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ABSTRACT 

Michael Robert Gilbertson 

'See, I am making all things new': God and Human History in the Book of 
Revelation and in Twentieth-Century Theology, with Particular Reference to 
Wolfhart Pannenberg and Jiirgen Moltmann. 

Submitted for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the University of 
Durham, 1997. 

This is an inter-disciplinary study, based partly in biblical studies, and partly in 

systematic theology. It examines how far a reading of the Book of Revelation 

might either support or question the work of Pannenberg and Moltmann on the 
theology of history. Although both theologians have been influenced by 

apocalyptic, there has been no detailed study of their work in the light of 
Revelation, the most important Christian apocalypse. 

Chapter I sets Pannenberg and Moltmann in their context, showing the 
influences which have shaped their work. Chapter 2 examines some of the 

methodological issues which arise in relating scripture and systematic theology 
together. 

Chapters 3-5 form a detailed study of Revelation, exploring the way the author 
uses the dimensions of space and time to make theological points about the 

relationship between God and history. The text sets the present earthly experience 
of the reader in the context of God's ultimate purposes, by disclosing hidden 
dimensions of reality, both spatial, embracing heaven and earth, and temporal, 
extending into the ultimate future. This in turn encourages faithfulness to God in 

the present. 
Chapter 6 is a detailed assessmený of the theologies of history developed by 

Pannenberg and Moltmann, including their views on the nature of the historical 

process, and the use of apocalyptic ideas in eschatology. Their proposals are 
analysed alongside conclusions from the reading of Revelation in chapters 3-5. In 

some areas (for example, the setting of the present against an ultimate 
eschatological horizon), there are clear connections between Revelation and their 
proposals. In some other areas, connections are less obvious, but reflecting on 
Revelation and contemporary theology together still yields stimulating results. 

The study therefore constructs a dialogue between biblical interpretation and 
systematic theology, giving due weight to both disciplines. 
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4 
TEXT OF THESIS 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is an inter-disciplinary project ranging across New Testament studies 

and systematic theology. My aim is to examine how far a reading of one particular 
New Testament text, the Book of Revelation, might either support or question the 

work of two twentieth-century theologians, Wolffiart Pannenberg and Airgen 

Moltmann, on the theology of history. 

Both Pannenberg and Moltmann have been deeply influenced by apocalyptic 

eschatology in developing their theology. Reflecting on their work in the light of 
Revelation is important because this text represents by far the most sustained piece 

of apocalyptic writing in the New Testament. It is the paradigmatic example of the 

transformation of the Jewish apocalyptic tradition in the light of the Christ event, 
and is therefore of prime significance for considering the relevance of apocalyptic 
ideas for Christian theology. 

In considering the text and the work of Pannenberg and Moltmann, I shall 
focus on the way each treats the relationship between God and human history. 
This has been a fundamental theme in the work of both Pannenberg and Moltmann 

throughout their careers. To provide a point of contact with the text, I shall 
analyse the treatment of the dimensions of space and time in the structure of 
Revelation as a whole. I shall examine how the focus of the action in the text shifts 
between different temporal categories (past, present, penultimate future and 
ultimate future) and between different spatial planes (heaven, earth and under the 
earth). This provides an important key to understanding how the central theme of 
the relationship between God and human history is developed in the text. 
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Bringing together a New Testament text and twentieth-century systematic 

theology transcends the established boundaries of theological disciplines. While 

Pannenberg and Moltmann both refer frequently to scripture in their work, they 

write as systematicians, using scripture as a resource to support theological 

positions, rather than engaging in a sustained way with individual texts. At the 

same time, while some biblical scholars are aware of developments in systematic 

theology, there has been no detailed attempt from within New Testament studies to 

discuss the theologies of Pannenberg and Moltmann alongside the Book of 

Revelation. ' This thesis is therefore an attempt to suggest some ways in which 

scripture and theology may be brought together in this area. 

In chapter 1,1 set the work of Pannenberg and Moltmann in its twentieth- 

century context, exploring the similarities and distinctions between them, and 

comparing their approaches to other influential theologies of history. I consider in 

chapter 2 some of the methodological issues which arise in relating scripture and 

systematic theology together. In chapter 3,1 examine some important recent 
debates among interpreters of the Book of Revelation, before embarking on a 
detailed study of the text in chapters 4 and 5.1 return to Pannenberg and 
Moltmann in chapter 6, explaining their respective theologies of history and 

relating these to my reading of the text. My main findings are summarized in 

chapter 7. 

The thesis: reflects three personal concerns of mine.. First, a lifelong 

fascination with history, which led me to read it at university, has given me a 

particular interest in the relationship between theology and history. Second, more 

recently in my theological studies, I have been struck by the way in which the 
disciplines of biblical studies and systematic theology are often undertaken with 
little or no regard for each other. This thesis is a small attempt to explore ways in 

1 This is not to say that there are no scholars working in both New Testament studies and 
systematic theology. From the perspective of this thesis, one obvious example is Richard 
Bauckharn, who is both a leading interpreter of Revelation and the author of two standard works 
on Moltmann, listed in the bibliography. He has not, however, brought these two areas of 
research together in detail in his published work. 
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which the two disciplines might interact. Third, with the approach of the year 

2000, interest in eschatology is increasing, in Christian circles and beyond. Yet for 

many churches, the prime New Testament example of sustained eschatological 

writing is a practically closed book, regarded with suspicion as the territory of 

eccentrics. It is my conviction that Revelation is in fact highly relevant to the 

concerns of mainstream Christian theology and to the life of the church in general. 
Relating Revelation to contemporary theology is one way of overcoming a 

reluctance to engage with this text. 
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CHAPTERI 

SETTING THE SCENE: A MODERN DEBATE ABOUT 

FAITH AND HISTORY 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The starting point for this thesis lies in twentieth-century debates about the 

relationship between history and faith. These debates are one of the most enduring 
features of the modem theological scene. As far as New Testament studies are 

concemed, the debates have most often arisen in the context of the application of 

the historical-critical method to scripture. The two most obvious examples of this 

have been the various 'quests' for the historical Jesus, and the continuing 
discussions about the extent to which the resurrection of Jesus is accessible to the 

historical-critical method. ' 

However, this thesis is concemed with a rather different question, which 

relates not so much to the exercise of the historical-critical method, but rather to 

some of the underlying assumptions made about the nature and significance of 
history as such. This more fundamental question is about the relationship between 
divine reality and the world of historical events. Of course, this question cannot be 
isolated from issues relating to the application of historical criticism to the biblical 

record. Three of the key protagonists to whom I refer in this chapter - Troeltsch, 

Bultmann, and Pannenberg - have engaged in great depth with both sets of 
questions, and a ma or point of Pannenberg's programme is precisely the 
illegitimacy of dividing the two sets of questions from each other. Nonetheless, the 

1 For a survey of the historiographical questions underlying some twentieth-century approaches 
to the quest for the historical Jesus, see Van Harvey (1967). Carnley (1987) offers a 
comprehensive treatment of the question of the accessibility of the resurrection to historical 
investigation. 
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focus in this thesis will be especially on the debate about the significance of history 

per se. 
2 

Two opposing approaches have been especially influential in the exploration of 

this question. One approach is marked by a conviction that there is a fundamental 

discontinuity between the world of historical events and divine reality. An 

important proponent of this view has been Rudolf Bultmann. In contrast, other 

theologians, notably Pannenberg and Moltmann, have reacted against the tendency 

in dialectical theology to draw this sharp distinction between the realms of faith 

and history. They have sought to re-emphasize a fundamental unity embracing 

both the divine and the historically-contingent. The approaches adopted by 

Pannenberg and Moltmann are not identical. Pannenberg stresses underlying 

continuity in the historical process, which he sees as the self-revelation of God, 

culminating in the eschaton, at which point the coherence and purpose of history 

will be manifest. Moltmann stresses the hope of future transformation of reality by 

the inbreaking of the power of God. However, both of these theologians represent 

a reaction against the dualism inherent in Bultmann's work. 3 In developing their 

theological positions, Pannenberg and Moltmann have both made use of ideas from 

apocalyptic literature. For Pannenberg, the attraction of apocalyptic is the idea of 

an ultimate eschatological horizon within which the whole of reality might be 

2 This focus is partly determined by the nature of the New Testament text on which I am 
concentrating, the Book of Revelation. Considering different texts, such as the resurrection 
narratives or I Cor. 15: Iff, might have led the discussion to focus more on questions relating to 
the application of historical method. To an extent, the distinction I am making between two sets 
of questions in the theological disciplines is paralleled in history and philosophy by a distinction 
between 'speculative' philosophy of history, dealing with attempts to discern a meaning in history 
as a whole, and 'critical' philosophy of history, dealing with methodological questions such as 
the extent to which the writing of history inevitably entails interpretation as well as the reporting 
of fact. Walsh (1951) and Dray (1964) give standard accounts of both areas of the philosophy of 
history. Practising historians in this century, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, have tended 
to eschew any attempts to write speculative philosophies of history, preferring instead more 
apparently down-to-earth critical questions. But important twentieth-century approaches to 
historical study, notably Marxist approaches and the annales school in France, have tackled 
questions of long-term patterns in historical development. 
3 In describing Bultmann's work as dualistic, I am certainly not implying an ontological dualism 
(for example between two ultimate principles of good and evil). Rather, I am drawing attention 
to the epistemological dualism which pervades his work: see section 1.3 below. 
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situated. For Moltmann, the attraction is the apocalyptic theme of the 

transformation of reality in the dawning of the new age. 
The present thesis is an examination of the extent to which a reading of one 

particular apocalyptic text, Revelation, might be used to support or question the 

proposals of Pannenberg and Moltmann, and the extent to which their proposals 

provide a fruitful starting point for a contemporary interpretation of the text. In 

chapters 3-5,1 shall examine the text of Revelation in detail, and in chapter 61 

shall relate my reading of the text to an analysis of Pannenberg's and Moltmann's 

theologies of history. The purpose of this opening chapter is to introduce the main 

contours of the twentieth-century debate about the theological significance of 
history. This will enable Pannenberg and Moltmann to be placed in context, and 

give an indication of the issues at stake. I am not offering a comprehensive 

account of the debate as a whole, but will highlight some of the main questions by 

describing briefly the work of two key figures, Ernst Troeltsch and Rudolf 

Bultmann, before considering Pannenberg and Moltmann. I hope to identify in 

particular some of the longer-term intellectual influences which have shaped the 

views these writers have expressed, and also the ways in which they relate to one 

another. 

1.2 THE CHA, LLENGE OF ERNST TROELTSCH 

The German theologian and philosopher Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923) saw clearly 

the challenges which modem historical method posed to traditional theology. 

Assessments vary as to how well he succeeded in meeting those challenges. But 

the problems to which he drew attention are enormous and have influenced the 

work of theologians and biblical scholars ever since. 
Troeltsch was convinced of the validity of the historical-critical method, 

established in the nineteenth century by von Ranke and others. He claimed that the 
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modem idea of history had 'developed into a unique mode of thought and research 
that has authenticated itself with most brilliant results'. 4 In an important early 
essay, 'Historical and Dogmatic Method in Theology, published in 1898, he 

described three key elements of modem historical method. First, he identified the 

principle of criticism, according to which 'in the realm of history there are only 
judgments of probability' and hence no certainties'. This principle applied to the 

history of religions, including Christianity, as much as to any other history. 

Second, Troeltsch described the principle of analogy: 'Agreement with normal, 

customary, or at least frequently attested happenings and conditions as we have 

experienced them is the criterion of probability for all events that historical 

criticism can recognise as having actually or possibly happened. " Lying behind 

this second principle was an assumption of the 'basic consistency of the human 

spirit and its historical manifestations'. 7 Troeltsch's third principle was 

correlation, according to which 'all historical happening is knit together in a 

permanent relationship ... inevitably forming a current in which everything is 

interconnected and each single event is related to all others. 's 

These three principles have far-reaching consequences. As Troeltsch himself 

remarked: 'Give the historical method an inch and it will take a mile. From a 

strictly orthodox stand-point, therefore, it seems to bear a certain similarity to the 
devil. '9 Troeltsch argued that the rigorous application of the historical method 
(which he regarded as inescapable) was incompatible with traditional dogmatic. 

theology. The principle of criticism opened the Bible up to the thoroughgoing 

scrutiny which would be applied to any other ancient text. This process was of 
course already well advanced by the time of Troeltsch. More generally, if 

4 TroelLsch (1972), p. 45. 
3 Troeltsch (199 1), p. 13. 

Troeltsch (199 1), pp. 13 -14. 
Troeltsch (199 1), p. 14. 

