plot. It is worthwhile giving a brief outline, here, of the manner in which one of these studies analyses Revelation’s developing plot. At the start, initial stability reigns on earth; this then gives way to terrestrial instability, but as seen from a heavenly perspective; finally, stability returns both to heaven and to earth.46 The initially stable state of affairs is a product of the order placed in the cosmos by God, who is the instigator of all that is revealed or transpires upon the earth (Rev. 1), over which he rules from heaven (Rev. 4–5). The oracles septet – a kind of plot in miniature – anticipates the fortunate and unfortunate events which will occur subsequently, in a world where chaos seems to reign (chapter 6–19); the Churches thereby discover that it is the Christ who is the guarantor of their stability and the wholly reliable source of their life. By the same token they learn that the temptation to unfaithfulness which harasses them could threaten their very status as Churches. From Rev. 17 onwards, as the step-by-step destruction of evil’s forces is recounted, the plot begins to move towards a renewed stable situation on earth (achieved in Rev. 20) as well as in the new heaven and earth of the finale (Rev. 21–22). Thus, in Revelation, whilst the pendulum swings away from stable beginnings, where the salvation of believers is made secure in advance and where all glory belongs to God (1.5-6), whenever disobedience and idolatry complicate matters it starts to swing back again, towards God’s triumph and the rewarding of his faithful people, to which heavenly Jerusalem will give particular shape at the end.


By directing its attention, in a sustained way, to the phenomena that make up a narrative text like Revelation, such a method can only help restore respect for the Book’s textuality and, in so doing, gladden those who have been waiting so long for its eclipse to end. As stated previously, the exegetical wind does seem to be turning. Despite some hesitation, Revelation is now indeed being read – as I have dared hope – as an integrated whole and viewed as a carefully crafted literary work that ought not to be dismembered.47 Instead of carving up the narrative and obtaining correspondingly discrete results – as the historical-critical approach has characteristically done – here and there scholars are attempting ‘literary appreciation of Revelation which resolutely addresses the book’s coherence’48 as part of a new interest in its internal configurations and literary developments.


As part of this exploration, for the present study I have chosen not to cross-section the text vertically, as commentaries habitually do, because that would have run the risk of fracturing the text artificially. Instead, I have opted for a more dynamic approach, alert to the forward movement of Revelation and to the ups and downs of its plot whereby successive scenes and pictures take us from the opening state of affairs to the eventual outcome.




The text, the whole text … and the text as a whole


Although I welcome and endorse the intrinsic worth of the pioneering narrative-critical studies mentioned so far,49 their methodology remains inadequate for what I am attempting in this book. For the task I have set myself, some tools are unfortunately missing. Among narrative criticism’s characteristic operations none, curiously, aims to correlate textual data in their diversity in order to determine how they fit together. Rather, like students forgetful of old advice from their professors of literature, narrative criticism in its appreciation of literary works may consider how locales change, characters evolve or plot advances, yet it strangely neglects to take any interest in how themes develop.50 Unlike literary criticism in its classic form, narrative criticism does not reserve any consideration for the phenomenon of integrative themes – including the various sub-themes and minor motifs they may display – whenever it sets about explaining texts (typically) by the study of characters, the tracing of plot or the examination of settings.


Since the tools and techniques of narrative-critical methodology have only just begun to be applied to the study of Revelation, further work of this kind remains indispensable and is to be heartily encouraged. Nonetheless, the exploration of Revelation’s inner-textual world must not stop at analysis; it must then go on to provide a synthesis of how, by means of sophisticated compositional strategies, the author has conferred upon the welter of detail in this text a complex literary unity and, consequently, its meaning. Since, in my perspective, Revelation’s internal thematic organisation is responsible for giving the Book significant trajectories of meaning, which run through its narrative, it is crucially important that these be taken into account from the start and that the way Revelation’s various thematic components undergo development be duly investigated. After all,




Everything tends to become progressively more explicit as Revelation’s visions and auditions proliferate and complement each other. Meaning gradually becomes clearer, much as a fund might progressively grow richer.51





What a thematic reading cannot be


To reiterate: from the question I have been addressing– why undertake a thematic reading? – has emerged the fact that, in this study, I wish (negatively speaking) to fall into neither of two traps, thus avoiding both the devil and the deep blue sea.


First, I decline to work from the premise that Revelation’s meaning is only (or even, primarily) to be explained through an elucidation of that to which it supposedly refers, namely, a world situated somewhere behind the text and deemed to be ‘real’ or ‘true’. Speaking positively on this same point, I will make Revelation’s internal literary coherence my preoccupation (in contrast to the historical-critical enterprise) and treat the text as the vehicle for its own message, leaving it free to create its own significance as it opens up its own textual universe to the reader.


