Notes on Revelation

Key theme: affirming Christianity's hope for an immediate transformation of the world (with governmental oppression) and assures the faithful that God's prearranged plan --including the destruction of evil and advent of Christ's universal reign -- is about to be accomplished

Apocalypse:  from Greek, an unveiling of unseen realities--in Heaven as it is now; on Earth as it will be in the future; combines visions of unseen worlds with previews of future history--all told in highly symbolic language

cryptic: highly coded, using metaphorical language and symbols

Portrayal of Jesus in Revelation: Jesus is a major character; an all-powerful heavenly (even militant) representation; different from the Gospels' portrayal of the human Jesus as in Mark's suffering servant or John's Jesus who embodies divine Wisdom

Jesus of Revelation: the Messiah of popular expectation--who will conquer oppressive government, is a warrior-king, will slay enemies and prove beyond doubt his right to universal rule. In contrast to the Gospels, this Jesus isn't primarily about mercy, but is one who will inflict wrathful punishment on enemies (Rev 19:11-21)

The portrayal of Jesus fits the Revelation writer's sense about the present world seen as hopelessly corrupt and the future world of God's righteousness; the only way the new order can come is through God's direct intervention in human affairs; Jesus may have to act as destroyer or avenger--the view was a challenge for many. 

The woman: (starting in Ch. 12) woman dressed in the sun, moon, and stars; resembles portraits of the Egyptian goddess Isis; probably symbolizes Israel, historically the parent of Christ; the 12 stars = traditional twelve tribes, the woman gives birth to the Messiah; multiple interpretations possible

The dragon: seven-headed dragon = a composite of apocalyptic beasts; recalls pre-biblical myths of creations--the Mesopotamian creator-god Marduk vanquishes a primordial dragon. Michael the archangel = a traditional symbol of the spirit prince of Israel -- defeats the dragon, chaotic reptile

The Roman beast: the beast with "ten horns and seven heads" symbolizes Rome, earthly focus of the dragon's power; two-horned beast may represent Roman priesthood that promotes emperor worship (13:11-17). The occult no. 666 is a mystery scholars haven't solved.

Characteristics of Apocalyptic Literature

1. spectacular, lots of color and action

2. Greek word: “apokalypsis” means an “unveiling” of unseen realities—realities both in heaven as it is now and on earth as it will be in the future

3. cryptic language—much metaphor and symbol

4. combines visions of the unseen world with previews of future history—all done in lofty, symbolic language

5. is deliberately mystifying with powerful symbols; the dragon, the serpent, the beast, the celestial woman—all are conventional apocalyptic vocabulary/terms

6.  there is a trend of identifying the beast with a contemporary figure who is hated or feared or distrusted by the people

Key Themes

1. A vision of a text addressed to a people who have been profoundly oppressed; so many images of the earth being destroyed; falling stars, elements of nature signaling destruction—and directed at those who have done/who are seen as “evil”
2. affirms Christianity’s original hope for an immediate transformation of the world—assures the faithful that God’s prearranged plan (the destruction of Evil and advent of Christ’s universal reign) is about to be accomplished

3. places governmental oppression and Christian suffering in a cosmic perspective—conveys hope of a “new heaven and a new earth”

4. Revelation was not the last book written, though its placement at the end of the Bible may be appropriate; Genesis is the Alpha –first letter of the Greek alphabet/ Revelation the Omega—the last letter of the Greek alphabet

5. the first Christians believed the end was immanent; Revelation reaffirmed this same notion

6. the sense of Jesus in Revelation is as a major figure—a messiah of expectation, a warrior-king, proving the right to universal rule and coming not to bring mercy to sinners, but to inflict punishment on opponents/enemies—this perspective of Jesus is different from that of the suffering servant as Mark’s Gospel might convey or of the embodiment of wisdom as John’s gospel might convey; only God’s violent intervention can be “the answer”
7. the authors of the letter of Jude, 2nd Letter of Peter and Revelation saw their present world as hopelessly corrupt; they saw God’s intervention as the only hope for change and the future world (God planned world) as an ideal realm of purity
1. Ch. 1:9 – “the patient endurance”; vs. 11 – 7 churches: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea

2. Ch. 2: 1-7 – to church at Ephesus: first praise and reassurance; then the challenge: “you have abandoned the love you had at first…”; vs. 8-11 – to church at Smyrna: “you are a synagogue of Satan”; vs. 13-18 – to church at Pergamum: “living where Satan’s throne is”, another reference to “the teaching of the Nicolaitans” – intolerance of the “other”; vs. 19-29 – again images of a very violent God raining vengeance on those who are perceived as evil; 

3. Ch. 3: 1-6 – to the Church at Sardis: here some few “walk with God”; still there’s the call to repent; vs. 7-13: “I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say they are Jews and are not but are lying…”; vs. 14 22: two quotable quotes: “I know your works; you are neither cold nor hot.  I wish that you were either cold or hot… So because you are lukewarm…I am about to spit you out of my mouth…”; “I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the door, I will come in to you…”
4. Ch. 4 – opens with a vision of heaven: the language is rich in superlatives and symbols – attempts to describe the indescribable; vs. 8b; 11; 5: 9 – songs of praise repeating “worthy to receive honor, glory, power”;
5. Ch. 5 -- “who is worthy to open the scroll…” – “the Lion of Judah” “the root of David”