Troeltsch (199 1), p. 14. 
9 Troeltsch (1991), p. 16. 
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historical enquiry was to regard 'facts', even those related in the New Testament, 

as merely more or less probable, then this struck at the heart of the traditional 

direct connection between faith and fact. As Van Harvey puts it: 'If the theologian 

believes on faith that certain events occurred, the historian regards all historical 

claims as having only a greater or lesser degree of probability, and he regards the 

attachment of faith to these claims as a corruption of historical judgment. "0 

The principle of analogy also implied a fundamental re-assessment. Instead of 

taking tradition on trust, historians were bound to apply the criterion of their own 

experience. If recorded 'facts' such as the resurrection or the ascension did not 

correspond remotely to current experience, then historians were bound to judge 

them to have been improbable. The whole edifice of external supernatural 

miraculous warrant, which Troeltsch saw as underpinning traditional Christianity, 

was at risk. 

The principle of correlation meant that all 'facts' had to be seen in the context 

of other events, traditions and beliefs which surrounded them. It was no longer 

legitimate to treat Christianity as if it were in a privileged position, isolated from 

the rest of history. Troeltsch attacked what he termed the 'old dogmatic method' 
for perpetuating an invalid distinction between sacred and profane history: 'By its 

principles this method is absolutely opposed to the historical one. Its essence is 

that it possesses an authority that, by definition, is separate from the total context 

of history, not analogous to other happenings, and therefore not subject to 

historical criticism and the uncertainty attaching to its results. ' 11 

Despite Troeltsch's hostility to traditional dogmatics, the overall aim of his 

theological programme as a whole was positive: his objective was not to 

undermine Christianity, but rather to re-present it in a way compatible with the 

lo Harvey (1967), p. 5. 
11 Troeltsch (1991), p. 20. Troeltsch regarded traditional orthodoxy, with its natural/supernatural 
dichotomy, as increasingly untenable, since it was 'forced into that well-known apologetic which 
must differentiate sacred from profane events, and which, along with its arguments for this 
dichotomy, gasps for breath the more it breathes the air of the modern understanding of history. ' 
(Troeltsch, 1972, p. 60). 
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application of historical method. He advocated a 'history-of-religions' approach, 

which would draw conclusions about Christianity from historical study, rather than 
from dogmatic preconceptions. He ruled out vigorously all notions of supernatural 

explanation. In a stance which nowadays appears strange, however, Troeltsch also 

remained a child of German idealism, accepting the existence of a universal 

principle, the Absolute, as a spiritual driving force within history. He attempted to 

reconcile this with his attachment to historical method by seeing the Absolute not 

as a pre-existent principle which imposed itself on historical events, but rather as a 
teleological principle, or 'the Goal towards which we are growing'. 12 Deductions 

about the nature of the Absolute could only be made following detailed historical 

study, and even then, it would not be possible to describe the Absolute clearly. It 

could not simply be identified with historical Christianity, even though for 

Troeltsch, historical Christianity, of all known religions, came the closest to the 
Absolute. 

At the heart of Troeltsch's theological system was a contradiction which he 

found increasingly difficult to reconcile. He was fully committed to the 

unrestricted application of historical method: yet he sought to maintain the 

assumption of a universal principle lying behind historical events. Indeed, his 

examination of the history of religion revealed a picture of such complexity that it 

became impossible to detect the operation of such a universal principle in any 

coherent way. 
Troeltsch was committed to seeking to bridge the gap between contingent 

historical events and the work of God: he was opposed to any solution which 
would resort to a re-imposition of a natural/supernatural division. As Coakley 

argues, he held 'a religious objection to the idea that God has two distinct modes 
of activity: one relatively unimportant and humdrum, which critical scholarship is 

allowed to probe, and the other salvifically decisive but sealed off from critical 
scrutiny. ' 13 Yet seeking to avoid such a division was an uncomfortable task. On 

12 Troeltsch (199 1), p. 105. 
13 Coakley (1988), p. 83. 
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one side, the 'historical' end of Troeltsch's bridge was eroded: the failure of the 
historical method per se to reveal the workings of God in history meant that 
Troeltsch had to adn-& that some element of faith presupposition was essential if 
divine action was to be identified. 14 At the opposite, metaphysical end of the 
bridge, a different process of erosion took hold: by the end of his career, the 

complexity of the historical process had led Troeltsch to doubt whether one single 

universal principle was at work after all. 15 

For our purposes, the importance of Troeltsch lies in his brilliant yet flawed 

attempt to use the historical-critical method to trace a universal divine purpose 

working in history. Holding this programme together coherently was ultimately 
beyond him, but the challenge he laid down has never been totally answered. In 

the remaining sections of this chapter, I shall examine briefly different responses to 

that challenge. 

1.3 RUDOLF BULTMANN: A DUALISTIC RESPONSE 

Bultmann's response to the problems exposed by Troeltsch was marked by a series 

of dualisms. 16 He embraced wholeheartedly the principles of historical 
investigation set out by Troeltsch, yet sought to protect faith from the rigours of 

such investigation by postulating a fundamental discontinuity between the world of 

contingent historical events on the one hand and divine reality on the other. Thus, 
faith could be isolated from the ambiguities and uncertainties of historical criticism. 

14 Coakley (1988), pp. 86-7. 
15 This tendency is well illustrated in Troeltsch's diluted Christology. The application of the 
principles of historical criticism made it increasingly difficult for Troeltsch to sustain a view of 
Christ which assumed anything more than his role as the historical founder of Christianity. As 
Morgan suggests, 'The question is whether an adequate Christology can be maintained without 
according to scripture a greater authority than can be rationally justified by historical arguments. ' 
(In Troeltsch, 1977, p. 218 n. 56). 
"For a perceptive account of the dualisms at the heart of Bultmann's theology, see Roberts 
(1977). 
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In this respect, Bultmann's thought needs to be seen as standing in an 
intellectual tradition stretching back to Kant and Lessing. Each of these thinkers 
developed views of the relationship between faith and history which assumed a 
dualistic model of the perception of reality. Kant made a fundamental distinction 

between the reahn of the 'phenomenal' (that which is knowable by being accessible 
to scientific investigation), and the realm of the 'noumenal' (which includes 

transcendental concepts relating, for example, to God, and which cannot be 

'known'). Since God lies beyond the phenomenal, nothing may be known about 
him save that he is transcendent. Thus there is an epistemological dualism at the 

heart of Kantian thought between the phenomenal and the noumenal, the immanent 

and the transcendent. 17 

Lessing's work assumed a logical dualism between the uncertain and 

approximate world of historical knowledge and the world of eternal truth. He 

argued that it was illegitimate to base conclusions relating to eternal truth on the 

foundations *of contingent historical events, formulating the problem most famously 

in his image of a ditch: 'If no historical truth can be demonstrated then nothing can 
be demonstrated by means of historical truths. That is: Accidental truths of history 

can never become the proof of necessary truths of reason ... That, then, is the ugly, 
broad ditch which I cannot get across, however often and however earnestly I have 

tried to make the leap. "' Lessing's ditch was thus an expression not so much of a 

temporal distance between the Christ event and the modem believer, but rather a. 
logical distance between two kinds of truth, contingent and eternal. At one level, 

this appears a-major difficulty: how can the realms of history and faith be brought 

together? However, for Lessing, this difficulty in fact dissolves away. Since the 

eternal truths of reason cannot in any case be derived from history, there is no need 

"Yovel (1980) has demonstrated how this division works itself out in Kant's philosophy of 
history. Yovel argues that Kant ultimately failed to explain how his notion of a transcendent 
reason in the realm of the nournenal interacted with the phenomenal world of events. Despland 
(1973) offers a more positive account of Kant's philosophy of history, setting his thought in a 
more explicitly theistic framework than does Yovel. 
18 This Passage appears in 'On the Proof of the Spirit and of Power', published in 1777, reprinted 
in Chadwick (1956), pp. 53,55. 
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to bring history and faith together in that sense. "The point, then, is that Lessing 

does not have to leap the ditch for which his essay is most famous... he is in effect 

rejecting the notion that the truth of authentic religion is dependent upon the 

occurrence of certain historical events or on the emergence at an identifiable 

moment in time of a truth not previously available to us. '19 In effect,, history 

becomes a vehicle for disclosing truth of a nonhistorical character. A consequence 

of this line of argument is that religious truth becomes effectively insulated from 

the scrutiny of historical research. There are clear resonances with certain strands 

of twentieth-century dialectical theology, with their attempts to safeguard faith 

from the advance of historical critiCiSM. 20 

These are the long-term intellectual influences against which Bultmann should 

be seen. More immediately, he was influenced by the Neo-Kantianism of 
21 

nineteenth-century scholars such as Cohen and Natorp. Their distinctive 

contribution was to radicalize Kant's epistemology: they argued that not only can 

we not know 'things-in-themselves', but that even the senses through which we 

experience the world cannot be depended upon. Thiselton argues that in 

Bultmann's case, this development of Kant was fused with a brand of nineteenth- 
century Lutheranism, which stressed the need to avoid seeking one's security in 

anything but God. The combination of these two influences led Bultmann not only 
to dilute the importance of empirical historical enquiry for faith, but to regard any 

attempt to base faith on historical fact as misguided. 22 This is the source of 
Bultmann's fundamental mistrust of anything which 'objectifies' faith on the 

19Mchalson (1985), p. 38. 

2OBultmann's approach is also strongly influenced by Soren Kierkcgaard's critique of Lessing. 
Although Kicrkegaard kept Lessing's and Kant's distinction between the world of faith and the 
world of history, he emphasized the importance of the particular moment in the mediation of 
divine truth to the believer. Eternal truths were inaccessible to fallen human reason without 
God's initiative at particular moments. See Nlichalson (1985), pp. 61-92. 
21 See the discussion of the influence of Cohen and Natorp on Bultmann in Thiselton (1980), 
pp. 208-12. 
22 Carnley (1972) argues that Bultmann's radical dilution of the importance of historical events as 
a foundation for faith is based on a mistaken view of the nature of historical evidence. While it 
may be true that any particular view of a piece of historical evidence is provisional and open to 
correction, that does not mean that all historical knowledge is necessarily uncertain in principle. 
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grounds that this will inevitably consist of worldly knowledge rather than genuine 

encounter with the transcendent. Thiselton comments: 'Bultmann turns to 

Heidegger only because he has first accepted the Neo-Kantian assumption that 

knowledge which objectifies in accordance with law is a knowledge in which man 

does the shaping and seizes the mastery. Therefore, in the light of his Lutheranism 

and his dialectical theology, talk of God cannot take this form. "3 

How does this Neo-Kantian inheritance work itself out in Bultmann's 

theology? The epistemological dualism between the world of faith and the world 

of historical research which we noted in the thought of Kant, Lessing and 
Kierkegaard is also present in Bultmann, albeit expressed in a different way. 

Bultmann's statement that 'the world which faith wills to grasp is absolutely 

unattainable by means of scientific research' is a typical summary of his position. 24 

At the heart of Bultmann's position is a fundamental dichotomy, which occurs 

throughout his thought in different contexts. On one plane is the merely actual, the 

world of empirical history and factual knowledge. On a quite distinct plane is 

authentically and specifically human existential encounter and the self- 

understanding of human individuals in their historicity. Nothing in the first plane 

can claim to have ultimate value, and as long as individuals understand themselves 
in terms of this plane, their true selves remain in bondage, in inauthentic existence. 
In his consideration of history, Bultmann expresses this distinction by means of two 

German words, Historie, to represent the world susceptible to historical 

investigation, and Geschichte to represent the world of authentic existence which 

cannot be accessed by historical investigation. This accords with Bultmann's 

theological conviction that we cannot and must not seek knowledge of God from 

objectified sources (i. e. from data which can be assessed and explained using 
human reason). For Bultmann, 'God does not stand still and does not put up with 
being made an object of observation. One cannot see God; one can only hear 

23 Thiselton (1980), p. 226. 
24 Bultniann (1969), p. 3 1. 
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God. )25 Hence his assertion that he actually welcomed negative results of 
historical criticism, since they discouraged the founding of faith on the wrong 

pren-dses. 
Along with this dichotomy, Bultmann held to a view of history as a closed 

continuum of events, in effect applying Troeltsch's two principles of analogy and 

correlation to exclude the idea of special supernatural intervention in history. " 

Unlike Troeltsch, however, Bultmann did not believe that the results of historical 

investigation could bear the theological weight of presenting the Christian message. 

Nonetheless, it is important to understand that Bultmann is not saying that God is 

not active at all; he is merely saying that God's action cannot be seen by empirical 

observation. It is possible to speak about God's act only in the context of 

existential encounter. 'God's act is hidden from all eyes other than the eyes of 

faith. M 

Bultmann's most sustained discussion of the nature of history and how it 

relates to faith and authentic existence comes in his History and Eschatology. He 

traces the development of different ways in which scripture conceives the 

relationship between history and faith. He contrasts Old Testament prophecy, 

which he sees as speaking of the execution of God's judgement within history, with 

25Bultmann (1985), p. 144. 