Second, because this undertaking commits us to looking into the plethora of narrative and rhetorical elements which make up Revelation’s inner-textual world, another duty follows. In contrast to new literary criticism as commonly practised, a thematic reading will entail striving to describe and account for a profound organic linguistic unity detectable at the level of Revelation’s macro-narrative.52 This unity is not merely artistic or aesthetic, as a product we might say of the author’s genius; it is also theological. It comes from a grand narrative which undergirds everything: the Gospel story, comprising the ministry of Jesus as well as the life of the Church it brought about, and also the story of Israel as read in the whole Old Testament by Jesus, then by his apostles and, specifically, by Revelation throughout its twenty-two chapters.


With these preliminaries completed, we may now move on from the why of my chosen method of interpretation and focus on the what.


What is a thematic reading?


Reading Revelation: where do we start?


In the following few paragraphs, I aim to familiarise readers with the approach taken in this book. In my estimation, Revelation’s author engineers dynamic communication with us, his hearers/readers, artfully attuning our ears to his wavelength as it were. His message even commits us to more than one hearing, for his text – which was explicitly designed for being read aloud in public (1.3) and originally conceived for oral performance – constantly makes demands on the capacities of its intended audience for cognitive appreciation: we are to hear, see and understand, and go on doing so.53 Accordingly, many passages in Revelation only yield their meaning to a close reading/hearing of the text and to prolonged reflexion upon it which, in the longer term, the target readership is willing to undertake. What I mean is that Revelation is essentially a book to read and re-read, with a view to appreciating all its nuances progressively. Apparently intended for study, it is a book whose implied readership closely resembles the one that seems to lie behind the Gospel of John.


Fundamentally, a thematic reading takes account of this and is therefore a sustained literary/auditory approach. Since I myself have been frequenting the Book over time, the reading I will be putting forward is a result of the time I have spent in its company. More specifically, and as already mentioned, this is an inner-textual reading which has involved patiently tracing and marking out the main paths followed by the Book’s themes and unifying ideas, as well as mapping (we could say) the complex ways they merge, endeavouring to be alert and alive to the criss-cross of meaning that results.




I ought to make clear, in passing, that my treatment of Revelation as a literary phenomenon should not be interpreted as a devaluation or denial of either the visionary experience out of which the book originated, according to the narrative itself, or what that experience implies – namely, that the living God has revealed himself. My point is, rather, that the only way for Revelation’s very first hearers/readers to see and hear what John heard and saw was by listening to the revelation read aloud in Asia’s Churches, in the course of Sunday worship. For us as contemporary readers – whether individually or in groups – reading remains our means of access to Revelation. In either case, it is through a book that the God who chose to reveal himself to John (as to other biblical authors) is happy to be known, still, by those who continue to read their works.


Equally as fundamental, the present book is an inter-textual reading. This is because Revelation constantly takes readers back to the Hebrew Scriptures and assumes their thorough familiarity with these. In Part Three of this study in particular (though not exclusively) we will be able to gauge the extent of the influence exerted by the Old Testament upon the composition of Revelation as well as upon its message. To be more precise, we will see how Revelation’s thematic materials draw constantly upon the Old Testament for motifs and figures, characters and events, texts and contexts, redeploying each of them in light of the all-important coming of Messiah Jesus. By means of what is nothing short of a Bible memory lesson, Revelation offers a subtle re-reading of holy history which is teleological, i.e. which takes its understanding from the end-point at which its decisive last stage is reached, when Messiah Jesus dies a redemptive death for Israel and the Gentiles. Through the narrated plot-line, everything in Revelation witnesses to the fact that the God of Israel has at last revealed himself, as never before, in the person of Jesus Christ crucified and risen, who is chiefly depicted as a slain but standing Lamb.


It follows, then, that my thematic reading is fundamentally also an effort in biblical theology. Every theme we will study bears the imprint of prior revelation and, at the same time, shows traces of the footsteps of Jesus of Nazareth and of all that flowed from his appearance in human history. In both text and notes, readers will find themselves being directed to various prophetic or other books of the Old Testament canon, but also and especially to the writings of the apostolic tradition (whether Gospels and Acts, or Epistles) – itself thoroughly Jewish – as found deposited in the New Testament. In addition, we will have to reckon with inter-testamental writings and, among these, particularly with the apocalyptic books. From time to time it will be this literature which affords an analogy, or provides a link, that will allow a better connection between particular themes from the Gospels or Revelation and their antecedents in the Old Testament.


Literary art and beauty


In our Bibles, Revelation crowns the canon both of the New Testament and of the Bible as a whole. To my mind, this is indeed the Book’s rightful place, for it is a true masterpiece whose interpreter must learn to marry art and science, intellect and intuition, faith and imagination. Methodologically speaking, a reading-strategy is required which is capable of letting Revelation speak to us in all its dimensions. Exegetes must be able to show full respect for the unique and unbreakable combination of form, content and function manifested by Revelation. They must also be able to ascribe full value to the Book’s combined literary and theological qualities, neither stripping it of any of its power nor imposing upon it any interpretative yoke that would be alien to it. The degree of complexity and indeed refinement observable in Revelation’s composition requires interpreters to conceive of the interpretative task in a way that takes adequate account of how, within the Book’s textual universe, certain aesthetic processes are responsible for conveying meaning.