6. Ch. 6 – the four horses of the Apocalypse; more images of violence against those perceived as wicked; and vs. 9 – those “slaughtered for the word of God”; vs 12 ff –nature’s vengeance
7. Ch. 7 – “the number of those who were sealed…” from the tribes of Israel; vs. 14 “these are they who have come out of the great ordeal…”

8. Ch. 8 – all the “thirds” of the earth and of nature that are destroyed;
9. Ch. 9 – the “woes” only for those “who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads”: locust first; two others
10. Ch. 10 – vs. 8ff – take the scroll and eat… and then prophesy

11.  Ch. 11 – vs. 8-19: another song and theophany

12. Ch. 12 – “the woman clothed with the sun” vs. 5-6; vs. 7: “war broke out in heaven”; vs. 10-12 another song; vs. 13-17 – rest of the story of the woman;

13. Ch. 13—the beast; ending verse: “Its number is six hundred sixty-six”

14. Ch. 14 – the blessed and song; the fallen and their demise; vs. 12-13: “call for the endurance of the saints”;
15. Ch. 15 – describes seven angels with seven plagues – but not for those “righteous”;

16. Ch. 16 – “pouring out the plagues”; the vengeance…;

17. Ch. 17 – “the judgment of the great whore…”; the whore of Babylon;

18. Ch. 18 – “fallen, fallen is Babylon the great;

19. Ch. 19 – the songs of the “great multitude”

20. Ch. 20 – chaining and locking up “that ancient serpent, who is the Devil and Satan…”; the souls of those who had not worshipped the beast coming to life…”; vs. 4 ff -- they reigned with Christ a thousand years…; the first resurrection; vs. 11ff – reading from the book of judgment
21. Ch. 21 – new heavens and a new earth; “see, the home of God is among mortals…”

22. Ch. 22 – the conclusion

Notes from Professor Ralph Williams’ presentation on Revelation

“The End of Apocalypse: the Revelation of History”

1. Varieties of Time

2. Time toward the End of Time: Apocalypse When

3. The Diabolization of Dissent

4. Am I Deceived?

5. Images of that Horror

6. Not without Boundaries but Inexhaustible

7. The Image of that Horror: The Long-Oppressed Apocalypse When

I. Varieties of Time – 1.) begins with the “time” in the Garden; the male and female make up one image of the God; the glory and the dawning of time; cites Dylan Thomas’ “Fern Hill” – remembering the farm of his grandparents; b.) time in the Garden – humans had maybe less than a day in the Garden; 

2. Time of alienation/time toward death – after eating the fruit; death was not a “single moment”/disintegration of the body (for Adam – 900 years); d.) but death is a gift – otherwise we’d experience endless disintegration; 

3. Time in the history of relationship: time we spend with life choices; God calling the Israelites to live in relationship/special people; story of “bringing the people under the mountain” – “you need to live under my law” (613 Laws – supposedly – in Israelite laws), “If you want to be my people, keep the law or the mountain will drop on you”; Leviticus 6, and final chapters of Deuteronomy – threefold “if”; notion seemed to be to interpret history as “if I do good, I’ll be rewarded; if I do evil, I’ll be curse.
4. Time of the wind – Ecclesiastes “breath of a breath” – wind imagery; don’t know it comes or where it goes; one day “breath out, no more breath in”; “God has made everything beautiful in its time”
5. Time of the Harvest – all come up to Jerusalem for the festivals

II. Time toward the End of Time: Apocalypse When – time of the book of Revelation probably 95 CE

1. The end was supposedly “soon” – but the “end” kept coming and going

III. The Diabolization of Dissent – groups of Christians are being addressed from Ephesus to Asia Minor; Jesus followers – predicting the end especially when the Temple fell; those who disagree with me = the Devil; don’t be “double-minded” – the practical realities amid the possible single focus: endure; the crisis of authority – some saying “I am Jesus…here’s the meaning”; Revelation Ch. 1: God to Jesus to an angel to John: authority
1. Rev. 2: 8-9 -- “who say they are Jews and are not, but a synagogue of Satan”
2. Rev. 2: 12-14 – “where Satan’s throne is” – an altar to the god Zeus; and a major ancient library; Greek religion not another way of being, but “satanic”

IV: Apocalyptic history
1. there are only two forces in history: God and Satan, everything is one or the other

2. The many wicked and the righteous few

3. The temple of antagonism against the righteous few

4. God will intervene in history –will do consummating violence and the evil will be wiped out as God does consummate violence; hallucinatory violence; Time will be no more (Ch. 21: 22ff); tree of the Garden (the tree of life) appears in the heavens; 

V. Am I deceived? – the issue of the anti-Christ – who can be believed? – images from churches with separation of the “good/righteous” and the “evil/wicked”; images of horrors in Italy in the Renaissance; final image – the last judgement where the “just/righteous” will come to life; but the “evil/wicked” are left to eternal damnation
VI. Not without Boundaries, but Inexhaustible – historically an “inexhaustible” number of interpretations
1. So many possible interpretations – all we can know is our own “apocalyptic history

2. The number of the beast – “666” – so much speculation about who is the beast: some thought Nero at first; at the time of the Reformation, the beast could be the Pope; variant ways of figuring out the numbers

VII. The Image of that Horror: The Long-Oppressed Apocalypse When

1. All history is the story of class history; in Marxism: the wicked few and the righteous many – shift now from what is in Revelation; the destruction of any against “us” or against the “right”; Apocalypse – faces endless interpretations about ways we oppress the “other”; what are we going to live?
PAGE  
2