26 Morgan argues that Bultmann's commitment to the thoroughgoing application of the historical 
critical method places him in some respects close to Troeltsch. 'Both theologians [Bultmatin and 
Trocltschl do their history according to modem critical norms, and try to draw out its theological 
significance. They both stand opposed to Barth, whose theological method resists the autonomy 
of modem critical history. ' (1976, p. 60). On the other hand, a common criticism levelled at 
Bultnunn from his left-wing critics such as Ogden and Buri is that he does not carry through his 
view of history sufficiently rigorously. Although he argues that, in general, history (as accessible 
to historical investigation) is a closed system in which there is no supernatural intervention, he 
seems to suspend this general rule when it comes to the Christ event. Can we see here a 
puncturing of the dichotomy which otherwise marks his system? Bultmann argues that he is still 
not allowing for supernatural intervention, even in the Christ event, but rather a 'paradoxical 
identity' of historical occurrence and divine action. But the obscurity of his thought at this Point 
reveals the difficulty of maintaining a pivotal role for the Christ event with a dualistic system. 
Theologians such as Ogden, who see the Christ event as simply an illustration of deep truth, are 
in a sense more consistent than Bultmann. Michalson suggests that Bultmann's left-wing critics 
are in fact finding their way back beyond Kierkegaard to Lessing, and the idea of pre-Cxistent 
truth being simply illustrated by the Christ event (see Michalson, 1985, pp. 18-19). 
27 Bultmann (1985), p. I 11. 
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later Jewish apocalyptic, which saw divine judgement bringing about the end of this 

world and the dissolution of history. For Bultmann, the New Testament draws on 
both of these views, although the apocalyptic element predominates in the earliest 
traditions, such as Jesus' proclamation of the inbreaking of the eschatological reign 

of God. Passages such as Mark 13 and I Cor. 15 also appear to show little interest 

in any continuing history or divine judgment within it: in effect, history is 

swallowed up by eschatology in the context of intense expectation of an imminent 

parousia. 
Bultmann interprets Paul in an existential light, as stressing 'the historicity of 

man, the true historical life of the human being, the history which everyone 

experiences for himself and by which he gains his real essence'. " This concept of 
the historicity of the individual is vital for Bultmann. It functions almost as a re- 
definition of what is truly significant in history, once one accepts his contentions 
that nothing which is objectified is of ultimate value and that authentic existence is 

glimpsed only in existential encounter. When Bultmann speaks of the 'historicity' 

of the individual, he therefore means something very different from the world of 
historical investigation. . 

For Bultmann, the Fourth Gospel takes this process further, and unlike Paul, 
dismisses any concept of future eschatology, so that eschatological reality is seen 

as breaking into the present. (This argument depends of course on Bultmann's 

ploy of regarding the references to future eschatology which appear in the text as. 
being the work of an 'ecclesiastical redactor'). Bultmann therefore detects in both 

Paul and the Fourth Gospel (for him the most important parts of the New 

Testament) a sense that the present time, swallowed up in eschatology, has a 

particular character as a 'time-between'. In Paul it is the time between the 

resurrection and the parousia, in John the time between the glorification of Jesus 

and the death of the individual believer. 29 In each case, the present time is more 
than merely chronology. For Bultmann this represents a valuable perspective, 

28Bultmann (1957), p. 43. I 

29 Bultmann (1957), p. 49. 
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since eschatological reality and therefore existential possibility are woven into the 

present. 30 

One senses the tone of regret as Bultmann argues that with the delay of the 

parousia this view of the present became unsustainable, and a sense of history re- 

emerged distinct from eschatology, so that eschatological reality came to be 

understood primarily as anticipation, rather than as current reality. Only with the 

Romantic reaction against the teleology of the Enlightenment, and with what 

Bultmann sees as the modem sense of man's historicity is there a renewed 

opportunity to glimpse the reality of history as personal encounter and decision: 

'... the present is the moment of decision, and by the decision taken the yield of the 

past is gathered in and the meaning of the future is chosen. This is the character of 

every historical situation; in it the problem and the meaning of past and future are 

enclosed and are waiting, as it were, to be unveiled by human decisions. 31 

Thus, for Bultmann, meaning in history is to be found in momentary existential 

encounter in the present moment, rather than by historical investigation. In the 

believer's experience of Christ, what matters is not whatever can be pieced 

together about the history of the Christ event, but rather Christ's summons to 

decision in the present. 32 And Bultmann is strongly opposed to any notion that a 

meaning is to found in the broad sweep of history. Schemes such as those 
developed by Hegel or Marx which depend upon a view of history as a whole are 

30 In fact, Bultmann's use of scripture can be attacked as arbitrary and selective. As Roberts 
points out the New Testament includes a variety of eschatological perspectives, and not merely 
the realized eschatology detected by Bultmann: see Roberts (1975), ch. 2. The Book of Revelation 
of course offers one such perspective. 
31 Bultmann (1957), pp. 141-2. 
32Bultmann's programme of demythologizing is also heavily influenced by the dualism he 
inherited from Neo-Kantianism. Bultmann argued that demythologization was necessary because 
mythological language sought to describe the transcendent in objectifying terms- In so doing, 
mythological language was illegitimately importing concepts from the worldly plane into the 
transcendent. Thus, objectifying concepts such as heaven and Satan needed to be stripped away 
to expose the transcendent truth they were attempting to express: 'Demythologizing seeks to 
bring out the real intention of myth, namely, its intention to talk about human existence as 
grounded in and limited by a transcendent worldly power, which is not visible to objectifying 
thinking. ' (1985, p. 99). 
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for Bultmann illegitimate because a vantage point from which the whole of history 

may be seen is unattainable. 33 

Bultmann is representative of one possible response to the challenges laid 

down by Troeltsch at the beginning of the century. He accepts Troeltsch's 

historical-critical agenda, yet, under the influence of his Neo-Kantian inheritance, 

seeks to preserve a secure zone within which faith might be appropriated, safe 
from the rigours of historical investigation. This is not, however', the only possible 

response. 

1.4 WOLFHART PANNENBERG: A UNITIVE RESPONSE 

Wolfhart Pannenberg has responded to Troeltsch's challenge in a way 
fundamentally opposed to that of Bultmann. I shall discuss Pannenberg's 

proposals (and those of Jorgen Moltmann, whose approach bears key similarities to 

that of Pannenberg) in more detail in chapter 6. However, at this stage I shall 

examine some of the salient points of Pannenberg's approach, to set the scene for 

the chapters which follow. 

Whereas Bultmann's thought owes much to the intellectual tradition 

represented by Kant, Lessing and Kierkegaard, Pannenberg clearly owes a strong 
debt to Hegel. Although Pannenberg distances himself from Hegel's conclusions at 
important points, he shares some of Hegel's central concerns. The first of these is 

Hegel's conviction that reality should be understood in a unitive, rather than a 
dualistic, way. Plant places this conviction in the context of Hegel's Germany, 

arguing that political and religious divisions, and increasing intellectual 

specialization in the eighteenth century, had led to a sense of social fragmentation 

which Hegel sought to overcome. 34 In particular, Hegel reacted strongly against 

33 Bultmann (1985), pp. 137-8.1 
34 Plant describes Hegel's aim as 'the recreation of a whole man in an integrated, cohesive, 
political community' (1983, p. 25). Significantly, the intellectual and religious en-vironment into 
which Hegel was borna-as partly shaped by apocalyptic thought. Ideas dependent on Joachimite 

Continued 
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Kant's distinction between the nournenal and the phenomenal, and against 
Lessing's distinction between accidental and necessary truth, both of which he 

regarded as fostering ontological and epistemological dualism. The second 

concern of Hegel of particular importance to Pannenberg is the sense of an 

unfolding dynamic meaning in history as a whole. For Hegel, life (and therefore 
history) was characterized by constant dynamic process. Although he believed in 

the ultimate unity of reality, there was a sense in which this ideal had not been 

achieved, and history represented a constant struggle to realize it. 31 

Pannenberg picks up the key Hegelian themes of the unity of reality and 

universal history. This is reflected in the central thesis of Revelation as History, 

which Pannenberg produced with a group of colleagues in 1961. The key 

argument of the book is an attempt to rehabilitate the idea that divine self- 

communication comes through historical events, over against the stress, in 

Bultmann and others, upon a distinction between the plane of faith commitment 

and the plane of historical eventS. 36 

eschatology, with its strongly teleological view of history, were highly influential in Hegel's 
Wdrttemberg. Especially after the accession in 1733 of Karl Alexander, an absolutist Catholic 
duke whom they regarded as Antichrist, Protestant groups developed a particular reading of 
apocalyptic literature, labelling themselves as the persecuted elect, but nonetheless retaining an 
optimistic future eschatology. These various strands came together in the thinking of 
J. A. Bengel (1687-1752), who developed a philosophy of cautiously optimistic and evolutionary 
eschatology combined with a campaign for social regeneration. See Dickey (1987), pp. 1-137. 
35 Hegel argues that the process by which the unity of reality is achieved'is dialectical. It contains 
three movements, which constantly recur. The first phase is that of the concept, exdsting in 
unconscious identity: it is characterized by unity, but lacks consciousness of itself. In the second 
phase, differentiation, the concept is objectified: this is simultaneously both the same in content 
as the concept and also its utter negation. In the third phase, the objectified form and the concept 
are united in a way which both reconciles them together and preserves concept and negation in a 
greater unity. This logical process is the basis of Hegel's dialectic. In the context of history, 
Hegel sees the concept as Spirit, and this is the role God plays in his system. Thus, by a constant 
process of objectification of itself in the world and reconciliation back with its own concept, Spirit 
aims through history to emerge into self-consciousness. Some of Pannenberg's recent writing 
about the relationship between the infinity of God and finite reality is strongly influenced by 
Hegelian dialectic (Pannenbcrg, 199 1, pp. 397ff). 
36 See my discussion, in chapter 6, of the support Pannenberg derives from scripture for his 
position, and of the various criticisms which have been made of the idea of revelation as history. 
Although he has refined his position in various respects (see section 6.2.1), he has continued to 
hold to the basic principle of divine self-revelation in historical events. See Pannenberg (1991), 
pp. 243-57. 
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From the idea of revelation as history come the key elements of Pannenberg's 

programme. He'rejects the Neo-Kantian division between fact and value which lies 

at the heart of Bultmann's thought. Events and their meaning are inextricably 

entwined. He attacks Kdhler and Bultmann, for whom reports of historical facts 

are accompanied by testimony to their revelatory value, which is supplementary to 

the events in themselves, and which exists for faith alone. 37 Pannenberg expresses 

a parallel concern in respect of the appropriation of faith by the believer. He 

rejects the idea that reason and faith should be seen as existing in two separate 

planes. Rather, the self-revelation of God is in events which are publicly 

observable: faith must be built on the foundation of history: 'In no case is 

theology ... in the position of being able to say what was actually the case regarding 

contents which remain opaque to the historian. "' The reverse side of this coin is 

that faith cannot be insulated from historical criticism. This leads Pannenberg to 

accept Troeltsch's principles of criticism and correlation. 
Pannenberg embraces the historical-critical method highlighted in Troeltsch's 

first principle, since to seek to insulate Christianity from historical criticism would 
imply a division in ultimate truth and hence vitiate the principle of unity. At the 

same time, Pannenberg is aware of the danger that the historical-critical method 
can itself threaten the unity of truth: he criticises its anthropocentric tendency, 
'which seems apt to exclude all transcendent reality as a matter of course' . 

39 He is 

also in principle prepared to accept Troeltsch's criterion of correlation, since he 

believes events to be comprehensible ultimately only in relation to the whole of the 

rest of history: 'It belongs to the full meaning of the Incarnation that God's 

redemptive deed took place within the universal correlative connections of human 

history and not in a ghetto of redemptive history, or in a primal history belonging 

to a dimension which is "oblique' to ordinary history ... if, indeed, it has not 

37 Pannenberg (1970), pp. 85ff; and (1991), p. 250. Pannenberg is also highly critical of 
Bultmann's Christology, with its lack of interest in the historical Jesus (Pannenbcrg, 1968, 
pp. 21-32). 
38 Pannenberg (1970), p. 50. 
39 Pannenberg (1970), p. 39. 
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remained in an archetypal realm above the plane of history. 4' The best-known 

application by Pannenberg of this idea is his assertion that the resurrection is in 

principle accessible to historical investigation. 