It is widely acknowledged that, throughout the history of its interpretation and even today, Revelation has often been treated to rough handling. Personally, I hope to honour Revelation as a work of art, and not to deface it under any circumstances. Of course, I happily acknowledge in principle that several literary-theological readings like the one I am proposing here – and indeed, other kinds of readings besides – might, in their own way, do equal justice to the logic of the book as a whole. Let me therefore make something quite clear right away: whatever hermeneutical gain may accrue from the present literary-theological study of Revelation’s thematic materials (which, I argue, are antithetically arranged within the text) – and readers will be the judge of that gain – I am certainly not claiming for the category of theme the status of sole structuring device for the Book. Nor am I suggesting that analysis of theme constitutes the interpretative key for unlocking Revelation. My book’s proposal is in reality much more modest. What I hope to demonstrate, and affirm, is simply that:




One factor in Revelation’s broad cohesion as a text, aiding the complex organisation or articulation of its parts into a whole, is theme.54





Throughout this book, I will be conducting a literary-theological study which understands Revelation to be a coherently organised totality. By treating Revelation as a complex unified entity, my aim will be to search tirelessly for its total meaning, out of respect for its integrity as a text. Instead of setting about unravelling the astonishing unity which arises out of the interpenetration and correlation of its diverse materials, I will endeavour to follow and keep pace with Revelation’s overall dynamic. This dynamic is the very thing that allows the narrative, from start to finish, to develop its own themes and to bind these to one another progressively.55 We will find ourselves having to move back and forth through Revelation’s complex, mazy narrative, endeavouring to run alongside multiple thematic vectors as they wind their way throughout its plot.56


To summarise the approach taken in coming chapters, among other things it will mean the following:






a) paying attention to how Revelation’s narrative as a whole progresses, although without skating over the mass of detail found in its various pictures and scenes;


b) simultaneously taking into account subtle changes in perspective which occur every time familiar elements, met earlier in the text, appear again and so cause the text to update itself;57 or


c) doing justice, at every step of an essentially linear reading process, to the spiralling evolution of different leading ideas as they progressively shape the developing plot.





Three parts, seven thematic trajectories


My goal, in the present study, is to plot the main thematic trajectories which, individually and as a network, lend Revelation as a whole its literary and theological cohesion. Those studied here seem to me to be irreducible and I do not think any have been omitted, even if it has not been possible to explore every meander taken by every motif. The study is comprised of three parts, each prefaced with a short introduction and brought to a conclusion by the briefest of syntheses. In each introduction I say briefly what the relevant part of the study aims to do and what each of the thematic trajectories to be explored essentially consists of. The role of the corresponding conclusion, once the investigation is over and done, is to restate succinctly the key elements explored by each pathway that has been followed. Parts One and Two contain three chapters each while Part Three has only one – giving a reading in seven sections of varying length.


Any exegete who shares my esteem for Revelation’s linguistic unity and inner cohesion might give his or her own account of those principal thematic vectors which carry the Book’s meaning and provide a set of results that considerably disagree with my account of Revelation’s themes. Thus, whilst I stand by my work, I freely admit that there is nothing definitive about the number of thematic trajectories I have explored (seven). The same goes for the fact that each is arranged as a binary unit made up of two corresponding and contrasting halves, or that they all combine into one in the final part of the book. Readers could easily imagine other ways of fitting the parts into a whole and so must make up their own minds as to whether my way of describing and arranging Revelation’s thematic treasures succeeds or fails. In doing so I hope all readers will also familiarise themselves quickly with the substantial thematic index I have provided, and will find it helpful. It is a kind of pick-and-choose facility, designed to allow readers to explore for themselves the many sub-themes and motifs of Revelation which I have tried to cover in these pages.


Because it is impossible to take in everything at one look, the chapters which follow invite readers to go on what I would call a cumulative series of guided tours of Revelation. This is a fine narrative ‘which acquires its meaning and significance even as it proceeds’,58 so each new thematic itinerary that we will follow aims to familiarise the reader with the logic behind its composition.




In Part One (God reveals himself), three separate pathways will take us in turn through the text of Revelation. Predominantly theo-logical, each will open up contrasting themes relating to the God who reveals himself and to what is found to be in opposition to him. The respective titles for these itineraries are: Divinity and pseudo-divinity; True sovereignty and usurped claims; and Legitimate adoration and bogus worship. In combination they will bring into focus the negative and positive poles of Revelation’s testimony to the one Sovereign God who is worthy of praise and who is known through the slain but standing Lamb.


In Part Two (Humanity finds itself), three fresh routes will be followed. Predominantly anthropo-logical this time, they will all address in their own way the issue of human beings’ self-discovery whereby, in light of God’s self-disclosure, they either run from or draw near to him. These three explorations are entitled: Genuine testimony and counter-proclamation; Faithful belonging and counter-allegiance; and Bride-city and whore-city. One after another, they will lay bare humanity’s real calling and true identity, together with God’s plans for human beings as embodied in Messiah Jesus; and in all of them this Good News will have a counterpoise in the disclosure of what becomes of humanity without God.