A further implication of the idea of revelation as history is that, for 

Pannenberg, history is a universal whole. History has a unity and coherence which 
form the basis for theology: 'History is the most comprehensive horizon of 
Christian theology. All theological questions and answers are meaningful only 

within the framework of the history which God has with humanity and through 

humanity with his whole creation. 41 Pannenberg finds support for this position in 

the prophetic and apocalyptic traditions in scripture. He argues that the early 

traditions of the fulfilment of divine promise in past events such as the Exodus 

gradually develop into the apocalyptic expectation of the future demonstration of 
divine glory, in an eschatological perspective. Building on this biblical foundation, 

Pannenberg outlines a picture of history characterized by dynamic purpose: 'Within 

the reality characterized by the constantly. creative work of God, history arises 
because God makes promises and fulfils these promises. History is event so 

suspended in tension between promise and fulfilment that through the promise it is 

irreversibly pointed toward the goal of future fulfilment. "' 

At the same time, Pannenberg emphasizes the ultimate sovereignty and 
freedom of God. God is not constrained by a plan of history which works towards 
its conclusion regardless. A universal horizon and a fundamental unity of truth 

must be maintained if God is God. But any attempt to impose a pattern on 
historical development is illegitimate because, being of human design, it must be 
finite and cannot take account of the history of the future yet to happen. The only 

solution for Pannenberg is to hold the idea of universal history together with the 
idea that history is radically contingent. 43 There is a pattern to history, but until the 

40 Pannenberg (1970), pp. 41-2. 
41 pannenberg (1970), p. 15. 
42 Pannenberg (1970), p. 18. 
43 This is one of the areas in which Pannenberg distances himself most sharply from Hegel. He is 
concerned that the grand sweep of Hegelian dialectic has the cffect of 'flattening out' the 
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end of history, when all events will be comprehensible in their full context, humans 

will remain unable to discern the pattern fully. Pannenberg's concern to stress the 
freedom of God makes him doubtful about Troeltsch's third principle (analogy) 

because it can be used to limit the openness of the future. He is concerned that this 

principle will inevitably tend towards anthropocentrism, and skew historical 

judgment by reinforcing the interpreter's own presuppositions. He argues rather 
that: 'if the historian keeps his eye on the nonexchangeable individuality and 

contingency of an event, then he will see that he is dealing with nonhomogenous 

things, which cannot be contained without remainder in any analogy. `44 

Hegel's system, which postulates a universal Absolute gradually realizing itself 

through history, is essentially evolutionary: what takes place in the future is an 

organic development from what has already taken place. But for Pannenberg, this 

would compromise the freedom of God, who for all his involvement in the 

unfolding of history, remains both transcendent and immanent. For Pannenberg, 

therefore, the dynamic flow of history is not from the past into the future, but 

rather from an open future into the past . 
45 Truth in history can be seen only in 

retrospect, and then only provisionally, since events still in the future will alter the 

context within which past events are seen. Pannenberg's conclusion is that the one 

particularities of history in order to fit them into the scheme as a whole. For Pannenberg, a 
system such as Hegel's, which sees history as the outworking of a pre-cxistent Absolute, cannot 
do sufficient justice to the individual and the contingent. Parmenberg concludes that: 'in spite of 
all [Hegel's] cfforts to allow the particular and individual to receive their due ... he remained fixed 
in the primacy of the universal. ' (Pannenberg, 1971, p. 23). The attempts by Hegel and others to 
produce an overall theory of historical development, within which all events may be located, has 
of course been roundly attacked, notably by Collingwood (1994, especially pp. 263-6), and Popper 
(1961). 
44Pannenberg (1970), p. 46. Pannenberg argues that the use of analogy does have a proper place 
in historical method, but that its true value lies not in a principle that historical deduction 
depends on the interpreter being able to identify analogy. Instead, its value is in showing the 
limits of the applicability of analogy to historical events: 'The most fruitful possibility opened up 
by the discovery of historical analogies consists in the fact that it allows more precise 
comprehension of the ever-present concrete limitation of what is held in common, the 
particularity that is present in every case in the phenomena being compared. ' (1970, p. 47. ) 
45 See the discussion in section 6.3.2 of Pannenberg's complex idea that ontology is driven from 
the future, and Moltmann's parallel argunients in favour of 'anticipation' over 'extrapolation'. 
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'earth-shaking objection' to Hegel's philosophy of history is that future truth is 

excluded from his system. 46 

At the same time, it is a central element in Pannenberg's thinking that in the 

resurrection of Christ, understood against an apocalyptic background of hope for 

the general resurrection of the dead, the end of history has been revealed 

proleptically. Even this, however, is still provisional, since it requires its ultimate 

vindication by God at the eschaton. Hence, although Pannenberg locates his 

thought in an apocalyptic framework, it is apocalyptic as transformed in the light of 

the Christ event. 

The key areas of difference between Pannenberg and Bultmann should now be 

clear. Pannenberg completely rejects the Neo-Kantian division between fact and 

value which lies at the heart of Bultmann's position. This has three implications. 

First, there is for Pannenberg no secure realm for faith beyond historical 

investigation. As Michalson puts it, "[for Pannenberg] the strategies that Lessing, 

Kierkegaard and such successors of theirs as Herrmann and Bultmann adopt to 

neutralize historical-critical difficulties are a greater threat to faith than historical 

criticism itself. "' Second, the world of contingent historical events cannot be held 

to be in some way irrelevant for faith (as Bultmann claims): on the contrary, it is 

precisely on the self-revelation of God in history that faith must take its stand. 4' 

46A common criticism levelled at Hegel by historians relates to his apparent belief that history- 
had in a sense reached its end with the rise of the Prussian state. Interestingly, recent decades 
have seen the revival, in various different forms, of the idea that history has effectively ended. 
Although such ideas often take the form of post-modcrnist reactions against mctanaffative, they 
are to some extent still dependent on detecting grand patterns in history - in this case, the 
pattern of an end to historical development. See Niethammer (1992) for a helpful survey of this 
movement. 
41 Mchalson (1985), p. 123. 
" Here, Pannenberg is challenging head-on Lessing's distinction between the accidental truths of 
history and the necessary truths of reason. Pannenberg's radical commitment to founding faith 
upon historical events is controversial. For example, Pailin (1975, p. 99) argues that religious 
faith can only ultimately be tested on metaphysical, not historical, grounds: Pannenberg's 
position is therefore misconceived. Pailin argues instead for a solution which is in effect a 
version of Lessing, in which historical events are regarded as illustrations of general truths which 
are acknowledged on the basis of other criteria, such as the conclusions of natural theology. As 
an example of such a general truth, Pailin offers 'the theistic nature of ultimate reality'. Pailin's 
argument fails to deal effectively with Pannenberg's crucial contention that Lessing's division 
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Third, as the self-revelation of God, history as a universal whole acquires a 
fundamental meaning, which will finally be revealed at the eschaton. In 

Pannenberg's scheme, the whole of the historical process, past, present and future, 

is a unity. This is fundamentally at odds with Bultmann, who stresses rather the 
importance of the present moment of decision for the individual. 49 

Thus, Pannenberg represents a third position alongside those of Troeltsch and 
Bultmann. Like Bultmann, he accepts Troeltsch's principles of criticism and 

correlation. However, he applies them more radically than Bultmann, since he will 

not accept a bifurcation between faith and history which would leave the former 

secure, isolated from historical investigation. Yet that same refusal to divide faith 

and history leads Pannenberg at another level to part company with Troeltsch, 

since he is not prepared to reduce historical method to a positivist conception 

which (on the basis of Troeltsch's principle of analogy) would rule out the 

possibility of divine intervention in history in ways which burst through the limits 

of previous experience. As Thiselton comments: Tannenberg refuses to accept a 
dualism from which (with Troeltsch) we abstract facts for the historian but 

relativize the meaning; or from which (with Kahler and Bultmann) we abstract 

meaning for the theologian but relativize, as it were, the facts. Pannenberg refuses 

to allow the wholeness of the tradition to be torn apart, and either the facts or the 

interpretation to be evaporated. '50 

1.5 AJRGEN MOLTMANN: RADICAL ESCHATOLOGY 

Moltmann's approach to the theology of history bears strong similarities to that of 

Pannenberg, and in many respects stands in the same tradition. Like Pannenberg, 

between accidental and necessary truth is too rigid, and that the famous ditch is therefore an 
illusion. 
49 See also L6with (1949), pp. 252-3, for a similar critique of Bultmann's concentration on the 
present moment. Pannenberg studied philosophy Nvith L6with at Heidelberg in the early 1950s. 
5OThiselton (1980), p. 81. 
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Moltmann distances himself from Bultmann. He attacks dialectical theology for its 

espousal of what he terms 'transcendental subjectivity', which implies a static, 

ahistorical, view of the historical process. In Bultmann's case, Moltmann argues 
that this takes the form of the 'transcendental subjectivity of man', with a 

concentration on the call for decision by the individual in the present moment, at 

the expense of a truly historical perspective. Moltmann traces the origins of 
Bultmann's approach back to Kant and a dualism which divorces faith from 

history. " As with Pannenberg, the influence of Hegel is apparent, although, like 

Pannenberg, Moltmann is highly critical of Hegel in places. 52 

In the first chapter of neology of Hope, Moltmann writes that 'from first to 

lastP and not merely in the epilogue, Christianity is eschatology, is hope, forward 

51 Moltmann (1967), pp. 46ff. He has recently returned to this theme (1996, pp. 19ff), arguing that 
Bultmann's position leads to the swallowing up of history by cschatology. 
" In Moltmann's case, Hegel's ideas arc mediated through the work of the Marxist philosopher, 
Ernst Bloch, in particular Bloch's monumental The Principle of Hope. The assumption 
underlying Bloch's work is that the world is not a settled, stable entity, but is rather in process 
and unfinishcd. He is attracted to the idea of eschatological history present in the Old Testament. 
He also draws heavily on Hegel, although he rc-ordcrs Hegel's dialectic radically, removing from 
the picture what he saw as Hegel's false subject (the World Spirit) and Hegel's spiritualized 
account of the process. The process becomes a purely earthly one, with the 'subject' as the 
working man, but Bloch retains Hegel's stress on process, as opposed to mcre analysis of 
supposedly settled fact. Bloch also sought to rehabilitate the concept of utopia, as fundamental to 
the nature of reality as something unfinishcd. For Bloch, utopia is an cschatological concept, 
which always constitutes a future reality but which is not actually reached. As Hudson (1982, 
p. 53) shrewdly comments, in Bloch, 'the failure of utopia is the reason for its survival'. Like 
Pannenberg, Bloch argues that Hegel's system is insufficiently open to the future. For Bloch, 
Hegel's epistemology is backward-looking, restricting knowledge to the knowledge of what has 
become, while his ontology also looks backward to a mythical first point when all was present in 
potential. Since Bloch sees the ontological structure of the world as essentially unsettled and 
unconcluded, he regards any epistemplogy or ontology based on a bac", ard-looking orientation 
as deficient. Bloch also uses the concept of transcendence, though not in the usual sense of a 
reality existing 'above' the earthly present but rather as an immanent eschatological concept. 
But the role that concrete utopia plays in relation to the world at hand is not merely 
eschatological: it is also dialectical. It interacts with the world at hand in a process which 
includes a role for concrete utopia in judging the inadequacies of the world at hand. This 
framework becomes highly significant for Moltmann's idea of hope as contradiction of the 
present, which is one of the most important ways in which his approach differs from that of 
Paimenberg. Ultimately, however, Moltmann finds Bloch's concept of open system inadequate, 
partly because Bloch's elimination of a transcendent God makes it difficult to see how or why the 
process of reconciliation between humanity and nature should happen at all (Moltmann, 1969, 
ch. 2; and 1991, p. 154). Pannenberg also acknowledges the importance of Bloch in re-awakcning 
interest in eschatology (197 1, pp. 19 1 ff). 
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looking and forward moving, and therefore also revolutionizing and transforming 

the present. "' This statement is a good summary of some of the basic themes in 

his thought. First, Moltmann's theology has a fundamentally future, eschatological 

orientation. Eschatology is not simply a branch of Christian doctrine appearing at 

the end of volumes of systematics: it is fundamental to theology as a whole. 
Second, this stress on the future means that hope is central to the Christian faith: 

'Where the bounds that mark the end of all human hopes are broken through in the 

raising of the crucified one, there faith can and must expand into hope ... in the 

Christian life, faith has the priority but hope the primacy. 54 Third, Moltmann 

emphasizes the role of hope in revolutionizing and transforming the present. Hope 

in the future of Christ is necessarily a contradiction of the sinful world in which the 

Christian lives. 