In Part Three (When God and humanity meet) a single, final pathway will involve bringing the combined results of Parts One and Two to bear upon a journey through Revelation’s story of the disrupted or, contrariwise, restored relationship between sinful humanity and God. The title in this case is: Broken covenant and new covenant. This investigation will demonstrate both how Revelation sees human beings’ rebellion against God and how a possible relationship between man and God may nevertheless be envisaged, based on the covenant sealed in the blood of the Lamb. Here, in this third and final part, the six individual trails followed previously in Parts One and Two will all converge and merge into a single, holistic thematic reading which – I would venture to suggest – amounts to more than the sum total of the parts.
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Part One God Reveals Himself


Introduction


The object of inquiry in Part One will be the question of God, as Revelation frames it, together with the answers which the Book provides. Given that all of the Book’s major themes are shaped fundamentally by antithesis, Revelation’s story of God and the Lamb provokes another parallel story – its caricature – which concerns their adversaries.


Divinity and pseudo-divinity


My task in the first chapter will be that of attempting to describe both who God is and what he is not, according to Revelation. Throughout the Book, that which anti-god forces appear to be is correlated in a relationship of appearances to reality with who God is. As is the case with every subsequent theme, two things are at stake in this: recognising the one true God, who only reveals himself in the Lamb, and consequently, identifying and eliminating any and every pretender.


True sovereignty and usurped claims


My second chapter complements the first. Its focus will be on what God does in Revelation as well as on any attempts to fake his activity. What God desires and intends for his fallen creation gives rise, in the course of the plot, to a counter-plan governed by another logic altogether. So our attention will be directed both at the actions of God who alone saves, reigns and is victorious, through his Messiah, and also at each and every imitation of this activity to which we are alerted by the text.


Legitimate adoration and bogus worship


Finally, we will turn in a third chapter to the topic of legitimate worship in celebration of the person and work of God and the Lamb, and of the rival false worship which is craved by their enemies the dragon and the other monsters. Here, the issue at stake is the exclusive worship of the One who alone is worthy of glorification, together with the exposure of all idolatry.






1. Divinity and Pseudo-divinity


‘The book of Revelation is not only theocentric; it is also theological. In other words, it does not take for granted who God is; it embodies profound reflection on who God is … No one who shares Revelation’s vision of God and understands who this God really is could ever again be tempted to worship the beast’.1


(R. Bauckham)


In the Book of Revelation, God reveals himself. This happens progressively in the course of an account of the story of God and the Lamb and of their adversaries. In the two chapters which follow this one, I will concentrate my attention first on the activity of each of these characters, whether divine or pseudo-divine (chapter 2), turning subsequently to the true worship deserved by the former and to the idolatry inspired by the latter (chapter 3). For an initial reading of this story-line, however, the current chapter aims to provide an introductory character study of the various protagonists and antagonists, doing so within the framework of a dual theme which is here explored: the divinity which God and the Lamb share; and the rival, pseudo-divinity which a dragon and two associate monsters claim.


Since this will be readers’ first thematic journey through the whole of Revelation, I suggest that it is best undertaken (because it can thereby be substantiated) with the text of Revelation open in front of you. The same goes for forthcoming chapters. Throughout, sub-titles indicating the relevant chapter(s) of Revelation should help readers keep their bearings.


Revelation 1


Right from its opening sentence Revelation asks its reader to take note of an intimate relationship between God, who makes the revelation, and Jesus Christ who receives it. Quite soon (in 4.1–5.14), twin pictures will give to this relationship a magnificently dramatic shape, depicting first the Seated One on the throne – the transcendent God and Creator, who has in his right hand the book of his will (4.1-11) – and then, emerging from that same throne, the Lamb who is Revelation’s principal figure for Jesus Christ, the Redeemer capable of receiving the scroll from the hand of the Eternal One (5.1-14). Farther on in the complex story, Revelation will narrate how personified forces will come forth to oppose the Lamb and the Seated One on the throne, showing traits, intentions and behaviour which are systematically modelled on those that characterise their divine adversaries. It is barely an exaggeration to describe Revelation as ‘an allegory of God and of his work, nothing more!’2 Everything related to God or to Jesus Christ, in the Book, will be also the object of one take-off after another: various aspects of the benevolent project of God and his Christ, on behalf of human beings, will be matched by a series of contrary indicators of malevolence that are satanic in inspiration and whose aim is to mimic the divine to the point of outright caricature. Thus, for a time God and his Lamb will be parodied, in detail after detail, by the anti-god dragon of chapter twelve and by the monstrous anti-christs which appear, like Siamese twins, in 13.1 and 13.11 respectively.