It is partly this stress on the future which leads Moltmann to distance himself 

from Bultmann's pre-occupation with the present moment. However, Moltmann's 

emphasis on an open future and the need for future transformation leads him also 
to differentiate his approach from that of Pannenberg. Moltmann argues that 

Pannenberg does not go far enough in his criticisms of Troeltsch's principle of 

analogy. Merely asserting, as Pannenberg does, that there must be room for 

contingency within history, is insufficient: 'The rediscovery of the category of the 

contingent does not in itself necessarily involve the discovery of a theological 

category. For the raising of Christ involves not the category of the accidentally 

new, but the expectational category of the eschatologically new... The resurrection 

of Christ does not mean a possibility within the world and its history, but a new 

possibility altogether for the world, for existence and for history. '55 While 

Pannenberg responds positively towards Jewish apocalyptic literature because of 
the universal historical horizon within which he takes it to operate, Moltmann is 

more ambivalent. He criticizes the apocalyptic genre for propounding a 

53 Moltmann (1967), p. 16. 
54 MoltMann (1967), p. 20 
55 Moltmann (1967), p. 179. 
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determinist view of history, in which events unfold according to a pre-ordained 

plan, in an almost deist system. In this system, what matters is the fulfilment of the 

plan, not the freedom of God to act in new ways. Moltmann therefore argues that 

the interpretation advanced by Pannenberg, to the effect that apocalyptic represents 

a cosmological interpretation of eschatological history and therefore is a key 

source for a view of universal history, is inadequate. Moltmann argues that 

apocalyptic needs to be seen as the radical historicizing of the cosmos, not the 

cosmologizing of history: this reflects his concern, following Bloch, for a radical, 

transforming eschatology and his desire to avoid any move towards a settled view 

of the nature of the cosmos. 5' 

Moltmann's attitude to the concept of universal history neatly encapsulates the 

similarities and differences between him and Pannenberg. On one level, he agrees 

with Pannenberg about the need to maintain a universal historical horizon, for 

example in the interpretation of the New Testament. However, Moltmann parts 

company with Pannenberg when it comes to defining the shape of universal 
history, and the points on which they differ provide a helpful summary of the more 

general difference in their overall approaches. Moltmann's argument here is that 

what links the past and the future is not the mibstance of history but rather the 

hope which points beyond any given moment. The promise is constantly re- 

actualized, but it remains promise, and it is this eschatological sense which forms 

the link between the past and the future. " In a criticism aimed partly at 
Pannenberg, Moltmann declares that: 'The theologian is not concerned merely to 

supply a different interpretation of the world, of history and of human nature, but 

to transform them in expectation of a divine transformation. '" 

56 Moltmann (1967), pp. 137-8 
57 'In the historical religions [ic Judaism, Christianity, and Islam], the precedence of the horizon 
of expectation over the sphere of historical experience is based on the surplus of promise, which 
exceeds the historical fulfilmcnts of promise. ' (Moltmann, 1990, p. 238). 
58Moltmann (1967), p. 84. Moltmann also suggests (1977, pp. 213-5) that Pannenbcrg's use of 
the category of universal history has the effect of simply re-imposing an authoritarian framework 
in the vacuum left by his rejection of the authoritarian concept of the Word in Barth and 
Bultmann. I return in more detail to the views of Pannenberg and Moltmann on universal history 
in section 6.3.1. (ii) below. 
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1.6 CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this chapter has been to indicate some of the main developments in 

twentieth century theology on the subject of the relationship between faith and 
history, placing the work of Pannenberg and Moltmann in the context of earlier 

contributions to the debate. I began by outlining the significance of the adoption 
by Ernst Troeltsch's of the three key principles of criticism, analogy and 

correlation, and the challenges this has posed ever since to attempts to relate faith 

and history together. One reaction to this challenge, articulated most influentially 

by Bultmann, has been to assume a fundamental epistemological separation 
between the planes of faith and history,, emphasizing the importance of faith- 

response in the present moment of decision, and radically diluting the significance 
for faith of the historical process. Pannenberg and Moltmann represent in their 

different ways an alternative reaction to Troeltsch's challenge, seeking to keep 

faith and history together, and to emphasize the coining of God from the future. I 

shall consider the arguments of Pannenberg and Moltmann in greater detail in 

chapter 6, in the light of my reading of the Book of Revelation in chapters 3-5. 

However, exploring the relationship between systematic theology and scripture 

raises certain important methodological issues, and it is to these that I turn in 

chapter 2. 
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CHAPTER 2 

KELATING SCRIPTURE AND SYSTEMATIC 

THEOLOGY: SOME PRELIMINARY ISSUES 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The -aim of this thesis is to assess how far a reading of the Book of Revelation 

might be used to support or question recent theological understandings of the 

relationship between hitorical events and divine reality, with particular reference to 

the work of Pannenberg and Moltmann. Chapter I set the scene by giving an 

overview of the twentieth-century debate about the relationship between history 

and faith, within which the contributions of Moltmann, Pannenberg and others 

need to be seen. Chapters 3-5 will turn in detail to the text of the Book of 
Revelation, to explore the way in which the seer conceives of the relationship 
between God and human history. In chapter 6,1 will examine some of the 

conclusions Pannenberg and Moltmann have reached, and reflect on these in the 

light of my reading of the text of Revelation. But before dealing in detail with 

either of the two poles of my subject - the text of Revelation on the one hand, 

and contemporary systematic reflection on the other - it will be necessary to 

cover some foundational questions about how these two poles might relate to each 

other. That relationship has been the subject of prolonged and intensive scholarly 
discussion over the last two to three decades. 

This chapter examines some of the different ways in which the relationship 
between biblical interpretation and systematic theology has been conceived. 
Section 2.2 considers the question of the relationship between the two disciplines 

of biblical interpretation and systematic theology, as this has been discussed in 

recent debates about the definition of biblical theology. In Section 2.3,1 consider 
the distinct but related question of the way in which scripture might be used in 
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systematic theology - again, with reference to some of the recent debates on this 

subject. The findings of the chapter, summarized in the short concluding section 
2.4, lay down key principles for the more detailed work in chapters 3-6. 

2.2 SCREPTURF, AND THEOLOGY: DEBATES ABOUT THE 

INTERRELATIONSHIP OF HISTORICAL AND THEOLOGICAL 

DISCIPLINES 

In chapters 3-6 of this thesis, I consider in some detail the exegesis of the Book of 
Revelation and relate this to the work of certain contemporary theologians, 

especially Pannenberg and Moltmann. My concern is to allow the text and 

contemporary theological reflection to interact, while ensuring that the voice of 

each is heard appropriately. However, there is an influential school of thought 

which argues that the two disciplines of exegesis and theological interpretation 

should be kept separate from each other, so that biblical interpretation becomes a 
'two-stage' operation, consisting of two miccessive elements, the first historical 

and the second theological. In Part I of this chapter, I therefore consider this 
'two-stage' model, offer an analysis of its strengths and weaknesses, and explain 

why it is unsatisfactory as a methodological framework. This is not to say, 
however, that those who promote it do not have valid points to make: and, as I 

make clear, I have sought in chapters 3-6 to avoid some of the dangers against 

which they warn. 

2.2.1 The 'Two-Stage' Model of Biblical Interpretation 

As a starting-point, I have taken Krister Stendahl's highly influential essay on 
contemporary biblical theology, which appeared in Ae Interpreter's Dictionary of 
the Bible in 1962, and which has continued to shape discussions down to the 
present. Stendahl's aim is to define the nature and role of the discipline of biblical 
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theology. ' His basic thesis is that the discipline of biblical theology should be 

regarded as a 'descriptive task', which 'yields the original in its own terms, limiting 

the interpretation to what it meant in its own setting'. 2 Stendahl is especially 

concerned with the question of the historical distance between the time of the 

original text and the present day. He discusses the way in which a renewed sense 

of historical distance from the text was encouraged by the reaction of Schweitzer 

and others in the first part of this century against the liberal quest for timeless 

values in the text. He does not regard this intensified feeling of historical distance 

as merely a problem, but rather also as an opportunity, seeing 'experience of the 

distance and the strangeness of biblical thought as a creative asset, rather than as a 

destructive and burdensome liability'. 3 But he remains very concerned to do 

justice to this sense of distance:, hence his commitment to the idea of a descriptive 

task within biblical theology, which is to be kept clear, as far as possible, of the 

4 intrusion of contemporary theological questions. The descriptive task of biblical 

theology is one which may therefore be discharged by believers and agnostics alike: 

its results should in principle be unaffected by the interpreter's own faith 

commitment. 5 

Stendahl is aware, however, of some of the dangers which arise if this point is 

pressed too far. He accepts that no historian can be purely 'objective', and that all 

scholars bring their own presuppositions to bear on the task. His argument is 

Debates about the nature and purpose of biblical theology have been prolonged and wide- . 

ranging, covering questions as diverse as the role of the canon, the extent to which scripture may 
be said to represent one theology or many theologies, the relationship between Old and New 
Testament interpretation, and the relationship between exegesis and systematic theology. For our 
purposes, it is the last of these areas which is particularly relevant, and which forms the basis of 
the following discussion. For an overview of the debates about biblical theology as a whole, see 
Childs (1992), pp. 1-94. 
2 Stendahl (1962), p. 425. 
3 Stendahl (1962), p. 420. 
4 Stendahl asserts that: '... the tension between "what it meanf' and "what it means" is of a 
competitive nature, and that when the biblical theologian becomes primarily concerned with the 
present meaning, he implicitly (Barth) or explicitly (Bultmann) loses his enthusiasm for the 
descriptive task' (Stcndahl, 1962, p. 42 1). Whether the distinction between 'meant' and 'means' 
is quite so straightforward as Stendahl thinks is discussed below, in section 2.2.3. 

Stendahl (1962), p. 422. 
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rather that the inevitable existence of presuppositions should not be seen to rule 

out the possibility of a biblical theology which is as free as possible from the 

influence of interpreters' faith commitments. It is important to recognize the exact 

extent of Stendahl's claims at this point. He is not, as some have been tempted to 

6 
argue, seeking a nalve return to a positivistic view of history. However, 

Stendahl's arguments do leave him exposed to the charge that he is at least tending 

in the direction of advocating a historical method tinged with a naive PoSitiViSM. 7 

Stendahl goes on to describe a second task, which he terms 'hermeneutical'. 

This is to be kept clearly distinct from the descriptive task. It concerns the way in 

which the interpreter is to relate the text to the contemporary world, and hence 

determine the meaning of the text for today. The activity Stendahl seems to have 

in mind here is the use of scripture by systematic theology, although he does not 
label it specifically as such. Stendahl dismisses two opposite and equally 

unsatisfactory tendencies in the hermeneutical phase of his model. The first, 

typified for Stendahl by nineteenth-century liberal theology, works with categories 
drawn from the world of the interpreter, which are imposed anachronistically back 

onto the text. The second works with patterns of thought assumed to be operative 

at the time the texts were written and then seeks to apply these, without 

modification or historical sensitivity, to contemporary questions. Stendahl is right 

to warn against these tendencies. Of course, to an extent, they are two sides of the 

same coin. This is amply illustrated by certain contemporary fundamentalist 

interpretations of Revelation, which both impose categories drawn from the 

See the helpful discussion of this question in Ollenburger (1986), pp. 63ff. 
7 Nicholas Lash raises this issue in a passage which overstates its case slightly, but which 
illustrates the difficulties Stendahl's case can cause: '[Stendahl's] characterization of the 
respective tasks of the historian and the systematic theologian, in terms of a distinction between 
"description! ' and "hermeneutics" comes dangerously close to endorsing the positivist myth that 
exegesis is not yet interpretation ... the perspective within which the exegete works, and the 
language he employs, have been shaped by the history of the culture to which he belongs. To 
insist on this self-evident truth is by no means necessarily to subscribe to some form of radical 
hcrmeneutical relativism, nor to espouse the strange view that different cultural contexts are 
always mutually "impermeable', rendering good historical interpretation impossible. It is merely 
to issue a reminder that the notions of "objectivity" and "scientificity" presupposed by some New 
Testament scholars betray the influence of a discredited positivism all the more insidious for 
being unrecognized. ' (Lash, 1986, pp. 77L) 
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interpreter's world (such as superpower conflict) onto the text, and then re-apply 

the text in a literalistic way to contemporary eventO For Stendahl, there are only 

two credible ways for the interpreter to bridge the historical distance between the 

text and the present. The first is to conclude, with Tillich and Bultmann, that 

'history is mute as far as theological meaning is concerned'. " Historical evidence is 

simply not an appropriate form of knowledge upon which to base faith 

comn-dtment, and grounds for faith must be sought elsewhere, in Bultmann's case 
in the kerygma which challenges humans to decision in the present. The 

alternative, which Stendahl himself favours, is to work within an expressly 
historical framework, which acknowledges that both text and interpreter are 

products of their time, and which therefore eschews the ahistoricizing tendency in 

Bultmann and others. Stendahl argues that this approach helps to stress the vital 

need for continual comparison of contemporary theological formulations with 

scripture: 'all theological renewal and creativity has as one of its components a 

strong exposure to the "original" beyond the presuppositions and the inherited 

frame of thought of our immediate predecessors in the theological task. "' 

Stendahl's position therefore rests on the idea that biblical interpretation 

consists of two separate stages, the descriptive and the hermeneutical, 

corresponding to the disciplines of biblical theology and systematic theology. It is 

a critical feature of his argument that the two stages should not be allowed to 
intermingle. Otherwise, there is a danger that existing theological commitments 

will dominate interpretation and prevent the Bible from being heard as a challenge 
to contemporary ideas. " 

8 For helpful surveys of modem fundamentalist interpretations of apocalyptic eschatology, see 
Boyer (1992) and O'Leary (1994). 