This double dramatisation of positive divine attributes and actions on the one hand and of their negative caricature on the other, begins to be seen in all its originality right from Revelation’s opening chapter. Our author wastes no time in establishing a very close association between the two great positive figures that will be the focus of chapters. 4 and 5: the sovereignlyenthroned but somewhat passive divinity, and the One who is presented as the executor of his will, a slain but standing Lamb (Christ); throughout the plot these characters share one reign and deserve joint worship. Here at the outset the seven Churches to whom the revelation is sent are immediately greeted jointly by Jesus Christ, by the seven spirits and by God (1.4-5). In a theological variation upon the divine tetragram of Exod 3.143, God is described by means of a strange and original formula whose very repetition indicates its importance (1.4,8). Literally translatable using verbal nouns, as ‘The Is, the Was and the Coming (One)’, this bizarre expression makes an obvious grammatical error by being in the nominative, despite following a Greek preposition (apo, on the part of) that clearly takes the genitive case. But this is no faux pas. Instead, it is a deliberate stratagem for spelling out a key fact: God, and only God, can be the real subject; therefore, he is invariably nominative and his predicates, in defiance of grammar, are indeclinable!


The importance of this striking theological nominative should not be underestimated, given the extremely subtle role it will play later on. The formula recurs in 4.8, in what can be called a chronologically corrected version – ‘The Was, the Is and the Coming (One) – which serves to echo another designation, ‘thrice holy’. After that, it reappears in 11.17 alongside several references to God’s almightiness, in a binary variant ‘the Is and the Was’ which seems to indicate that, by this juncture of the plot, God no longer needs to be designated as ‘coming’. We meet it one last time in 16.5, in the form ‘the Is, the Was [and] the Holy (One)’, intelligible because ‘the Holy (One)’ has already been introduced in the interim (in 15.4). As if this positive new usage for designating God were not already striking enough, as a variable three-part phrase it will subsequently undergo an astonishing distortion that transforms it into a number of negative tri-partite formulae, all of which audaciously parody God. We will return to this later at some length.


First, though, we need to take note of the occurrence (in 1.5) of another three-part theological nominative, again following the preposition apo, which is set in obvious parallel to the previous one – this time, in order to qualify Jesus Christ: he is ‘the Faithful Witness, the First-born from among the dead and the Sovereign over earth’s kings’. This parallelism between 1.4 and 1.5 adds a new dimension. Not only can the name of the God of the covenant, as revealed to Moses at the burning bush (Exod 3.14-15) and rendered by the Septuagint ‘I am the Is’, be paraphrased as ‘the Is, the Was and the Coming (One)’. It may also be interpreted using three titles of Christ, who is called Witness, Risen One and Lord. Thus the ‘Coming (One)’ of 1.4 finds an exact correspondence in Jesus Christ who ‘is coming’ (1.7). As a result, when Exod 3.14 is once more evoked in 1.8 – this time borrowing from Exod 3.15 ‘the Lord God’ – there is a certain ambiguity, for we aren’t quite sure if only God is speaking or if in fact the Christ now speaks in concert with him; the latter possibility could certainly be inferred from the equivalence expressed in the very next verse, in the phrase ‘the Word of God and the Testimony of Jesus’ (1.9).


As chapter one proceeds, still more titles are used to reinforce, for readers, the great degree of proximity or even identity between God and Christ which the rest of the book will take for granted. In 1.8 two additional appellations for God occur: ‘the Alpha and the Omega’ and ‘the Almighty’. The first of these will be picked up again in 21.6, when God is also described as ‘the Beginning and the End’. The second is one of Revelation’s favourite ways of talking about God (4.8; 11.17; 15.3; 16.7,14; 19.6,15; 21.22). In 1.17 ‘the Alpha and the Omega’ is paired with a synonymous formula which the Risen One uses to refer to himself and which will be used of no one else in the entire Book: ‘(I am) the First and the Last’. It leaps out at us from the page that this is a formal parallel with ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega’ (in 1.8). We should also realise that these equivalent ways of referring to God are not John’s invention but something he has inherited from his predecessors, in particular Isaiah (Isa 44.6; 48.12, LXX; cf. 41.4; 43.11 and Deut 32.39). In Rev 22.13, where what was said about God from the start is repeated at the end of the book, the three equivalent binary expressions found in 1.8,17 and 21.6 are climactically combined to comprise a triple designation which describes Christ alone: ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.’


A preliminary conclusion is in order. From the moment the curtain rises and until it falls, the Christ of Revelation is conspicuously presented as sharing God’s identity. It will be important not to forget this, whenever other twosomes that appear in the course of the plot directly parody this privileged relationship without ever actually managing to reproduce it.