Stendahl (1962), p. 427. 
10 Stendahl (1962), p. 430. Stcndahl's awareness of a broader historical perspective within which 
biblical interpretation takes place is helpful. 11is argument here is reminiscent of that put forward 
by Panncnberg (1970), pp. 96-136. 
11 Stcndahl (1962), p. 422. 
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The issues raised by Stendahl's distinction between separate descriptive and 
hermeneutical disciplines have important implications for the ground covered in 

this thesis. In the debate which has occurred since 1962, some scholars have 

emphasized the separation between the descriptive and the hermeneutical, 

reinforcing Stendahl's view of biblical theology as a historical, descriptive 

discipline, and arguing against its straying into areas imagined to be the preserve of 

systematic theology. " Although my aim in this thesis is not to establish boundaries 

for the discipline of biblical theology (neither am I necessarily owning the label of 
'biblical theology' to describe what I am doing) the arguments which have led 

scholars to urge the separation of the descriptive and the hermeneutical tasks are 
highly relevant to my task. These arguments often have considerable force, and I 

am concerned to do them justice. 

At the same time, others have reacted against Stendahl's distinction between 

the descriptive and the hermeneutical, arguing that this separation is misleading, 

undesirable, or both. 13 Given that the present thesis examines the New Testament 

and contemporary theology together, arguments that the descriptive and 
hermeneutical tasks need not be isolated from each other may offer useful support 
for my task. So assessing the relative strengths and weaknesses of the various 

arguments put forward in the debate over the nature and purpose of biblical 

theology will help to provide a framework within which to situate the detailed 

work to come in the following chapters. 
In the following section, I look at some of the issues arising from Stendahl's 

position, offer some responses to them, and draw out principles relevant to the 

approach of this thesis. 

12 Examples of this approach include Baff (1988); Collins (1990); and Raisanen (1990). 
13 Examples of this approach include Stuhlmacher (1979), and Ollenburger (1985; 1986; 1991). 
See also Hanson (1980; 1984). 
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2.2.2 Lessons from the Two-Stage Model of Biblical Interpretation 

My conclusion, in section 2.2.3 below, is that the two-stage model proposed by 

Stendahl and others is ultimately unsatisfactory. However, Stendahl's model was 

formulated to guard against particular problems which can arise in the theological 

interpretation of scripture. These problems remain pertinent to this thesis. This 

section, therefore, seeks to draw out some of the important lessons which may be 

learned from the two-stage model, and which need to be bome in mind even when 

the model as a whole is not followed. 

(i) The Limitations of Biblical Theology 

One argument advanced in favour of the separation of tasks envisaged by Stendahl 

is that biblical theology cannot claim to be more than a historical discipline, and 

that straying into territory which is more properly the preserve of systematic 

theology leads it to make unwarranted and ill-informed assertions. James Barr 

suggests that the key reason for the decline, since the middle of this century, in the 

credibility of work labelled 'biblical theology', is that the discipline has claimed too 

much for itself. Since biblical theology takes the Bible as its horizon, he argues, it 

is unable to deal with wider theological questions raised by. contemporary 

theology, a discipline which takes not the Bible, but God, as its horizon. As a 

result, biblical theology 'did not necessarily oppose in principle, but was 

methodologically unable to handle, numerous kinds of questions that most 

theologians considered very important'. 14 Barr sees biblical theology as a point on 

a methodological continuum, between the two poles of biblical criticism and 
doctrinal theology. But although there is inevitably overlap between the different 

disciplines on this continuum, each needs to be aware of its limitations. Barr 

argues that in the case of biblical theology, this means recognizing that there must 

14 Barr (1988), p. 7. 
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be more to theology than merely organizing biblical materials. Biblical theologians 

must acknowledge that systematic theologians may draw on resources other than 

scripture, and might not necessarily accept the conclusions of biblical theology. 

Biblical theologians should accept a limitation of their influence, and concentrate 

on the more focused task of historical study: 'On the one hand [biblical theology] 

should make it clear that important theological questions lie open beyond the range 

of biblical theology, and that biblical theology is not a form of retreat from the 

modem world into a biblical myth. On the other hand it should make clear its own 

solidarity with the entire range of biblical scholarship and associated disciplines and 
its assurance that no useful work in biblical theology is attainable without that 

solidarity. '" 

John Collins adopts a similar line to that taken by Barr. He defines biblical 

theology as 'the critical evaluation of biblical speech about God'. 16 It is a historical 

discipline, and as such forms one resource among several upon which it is 

legitimate for systematic theology to draw. Like Barr, Collins stresses the 
limitations of biblical theology when it comes to drawing general theological 

conclusions. It is beyond the competence of biblical theology to assess the validity 

of ultimate truth-claims: 'The question is ... whether any of the biblical world views 

can be said to be true as well as useful ... It is not within the competence of biblical 

theologians as such to adjudicate the relative adequacy of metaphysical systems. 
Their task is to clarify what claims are being made, the basis on which they are 

made, and the various functions they serve. 07 A more strongly-worded version of 
this argument is provided by Gordon Kaufinan. Kauftnan not only limits the scope 

of biblical theology, but also asserts that it is the task of systematic theology to 
determine what the Bible is and how it is to be used. In other wordsP the 

relationship between the Bible and systematic theology is to be determined by 

systematic theology. Biblical theology is to be the servant of systematic theology, 

15 Barr (1988), p. 17. 
16 Collins (1990), P. 9. 

11 Collins (1990), p. 14. 
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and is to be open to critical re-assessment on the basis of contemporary theological 

reflection. The traditional view that biblical theology represents a critical check on 

doctrinal formulations is precisely reversed. Kaufman even argues that allowing 

the Bible to criticize theological formulations amounts to 'bibliolatry', since it 

places too much reliance on the ideas contained in 'this particular arbitrary 

collection of documents'. 18 

Thus it is possible to argue in favour of reinforcing Stendahl's division 

between the descriptive and the hermeneutical on the grounds that descriptive 

biblical theology cannot do justice to questions of contemporary theological 

judgement. Although, as I shall argue below, it is by no means straightforward to 

differentiate clearly between the descriptive and the hermeneutical, it remains of 

practical importance for scholars to be as clear as they can be about whether their 

focus at any particular point is primarily on the exposition of the text in its original 

setting or on the appropriation of the text for the purposes of contemporary 

theology. 19 Otherwise, there is a danger that conclusions drawn merely on the 

basis of interpreting the text may be imposed upon contemporary theology without 

proper account having been taken of the fact that the interpretation of scripture is 

just one of various resources upon which systematic theology may legitimately 

draw. For Ollenburger, who is otherwise critical of Stendahl's position, this is an 

important point which represents Stendahl's most significant lasting contribution to 

the debate. 20 

I recognize the force of the arguments of Stendahl, Barr and Collins at this 

point. Therefore, although I am dealing both with the interpretation of a particular 
biblical text and with issues in contemporary theology, I have been anxious to 

avoid the pitfall they have described. For this reason, my reading of the text of 

"Kaufman (1991), 62-3. This sort of sweeping attempt to debunk the role of scripture as a check 
on doctrinal formulations will simply not do. Even if one goes along with Kaufman's claim that 
the canon is an 'arbitrary' creation, it remains the case that these documents have shaped the 
Christian tradition, and therefore the assumptions underlying the work of systematic theologians 
- including Kaufman himself. 
19 This point is made by, for example, Dunn and Mackey (1987), pp. 21-2. 
20 Ollenburger (1986), p. 62. 
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Revelation alongside the proposals of contemporary theologians is not intended to 

represent a crude total assessment of the adequacy of such proposals. I am simply 

exploring the extent to which a reading of the text might support these proposals, 

or question them. Where support is not evident, that does not necessarily call into 

question the validity of theological conclusions, which could well be supported by 

alternative readings of the same text, or by readings of other texts. In any case, 

judgements in systematic theology will of course be shaped by interaction between 

scripture and other resources, such as church tradition, experience, and 

engagement with insights from other disciplines, so that there will inevitably be a 

plurality of judgement. I would however argue that theological judgements need 

to be demonstrated to have identifiable continuity with the gospel if they are to be 

regarded as authentic expressions of Christian understanding. 

(U) The Limitations of Systematic 77teology 

In the previous section, I dealt with the argument that exegetes have to be aware 

that the results of their work are only one of the resources on which systematic 

theology might draw, and that a 'biblical theology' may not therefore take the 

place of systematic theology. However, it is equally true that systematic 

theologians must be aware of the limitations of their discipline when appropriating 

scripture. If concerns of systematic theology are permitted to predominate, then 

the interests of contemporary theological agendas may operate to the detriment of 

open scholarly discussion of the text. 
Both Barr and CoUins are anxious to guard against this danger. Barr 

characterizes the biblical theology movement of the middle decades of this century 

as being dominated by neo-orthodoxy, and suggests that 'theologians thus felt that 
biblical theology was a partisan movement, lined up on one side of a series of 
disagreements that were really a matter for doctrinal theologians to discuss among 
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themselves' . 
2' Elsewhere, Barr attacks Pannenberg and Moltmann specifically, 

claiming that they have in effect imposed their own theological agendas onto 

apocalyptic literature. 22 A similar charge, but ftorn a very different angle, could be 

levelled at Bultmann, who appropriates New Testament texts in a highly selective 

fashion, according to the extent to which they support his theological agenda. 

Rather than manipulating apocalyptic for his own purposes, he practically ignores 

it. 23 

Perhaps the most sustained defence of the historical study of the Bible against 

a perceived danger of manipulation by confessional interests is still that of Van 

Harvey, whom I discuss at greater length in section 6.2.2 ji. 24 Harvey's book is an 

analysis of the ways in which biblical scholars and theologians have sought to come 

to terms with Ernst Troeltsch's critique of traditional Christian views of faith and 
history, in the light of a rigorous application of historical method. Harvey's 

preferred solution to the dilemma is the adoption of what he calls 'soft 

perspectivism'. By this he means that the Christian historian is entitled to a 

particular faith perspective, but that this should not be allowed to interfere with 
honest assessment of the evidence. The problem with Harvey's approach is that it 

ultimately depends on the invocation of a variant of fact-value dualism similar in 

21 Barr (1988), pp. 7-8. Unfortunately Barr does not give specific examples of what he means,, 
although the influence of neo-orthodoxy on twentieth-century biblical theology is widely 
acknowledged. 
22'When we hear from Pannenberg that apocalyptic was the first locus for the idea of a universal 
history, what can that mean in terms relatable with the texts? Is it right to suspect that the terms 
of such an idea were first developed within the circle of modem theological problems and then 
imposed upon apocalypticT (Barr, 1975, pp. 30-1. ) 
23 Bultmann's New Testament 7heology (2 vols, ET London: SCK 1952) devotes 160 pages to 
Paul, 72 pages to the Gospel of John and the Johannine epistles, and just two, rather dismissive 
pages to the Book of Revelation. 
24 Unlike the writers I have discussed previously, Harvey is not particularly concerned with the 
definition or role of a discipline labelled 'biblical theology'. However, as I mentioned earlier, 
that is not my prime objective either: I am rather concerned to draw out arguments from the 
debate about 'biblical theology' which are of relevance to the present thesis. Harvey's arguments 
concern the way in which theological commitments should relate to biblical study, and they are 
therefore included here. 
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some respects to that upon which Bultmann also dependS. 25 The theoretical 

legitimacy and practical application of such a framework are both open to 

challenge. But the problem Harvey is addressing - the potential of theological 

concerns to dominate exegesis - is none the less real: 
Stendahl's distinction between the descriptive and the hermeneutical tasks is, 

of course, also an attempt to tackle this problem. IEs solution is rigidly to separate 

the two tasks, thereby hoping to insulate exegesis from domination by 

contemporary theological concerns. As I discuss in the next section, Stendahl's 

method is ultimately unsatisfactory for a variety of reasons. But his concern that 

the imposition of theological frameworks onto the texts can produce distortions is 

well-founded. 