Assimilation of the Risen One to the divinity can be further seen in the way the stunning opening vision characterises him (1.9-20). The description takes the form of a theophany in which John, like Moses or Elijah before him, finds it unbearable to be in the presence of a figure with clearly divine attributes; this establishes the high dignity which the Christ shares with God and which will receive prolonged focus later in the twin-panelled picture of the Creator and the Redeemer (4.11; 5.2,4,9,12). In 1.13-16 the elegant depiction of the figure of the Risen One suggests someone who possesses heavenly glory and who resembles God himself,4 thus further expanding the parallelism, in use from the start,5 between the ways of designating God (1.4) and Christ (1.5, perhaps also 1.8). A major given of the narrative, in all that follows, will be the strict unity that exists between God and his Christ – again something that this grandiose inaugural vision underlines. Whenever anti-christ figures try, in forthcoming episodes, to parody Christ in who he is or what he says and does, it is this very first representation of the real Christ, which also seems to be the most complete found anywhere in the Book,6 that will enable the reader to observe how none of the counterfeits ever succeeds in bringing together more than a few of the elements which characterise him here on the threshold.


In 1.17-18 a few supplementary titular items are introduced by an ‘I am’ which balances that of 1.8 and once more recalls the ‘I am’ of Exod 3.14. By specifying that Christ possesses the keys of death and Hades, in other words that he rules over the very powers which he wrested from their grasp (Rom 14.8-9), the word-picture is asserting his prior domination of these same powers that will later be personified (in 6.8). To this first attribute others are then added. The ‘Living One’ conveys an implicit contrast with the dead or inanimate gods of paganism – for God is frequently described as ‘the Living One’ in both the Old Testament (Josh 3.10; Pss. 42.2; 84.3, etc.) and the New Testament (Mt 16.16; Ac 14.15; Rom 9.26, etc.) – while at the same time anticipating the sea monster’s apparent immortality which, in reality, is a sham (13.3,5). Then comes ‘I was dead and look, I am the Living One from everlasting to everlasting’. This is a way of re-echoing deliverance through shed blood (in 1.5) spelling out what, in the apocalyptic plot, the slain but standing Lamb will soon embody and the wounded but healed beast will only disfigure. We should note, here, how the message to Smyrna incorporates a short but significant version of this portrayal of the Risen One (‘who was dead but came to life’, 2.8).7


One final element of the first chapter deserves our full attention. In 1.19 we find the expression ‘what you see and what is and what will come about after that’. Noticing how the command to write (in 1.11) is here repeated and reasoning that 1.19 might therefore offer an explanation for what is to be written, many exegetes have thought that this verse provides a kind of table of contents which sheds light prospectively on the structure and contents of the Book as a whole. To my mind, however, this tri-partite construction is governed by another logic altogether, which also supplies its meaning. Modelled on the previous three-part formula in 1.4,8, but here 1.18 adding to the scope of Christ’s titles in 1.18 (as in 1.5), this key expression is an invitation to the reader to take it as self-evident that God (and Christ) who is, was and is coming will remain present throughout Revelation’s intrigues. Such a presupposition will be of vital importance for understanding the highs and lows of the plot. For example, however disturbing the reader might find the dragon and the monsters to be when they burst onto the scene, or however impressive might appear the claims to independence that they make, at no point in their short career will they ever escape the divine sovereignty which covers all eventualities. Ultimate proof that this is indeed how we should read 1.19 will come in the shape of the triple titles given to Christ when he makes his final appearance at the very end of the book (22.13).


Revelation 2.1–3.22


So much, then, for the opening chapter. At this stage we will take only the briefest account of the septet of oracles to Churches (in 2.1–3.22), since I will come back to them at greater length later. In their headers, all seven oracles pick up from the opening vision (1.9-20) this or that characteristic of the Risen One who presides over the seven lampstands much as the OT priest watched over the menorah in the Temple. Accordingly, the introductions to the oracles to Churches are shot through with christological attributes. We may take the last of them (to Laodicea) as our example. In 3.14 mention of the Christ speaking as ‘the Faithful Witness’ directs our gaze not so much towards the splendid figure of the vision in 1.13ff as towards the Witness introduced from the very start (1.2,5)8. This is an inclusio marking the close of the first septet. After this, a different representation of the Risen One as the slain but standing Lamb will occupy centre stage from chapter 5 onwards. This in turn will provoke the emergence of a dark, blasphemous and ridiculous version of itself, split into two – in the form of two monsters which both undergo pseudo-healing plus their own fictive death and resurrection (13.3,12).


Arising out of the visions or auditions of 4.1-11 and 5.1-14 is the close association between God and the Lamb; this is in preparation right from the end of the communication to Laodicea. We have already taken note of the linkage of the two figures (in 1.4-5), but it is the developed treatment which this receives in chapters 4 and 5 that will elucidate for us the various inversely parallel combinations between the dragon and the twin monsters in chapters 12 and 13. In 3.21 the Victor par excellence declares how his death has entitled him to sit down with his Father on his throne; it is worth reminding ourselves that a statement made by Jesus before his death, in Lk 22.30,9 parallels this promise of the Risen One. Things become more explicit still in 5.6,9 and the idea of sharing the same throne – ‘God’s throne and the Lamb’s throne’, as 22.1,3 will put it several times over – will again be called to mind in 7.10.10 We may also note, in passing, how the notion of God and Christ sharing one throne will provide the blueprint for the joint enthronement of Christ and his followers. The throne seals Jesus’s participation in the divine identity. As such, it is a cipher for a high christology and one of several elements which powerfully symbolise equivalence and which help explain why both God and the Lamb are worshipped in Revelation.11 Their joint reign is consolidated in 21.22-23, where together God and the Lamb replace the Temple and shed their combined light on the holy city whose glory and illumination they are.




Revelation 4.1–5.14


At the very instant when our gaze leaves the Creator and catches sight of the Redeemer (4.11), the kingdom of the world is said to belong to God and, implicitly, to his Christ. To hear this stated explicitly we will have to await 11.15, but we can already detect it in the doxologies of 5.9,12 which hail the Lamb and correspond to the acclamation of God in 4.11.12 This declaration is especially important since, as the plot proceeds, the whole universe will be put massively out of joint. Yet there is never any doubt that its only origin is in God, even though cosmic renewal and the descent of New Jerusalem are delayed until the denouement, as is the establishment of the divine presence with human beings once and for all (21.1-3).


From the moment the seer locks his gaze onto the Lamb emerging from the very centre of the throne (5.6), from the heart of the divinity who governs the universe, a certain pictorial tension takes hold at the core of the narrative. On the one hand there is a representation of equality, as symbolised by the throne shared by God and the Lamb (cf. 14.4), or by the Lord God and the Lamb (21.22). On the other, a certain pre-eminence is given to Christ dead and risen. Tension, here, does not however mean material contradiction and readers who know the Gospels are reminded of similar incongruity between Messiah sitting at God’s right hand (Mt 22.41-46; 26.64) and his enjoyment of an unheard-of entitlement to act as Judge,13 which Jesus will do as Son of Man (Mt 25.31ff). Another similar juxtaposition comes in Rev 6.16, where God looking out from his throne, or the Lamb showing anger, amount to the same thing – not that this identification prevents the reappearance of one like a Son of Man (1.13ff) for a second time, in 14.14.


When we take a closer look at this tension to see what creates it, it turns out first and foremost to be a simple matter of place. The reason is that the real arena for the action of the book, what we could call its topographic centre, is at the heart of the throne which functions as the epicentre of a universe that God fills with his presence.14 Around this centre are clustered the various locations for the Book’s successive scenes, some of them positioned on earth (in the cities of Roman Asia, on a mountain, outside the walls of Jerusalem or ‘Babylon’,15 inside New Jerusalem …), some of them in heaven (in the celestial court, or Temple, or in front of its altar …) and even, as we move from one vision or audition to another, alternately in heaven and on earth. This space at the centre of all things, where the divine throne stands, provides the reader with an additional component for an interpretative framework into which to fit the various activities of maleficent forces that will appear later. These powers are deprived of any proximity to God and so, for anybody with eyes to see, what they perform are basically anti-actions played out, by the fake heroes they are, before a very peripheral pseudo-throne which they are ultimately forced to abandon.




Revelation 4 in counterpoint with Revelation 12


How do chapters 4 and 5 anticipate and prepare for the appearance, in due course, of these parodic entities?16 The answer is, meticulously; it is now our task to explore this. We must first take cognisance of fundamental structural parallelism here. Chapter 4, with heaven opened, describes God in his otherness and underlines, much as the Jewish Scriptures do, that the Creator is ineffable and invisible. Chapter 12 then responds and corresponds to this with another celestial sign, namely that of a dragon with quasi-divine and quasi-messianic characteristics that antithetically reflect the shared traits of God and the Lamb. By extension, the description ‘seven heads and ten horns and on its heads seven diadems’ (in 12.3), will recur once the narrative needs to delineate the monster’s attributes (in 13.1, where all the traits from 12.3 are re-used); at that point there is just a slight change of word order, with the addition ‘and on its heads blasphemous names’. Clearly, the intention is to try to pair the dragon and the monster(s) to the same degree that God and the Lamb are united together. As far as the plot goes, the dragon and the sea monster make up a diabolical duo whose precise role is to act as the counterpart and, above all, the counterfeit of God and the Lamb.17 Of course, even as their hellish alliance is inaugurated, the description of the dragon’s failure in heaven (12.7-9) and its subsequent inability to destroy the woman or her male child on earth (12.13-17) together spell out for us that this is nothing but a show. Our ears are meant to pick up the little acclamation of God and his Christ carefully slipped in between the two incidents (12.10), that is, before ever the dragon can recruit two other monsters to whom to delegate its power (13.2,12). What this little hymn serves to recall is the invincible divine partnership which the ridiculous tandem of monsters may try to resemble but can only hope (in vain) to replace.