2.2.3 A Critique of the Two-Stage Model 

In the previous section, I identified two difficulties which Stendahl's two-stage 

model was designed to address: first, the danger of the results of biblical exegesis 
being imposed onto contemporary systematic theology without sufficient regard 
for the wider theological questions with which systematics must also engage; and 

second, the danger of the concerns of contemporary systematic theology being 

allowed to dominate exegesis in a way which distorts the meaning of the text. 
These are both real problems, but the two-stage approach advocated by Stendahl 

and others is ultimately an unsatisfactory method of addressing them. 
One weakness in the two-stage model is its distinction between the descriptive 

and the hermeneutical. Stendahl's contention is that biblical theology is solely 
'descriptive' and never 'hermeneutical'; systematic theology, on the other hand, 

while it may be concerned with the interpretation of scripture, is 'hermeneutical" 

and 'normative' but not 'descriptive'. The key difficulty with this simple 

25 See my discussion of Bultmann in section 1.3 above, and my finther discussion of Harvey in 
section 6.2.21i below. 
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distinction has been well described by Ollenburger. 'Descriptive' and 'normative' 

are not antitheses: it is quite possible for a particular text, for example, to be both 

descriptive and normative. This is true at a mundane level: a computer manual is 

simultaneously a description of the way a program works and a normative 

statement of what the user needs to do in order to achieve certain tasks. More 

specifically, Ollenburger cites examples from the fields of systematic theology and 

metaphysics - he uses Kant and Barth, but could have used many others - where 

texts are clearly intended to function both descriptively and normatively. 26 He 

argues that Stendahl's position is misconceived at a fundamental level. 'To use 
Stendahl's own language, any "common discourse" (or discipline) will have its 

descriptive and normative components. Stendahl is right to distinguish between 

history and theology, and to urge us to practice the kind of civility that does not try 

to mount historical arguments that depend on theological warrants. But to 

contrast descriptive and normative as he does is to confuse the issue by asking us 
to contrast the descriptive component 

component of another. 27 
of one discipline with the normative 

A second weakness in Stendahl's model is that the distinction he wishes to 
draw between what a text meant and what it now means is not as straightforward 

as he suggests. He is not particularly clear about what he has in mind when 

referring to what the text meant: he could be referring to authorial intention, or its 

reception by its original readership, or something else, but it is not clear. 
Ollenburger concludes that Stendahl is probably working with a rather questionable 
assumption that the meaning of a text is a property inherent in the text at any 

particular point in its history. Such an assumption would appear to short-circuit 
the dynamic hermeneutical process involved in the appropriation of a text by its 
interpreters. Moreover, as Ollenburger points out, it is simply misleading to 

assume that biblical interpreters are interested solely in what a text 'meant', 

whereas systematicians are interested solely in what it 'means'. 'It is true, of 

26 Ollenburger (1986), pp. 72ff. 
27 Ollenburger (1986), p. 78. 
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course, that we understand a biblical text differently today from when it was 

written ... 
But the point is that all of us understand such a text differently from when 

it was written, whether we are philologists, literary critics, or systematic 

theologians. 28 

Another problem concerns the way in which the two disciplines envisaged by 

Stendahl actually relate to each other. The descriptive task is seen as a purely 

historical discipline, which should avoid involvement with what Stendahl terms the 

hermeneutical task. And the hermeneutical task should not presume to influence 

the exegesis of what scripture 'meant. We are left with two separate disciplines 

and it is by no means clear how they relate to each other. In Stendahl's model 

there is no over-arching methodological structure which includes both disciplineS. 29 

The result is a model which serves to reinforce the tendency of biblical studies and 

systematic theology to diverge from each other, resisting interrelation. Stendahl is 

clearly aware of the danger that biblical scholarship can descend into what he calls 
30 'historicism or antiquarianism, with its lack of interest in relevance' . Indeed, his 

modet, with its two phases, including the appropriation of scripture by 

contemporary interpreters, is partly an attempt to avoid just this danger. But the 

way he constructs his model in fact serves to reinforce division between the 

descriptive and hermeneutical/normative tasks. As a result, the paradigm of 

biblical studies which emerges is one which avoids wider concerns of relevance, 

but rather ploughs its own isolated furrow. 

Since Stendahl's proposals were first published, this division has of course 

come under increasing attack from inside and outside the guild of biblical 

scholarship. 3 1 Nicholas Lash has memorably described the two-stage approach as 

28 Ollenburger (1986), p. 90. 
29 See Ollenburger (1986) p. 71. Part of the problem is that Stendahl is working with a cramped 
definition of hermeneutics, which in effect he wants to limit to being an aspect of systematic 
theology. However, the notion that exegesis can be isolated from hermeneutics is highly 
questionable. 
30 Stendahl (1962) p. 419. 
31 Levenson makes the point admirably. 'Much biblical scholarship is not practising any 
hermeneutic of retrieval. Instead, its operative technique is too often a trivializing 
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a 'relay-race' model: New Testament scholars produce packages of 'original 

meanings', which they then hand on, like the baton in a relay race, to the 

systematicians. Lash goes on to observe that: 'Systematic theologians who 

subscribe to this model are sometimes irritated by the fact that, because the work 

of New Testament interpretation is never finished, the baton never reaches them. 

The New Testament scholar appears to be "running on the spot"; he never arrives 

at the point at which the baton could be handed over. The New Testament 

scholar, for his part, either ignores what the systematic theologian is doing (it is not 

his business: he is only running thefirst leg of the race) or disapproves of the fact 

that the baton is continually being wrenched prematurely from his hands. '32 

In Lash's view, a more convincing alternative to the 'two-stage' approach is 

to see the two tasks of exegesis and contemporary application as dialectically 

related. This is to acknowledge that the relationship between exegesis and 

systematics is not best seen as a one-way relationship in which the findings of 

biblical scholarship are reached totally independently and then passed on wholesale 

to a different set of scholars who seek to apply them to contemporary questionS. 33 

It is not to say that biblical scholarship and systematic theology are the same thing: 

and a dialectical approach does not prevent scholars from engaging in only one of 

these disciplines. However, it does open the way to examining exegetical and 

theological questions together, as in this thesiS. 34 I return to the idea of a 

antiquarianism, in which the bathwater has become more important than the baby and the 
enormous historical and philological labours are not justified by reference to any larger structure 
of meaning. ' (Levenson, 1990, p. 134). 
32 Lash (1986) p. 79. 
33 As Lash comments: 'If it is true for us, as creatures of history, that some understanding of our 
past is a necessary condition of an accurate grasp of our present predicament and of our 
responsibilities for the future, it is also true that a measure of critical self-understanding of our 
present predicament is a necessary condition of an accurate "readine' of our past. We do notfirst 
understand the past and then proceed to understand the present. The relationship between these 
two dimensions of our quest for meaning and truth is dialectical: they mutually inform, enable, 
correct and enlighten each other' (Lash, 1986, pp. 79-80). 
34 Some important recent attempts to define the discipline of biblical theology have also adopted a 
dialectical approach, over against Ste 

, 
ndahl, seeing biblical theology as a two-way bridge between 

exegesis and systematics. The most prominent example is Brevard Childs, who argues strongly 
that the relationship between exegesis and systematic theology is a two-way process, and that 
'there is a legitimate place for a move from a fully developed Christian theological reflection back 
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dialectical relationship between scripture and theology at the end of section 2.2 of 

this chapter. 
From the arguments in this chapter so far, it will be clear that this thesis is 

seeking to strike a difficult balance. On the one hand, the thesis sees the text and 

the concerns of systematic theology in dialectical relationship. In chapter 1,1 

introduced the subject-matter of the thesis by locating its concerns within a 

twentieth-century debate. Chapters 3-5 will consist of a detailed examination of a 

scriptural text. Chapter 6 will seek to relate the conclusions of that exegesis back 

to the contemporary issues with which I started. The overall structure assumes a 

dialectical relationship between theology and text . 
35 But at the same time, I am 

concerned to retain safeguards against the kind of dangers outlined by Stendahl. 

Although the aim of the thesis as a whole is to examine certain contemporary 

questions about the nature of faith and history in the light of the Book of 

Revelation, I have sought to-prevent such questions shaping from the start my 

exegesis of the text. Thus in chapters 3-5,1 examine particular aspects of the 

theology of the text, through engagement with the text itself and with recent New 

Testament scholarship. Within an overall structure which treats scripture and 

contemporary theology dialectically, I aim therefore to give due weight to the text 

itself. Equally, I am concerned to avoid the danger of imposing exegetical 

conclusions onto systematic theology without taking account of the fact that 

systematic theology may legitimately draw on other resources. Thus my aim is to 

ascertain the extent to which the interpretation of the text n-dght offer grounds to 

support or question certain conclusions in systematic theology. Where support 

to the biblical texts of both testaments' (Childs, 1992, p. 87). See also ScObie (1991) and 
Bornemann (1991). In fact the task of defining biblical theology as a discipline is not 
straightforward. Quite how it might relate to exegesis on the one hand and to systematics on the 
other is not always clear. A recent attempt to clarify this issue is Ollenburger (1991). 
Ollenburger's proposal is to see both biblical and systematic theology as dependent upon 
scripture, but with biblical theology as a subset of systematics, since he sees systematics as the 

Paradigmatic instance of discursive communication about the Christian faith. See also Rcimer 
(1991) in the same volume: following Bernard Lonergan, he sees the two disciplines as 
specialties within a single overarching framework- 
35, discuss this in more detail in section 2.3.3, with reference to Alister McGrath's work on the 

nature of doctrine. 
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cannot be found, this is not necessarily an indication that the conclusions are 

unjustified. Throughout chapters 3-6,1 will be seeking to observe Morgan and 
Barton's guidance to the effect that 'theological interpretation of the Bible seeks to 

relate the ancient text to the religious questions of the modem reader, without 
doing violence to either. 36 

2.3 SCWIPTURE AND THEOLOGY: DEBATES ABOUT THE NATURE 

AND APPROPRIATION OF SCUPTURE 

In section 2.2,1 examined debates about the nature and purpose of biblical 

theology, drawing out issues from that debate of relevance to the approach 

adopted in this thesis. I now turn to consider the relationship between scripture 

and theology ftom a slightly different angle, this time with reference to debates 

about the nature of scripture, and how it is used in systematic theology. Again, 

this is a very large subject, and it is not the primary purpose of this thesis to reach a 

view on it. But just as with the debate about biblical theology, important questions 

arise from this debate which are relevant to the approach taken in chapters 3-6. 

In a way, this question is more fundamental than the previous one, since whatever 

one's view of the nature and purpose (or even legitimacy) of a discipline called 
biblical theology, the wider question of how scripture is to be used in theology 

remains. 

36 Morgan and Barton (1988), p. 37. 
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2.3.1 David Kelsey and the Functional View of Scripture 

A particularly influential treatment of this subject has been that of David Kelsey, 
37 

whose 77ie Uses of Scripture in Recent 7heology was published in 1975. Kelsey 

begins his account with a survey of different ways in which twentieth-century 

theologians have construed the role of scripture. " These examples fall essentially 

into five groups. The first, represented by Warfield, assumes the plenary verbal 

inspiration of scripture: scripture is inerrant and can be used relatively 

straightforwardly as a source of doctrinal propositions. Kelsey's second example, 

H. W. Bartsch, assumes that the text is a source of distinctive, quasi-technical 

concepts, such as peace, which can be appropriated for use in theology. 39 Kelsey's 

third example is G. E. Wright. Kelsey regards Wright's approach as something of 

a hybrid, since Wright ostensibly concentrates on the idea of scripture as a recital 

of the acts of God, hence rejecting the idea of the Bible as a source of doctrinal 

concepts, but subsequently seems to draw back from construing the authority of 

scripture in narrative terms, and resorts instead to the use of concepts, such as the 

categories of divine act and history. " Kelsey's fourth example is Karl Barth's 

31 Kelsey's book has been very influential in shaping more recent treatments of the subject. See 
for example, Farley and Hodgson (1983), and Young (1990), pp. 167-75. Both make extended 
use of Kelsey's analysis. 
3'For Kelsey, the construal of scripture by theologians is an imaginative act, a way of discerning 
what scripture is (he terms this a discrimen), which is prior to the actual use of scripture in any 
particular context. Kelsey defines what he means by the construal of scripture in a set of four 
questions: What aspect(s) of scripture is (are) taken to be authoritative? What is it about this 
aspect of scripture that makes it authoritative? What logical force is ascribed to it? How is it 
used to authorize theological proposals? (1975, p. 15). 
"Kelsey suggests that these first two approaches both rely on the assumption that the text has 
some intrinsic property which enables it to function authoritatively, and that this feature marks 
them out from his other examples, all of which assume that the authority of scripture stems not 
from an intrinsic property of the teA but from the way the text functions in the life of the church. 
Although Kelsey is not attracted to the sort of approach exemplified by Warfield and Bartsch, he 
acknowledges its widespread and continuing influence in evangelical and traditionalist circles. 
4OKelsey (1975), pp. 36-7. As Kelsey observes (pp. 53-4), Pannenberg's idea of revelation as 
history has features in common with Wright's approach, especially in his stress on the revelation 
of God in events. There are also differences, however: Pannenberg's stress on the importance of 
the eschaton as the moment of complete revelation, and his rejection of fact/value distinctions in 
the examination of history mark his approach out from that of Wright. I deal with Panncnbcrg's 
approach in detail in chapter 6. 

56 



proposal that the role of scripture is as a narrative which 'presents' or 'renders' the 

character of Christ. The divine-human encounter of the ministry of Jesus can be 

reproduced today by the church's use of the text. 