In short, a rival rears its head before God with a throne that parodies his, while Christ is confronted by another monster that shares the dragon’s throne even as he, the Lamb, shares God’s. The equivalence is striking, yet it is also simply without substance. The reader well knows that only the true Messiah may rise up to God and his throne (12.5), whereas the accuser and everything related to it has already been dashed into the abyss (12.10) – a locale that is home to the first monster which had proleptically emerged from it (in 11.7) and now reappears from the wings to take centre stage. Having fallen from heaven (12.12) the devil is now obliged, as we have seen, to seek assistance from a sea monster (13.1) followed by another from the land (13.11). In this way is constituted a sort of satanic anti-trinity which lays claims to a sovereignty over heaven, earth and sea (10.6) that belongs only to the Creator (chapter 4) and to his plenipotentiary, the Lamb (chapter 5). The correspondences between these two opposing ‘teams’ stretch to even the smallest details, as a few examples will easily demonstrate. First of all, when applied to malevolent forces ‘seven’ always parodies the divine.18 Second, when the dragon casts stars onto the earth this activity is intended as an imitation, however vain, of what God does. Thirdly, the blasphemous names in 13.1 are to be clearly distinguished from the hitherto unknown name of the royal Messiah (19.12) or from the title that no one can miss, ‘King of kings and Lord of lords’ (19.16). The elaborate antithetical parallelism in the description of these monsters, where everything opposes them to God and his Christ, hands us an interpretative key which helps us understand them as parodic entities. It explains the partial attempts at imitation by the one ‘resembling a lamb’19 (13.11), for in reality there is only One in the whole universe in whose person God’s infiniteness and human finitude may or do come together: in the slain but standing Crucified One.


Revelation 5 in counterpoint with Revelation 13


The second part of our investigation brings us to chapter 5 and to its echo in chapter 13, where the same structural parallelism that we have just seen remains operative. Like every other motif of significance deployed here, the sealed book which the Lamb receives is a borrowing from Daniel 7.20 The various elements are nonetheless adapted to a new context where the ‘one like a Son of Man’ (in the text that provides the model) has now been transformed into a Lamb. In Dn 7, ‘one like a Son of Man’ – implicitly a created being – presented himself before the Ancient of Days for an investiture to the messianic work that awaited him. Here, by contrast, it is obvious that the Lamb is endowed with patently divine attributes from the instant he makes his appearance. His place of origin can be located nowhere in the created universe, whether in heaven, earth or under the earth (5.3), for he emerges instead from the midst of the throne. The task that awaits him, and only him – involving the opening of a book – is beyond what any created being could undertake: we must conclude that his status and dignity are those of Lord of all creation and that, by taking the book, ‘he emphasises that whatever he does, God does … from now on for knowing God, we will have to know the Lamb’.21


To sum up, then, several elements of the Lamb’s characterisation from the moment he makes his entrance have been borrowed from a source text in prior revelation. That being said, what has exerted the most decisive influence on the description, at this point, is something brand new: the key designation ‘standing there as if slain’ (5.6).22 To comprehend this we need to fast forward to the point (in 13.8) where the very same expression is used again, unchanged, to qualify the first of the dragon’s subversive sidekicks and thus to set it in flagrant opposition to the Lamb. Within the confines of the literary world created by Revelation, we will see this monster mimic, in every respect, the Lamb already encountered. Its characterisation as anti-christ or anti-god results from the author’s sophisticated use of a process of literary parody. The Lamb’s portrait in 5.6 is therefore a skilful literary anticipation of his future antagonists’ mimicry, before ever their satanic hijacking actually occurs in the later plot. Consequently, it makes perfect sense to see the traits that define the anti-god squad of chapter 12 or the anti-lamb brigade in chapters 13 and 17 as having been ‘chosen to correspond, in antithetical fashion, to Christ’s portrait’.23 Their only significance is negative because their only value is antithetical; in an artfully written work like this they serve to guarantee, from 5.6 onwards, that once readers encounter this partial caricature of God and the Lamb they will find it fully legible.


Quite possibly the ten diadems in 13.1 redeploy the image of the crowns in 9.7. At any rate they obviously pick up on those worn by the dragon usurper (12.3) as well as anticipating, in contrary fashion, the many diadems of the Rider-Messiah and true King of kings (19.6,12). Also borrowed from 12.3 are the monster’s seven heads. As for the ‘blasphemous names’ by which their adversaries are known, they can only be corrupted divine epithets that testify to diabolical pretensions of divinity: only God and his Christ represent ultimate reality. I am reminded of how Jesus spotted this claim during the temptations he overcame at the outset of his ministry; in Lk 4.8 and Mt 4.10 we hear him retort using a quotation from Deut 6.13.24 In the present context, the same blasphemy also provokes a riposte in the form of an assertion that true names of dignity will belong, in the final analysis, to Christ alone (19.11-12,16). All this being so, it is clear that 13.1 is the starting-point for a description conditioned, in a sustained way, by factors of mimicry and impersonation; we are face to face with a real parody of Christ25 which the text’s later insistence on the monster’s blasphemies will only serve to underline.26 The flood of blasphemies spewing out from the monster’s maw is an attack on the supreme name, the heavenly dwelling and the angel-servants of God (13.6); in other words, an assault respectively on the dignity, presence and entourage of God and the Lamb, as previously evoked in the worship scene of 5.1-14.
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