Kelsey's final group of examples clearly leave behind the idea that scriptural 

authority resides in its presentation of doctrinal concepts, or even in the content of 

its narrative, but rather in its non-informative force as expression. One example is 

Bultmann's argument that God addresses humanity through the kerygma, which 

operates as an existential demand on the individual. "' For Bultmann, the narrative 

content of the New Testament is of secondary importance as a record of events. 

Unlike Pannenberg or Wright, for example, he does not see divine activity in the 

events of human history as an appropriate ground for faith. It is rather the 

kerygmatic address to the individuals in their own historical context which should 

evoke the response of faith. ' 

Kelsey then proceeds to explore the ways in which theologians actually use 

scripture in the formulation of theological proposals. Kelsey is attracted to the sort 

of approach exemplified by Bultmann and the other theologians in the fifth group 
discussed above, who see the authority of scripture as residing in the way it 

functions in the life of the reader. This leads him to argue that the use of scripture 
in theology is best seen as the appropriation of patterns for living rather than as the 

appropriation of concepts. 'So scripture is authority for theological proposals, not 
by being the perfect source of the content that they fully preserve, but by providing 

a pattern by which the proposal's adequacy as elaboration can be addressed. "' 

Thus 'the -metaphor of 'translation', often used to describe the process by which 

41 One feature of this Idnd of approach, with its stress on the address of the kerygma, is that it 
becomes selective in its use of scripture. Those passages which reflect what is seen to be the 
central message are emphasized, while others are marginalised. For an example of a radical 
Bultmannian approach, see Ogden (1976). Ogden suggests that the authority of the New 
Testament canon is secondary, deriving from Christ and the original apostolic witness, so that 
primary authority is to be found not in the final form of the text, but in the earliest layer of 
tradition. In this thesis, I take the opposite approach, workingwith the canonical form of the 
text. For a recent justification for worldng with the final form of the text, see Watson (1994), 
pp. 15-77. Of course, concentrating on the final fonn of the text should not preclude sensitivity to 
the traditioning process which might lie behind it. 
42 Kelsey (1975), p. 196 
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scripture is appropriated by theology, is for Kelsey inadequate. He argues that in 

detecting and elaborating patterns in scripture, theology is not simply isolating 

concepts and 'translating' them into forms more readily accessible to contemporary 

understanding. Rather, theology may elaborate upon scripture in ways which 

imply discontinuity with the conceptual framework of the biblical writers, insofar 

as that may be reconstructed. He gives as an example Bultmann's elaboration of 

Paul's statement that Christ's death was 'for us'. Bultmann interprets the 

statement as opening up new possibilities of authentic existence, using categories 

drawn from existentialism. This is going beyond mere 'translation', since it is using 

concepts radically different from anything Paul might have envisaged. 43 

Kelsey's arguments about the construal of scripture and the use of scripture 

both point in the same direction. The authority of scripture derives not from its 

propositional content, but from its function in the life of the Christian community. 

And the use of scripture in theology is to be seen not as the translation of concepts 

from the world of the text to the contemporary world, but rather as elaboration 

upon patterns detected in the text. In both cases, it is more useful to consider not 

'what does the Bible say? ', but 'what is God using the Bible for? " 

Two distinct but closely related issues emerge from the discussion. The first 

relates to the question of the way in which theologians construe the nature and 

authority of scripture. The shift by Kelsey and others to a functional view of the 

authority of scripture is partly a reaction to the breakdown of what Kelsey sees as 

the traditional view of the authority of scripture, which relies on the idea of 

scripture as an inerrant repository of doctrinal concepts. This classic view has been 

christened the 'scripture principle'. As Kelsey says, something like this view has 

43 Kelsey (1975), p. 189. Farley and Hodgson (1983) come to a similar conclusion: 'The actual 
authority of scripture derives not from its content but from its power to occasion new occurrences 
of revelation and new experiences of redemptive transformation when used in situations of 
proclamation, theological reflection, and personal self-understanding. ' (p. 53. ) 
44 Kelsey (1975), p. 213. It is interesting to note the similarity between this debate on the relative 
importance of the function of scripture as compared to its content and a parallel debate in social 
anthropology about the function and content of myth (see section 3.3.2. iii below). In both cases, I 
argue that due emphasis needs to be placed on content. 
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been restated in this century by writers such as Warfield and (perhaps) Bartsch, but 

in Kelsey's view, the findings of the last two centuries of biblical scholarship have 

made such a view progressively more difficult to sustain. 45 

It is not clear, however, that Kelsey's response to the problem is justified. It is 

certainly true that the 'scripture principle' in its classic form is untenable if it means 

that scripture is to be seen merely as a repository of inerrant, timeless doctrinal 

concepts. And, as Young rightly argues, an extreme version of the scripture 

principle will find it impossible to do justice to the various genres of scripture and 

the different ways in which they need to be read: it is no good reading poetry or 

apocalyptic literature primarily as a resource for constructing a set of abstract 

propositions. ' Sensitivity to the different genres contained in scripture is essential, 

and this is nowhere more important than in the interpretation of apocalyptic 

literature. The Book of Revelation is ill served by interpretations which seek to 

systematize it into a set of doctrinal abstractions, or which fail to give due regard 

to the multivalent and allusive nature of apocalyptic symbolism. 

Insofar as it moves interpretation away from trying to read doctrinal 

statements off the face of the text, acknowledgement of the way a text functions is 

to be welcomed. The problem is that a functionalist approach'often tends to go 

much further: its logical conclusion is that so much emphasis is placed on the 

function of the text that the importance of its content is inevitably downgraded. As 

Childs comments, 'Just as it was a serious mistake for scholastic Protestantism to 

attempt to defend rationally an infallible biblical text apart from the working of the 

'5 Farley and Hodgson state the position starkly, framing their essay as a response to the 
breakdown of the scripture principle. They outline four possible responses available to 
theologians in the wake of the breakdown of the scripture principle. They reject the extreme 
conservative option of seeking to uphold the scripture principle despite its problems, and the 
radical option of abandoning the attempt to use the Bible as scripture. They identify two possible 
'middle ways': adopting a canon within a canon, or adopting a functionalist view of scripture on 
the lines proposed by Kelsey. They choose the latter (1983, pp. 50-1). The problem with their 
analysis, however, is that the version of the scripture principle they present is an extremely 
conservative one, which is all too easy to reject. For example, Farley and Hodgson argue that the 
scripture principle necessarily entails a 'levelling off' of scripture in which all parts are seen as 
equally authoritative (p. 40). 
46 Young (1990), pp. 168-9. 
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Holy Spirit, it is equally erroneous for a modem theology to separate the function 

of the Spirit from the content of the written Word which continues to voice the one 

will of God for the church. 247 An additional feature of functionalist approaches is 

that the the relationship of scripture to historical events may be seen 'as less 

important. This is ironic, since part of the motivation for adopting a functionalist 

approach in the first place is to avoid the ahistoricizing tendency of the position 

which sees scripture merely as a source-book of timeless doctrine. Moving to a 

thoroughgoing functionalist approach to the nature of scripture can be an 

overreaction caused by an unnecessarily crude perception of what a cognitive 

element in the understanding of scripture might actually involve. But in fact, even 

if one takes a relatively pessimistic view of the prospects for the scripture principle, 

this need not lead one in a Bultmannian direction - quite the reverse. Pannenberg 

is equally persuaded of the demise of the scripture principle, but far from 

abandoning history, he emphasizes all the more strongly the reality of divine 

revelation as history, albeit located in the events themselves, rather than the text. 48 

In section 6.2.1,1 make use of Pannenberg's work in this area as applied 

particularly to apocalyptic, with the idea that the authority of the text depends 

upon future vindication in history. 

My contention in chapters 3-5 will be that the impact of the Book of 
Revelation comes from the way it reveals dimensions of reality underlying the 

world of human. events, and as a result seeks to bring about a. change in the way its 

readers live in the present. Of course, this implies a rhetorical element in the 

operation of the text. But the power of the rhetoric comes from the combination 

of the content and function of the text. A merely functionalist explanation will not 

suffice: hence the criticisms I make below of interpretations such as those offered 
by Gager and Yarbro Collins, which appear to emphasize the psychological 
operation of the text at the expense of its content . 

49 Attaching importance to the 

47ChildS 
(1992), p. 663. 

48 Pannenberg (1970), pp. 1-14. 
49 Gager (1983); Yarbro Collins (1984). 
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content of the text and the truth claims it makes does not however mean a return to 

seeing the text primarily as a quarry for timeless, abstract principles. Sensitivity to 

the apocalyptic genre leads me in chapters 3-5 to try to deal with the text as a 

whole, and to avoid seeking to strip away its symbolism as somehow constituting a 

secondary husk surrounding a set of central concepts. 50 

The second important issue to emerge from my discussion of Kelsey is the 

question of how far the use of scripture in systematic theology should be seen as 

the translation of concepts from the world of the text to the contemporary world, 

and how far it should be seen as elaborations on patterns in scripture - 

elaborations which may result in conceptual discontinuity rather than continuity. 

Pissatisfaction with the more traditional idea of 'translation' as an over-arching 

metaphor, and attraction instead to ideas such as the metaphor of 'performance', 

have become popular recently. 51 The idea of performance has much to commend 

it, not least in respect of the interpretation of apocalyptic literature. One of the key 

problems in interpreting the Book of Revelation is what to make of the symbolism 

in which it is couched, and the first-century world-view upon which its narrative 

structure so obviously depends. The metaphor of performance, with its 

connotation of conveying the sense and spirit of the original in a creative way 

which 'connects' with the contemporary audience, is potentially a most helpful way 

of seeing the interpretation of apocalyptic literature. However, it should not be 

assumed that the idea of performance is necessarily at odds with taking seriously 

the ontological truth-claims made in scripture. 'Performing' the Book of 

Revelation adequately today will involve doing justice not only to the pattern of 

Christian living it advocates, but also to its fundamental assertions about the nature 

50 Of course, there remains the issue of how to bridge the gap between the two very different 
genres of apocalypse and systematic theology. However, I believe the method I have adopted in 
this thesis does enable the gap to be bridged. Young and Ford offer a brief but helpful discussion 
of the similar difficulties involved in moving from a New Testament epistle to systematics, in 
their discussion of 2 Corinthians (1987, pp. 236-7). Like them, I see opportunities in the fruitful 
interaction of different genres. 
51 See, for example, 'Performing the Scriptures', in Lash (1986), pp. 3746; Young (1990) passim. 
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of reality. 52 This would seem to entail more emphasis on continuity between text 

and theology than Kelsey thinks necessary. 
So a balance needs to be struck. A theological interpretation of the text needs 

to offer an elaboration, or 'performance' of the original which is both meaningful in 

the context of the interpreter's own culture, and which retains continuity with the 

truth claims made in the text. The danger of the approach taken by Kelsey is that 

too much attention is devoted to the first half of this balance, and not enough to 

the second. 

2.3.2 George Lindbeck and the Cultural-Linguistic View of Doctrine 

A more recent attempt to address the issue, in a way which consciously seeks to 
balance continuity and discontinuity, is that of George Lindbeck. Lindbeck's 

seminal work, Ae Nature of Doctrine, seeks to chart a new way forward in the 

understanding of how doctrine is formed and developed, but it is also highly 

relevant to the use of scripture in theology. He begins with an analysis of two 

established paradigms for the understanding of doctrine. The first, which he terms 
the 'cognitive-propositional' approach, is for Lindbeck characteristic of historic 
Christian orthodoxy: doctrines 'function as informative propositions or truth claims 
about objective realities'. 53 The second, which he terms the 'experiential- 

expressivistp approach, is characteristic of Protestant liberalism, and interprets 
doctrines as 'noninfon-native and nondiscursive symbols of inner feelings, attitudes, 
or existential orientations'. 54 For the purposes of reaching ecumenical agreement 
on doctrine (his book has a strong ecumenical motivation), Lindbeck is dissatisfied 

52 See the criticisms levelled against Kelsey, Farley and Hodgson, and others in this regard, in 
Childs (1992), p. 723. N. T. Wright has recently adapted the metaphor of performance to describe 
the activity of biblical interpretation, in a way which certainly allows for the retention of a 
propositional element (1992, pp. 13 9-43). 
53 Lindbeck (1994), p. 16. 
54 Lindbeck (1984), p. 16. 
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with both of these approaches: with the cognitive-propositional approach, because 

it lacks the resources to allow reconciliation between different traditions, and with 

the experiential-expressivist approach, because it destroys any notion of the 

objective meaningfulness of doctrine. 

Lindbeck's response is to propose a third approach, which he terms 'cultural- 

linguistic', in which doctrines are seen 'not as expressive symbols or as truth 

claims, but as communally authoritative rules of discourse, attitude, and action'. 55 

This third approach relies on the assumption that religions resemble languages, and 

that just as a language depends on the application of grammatical rules, so also 

doctrine may be seen to function as a set of rules. Lindbeck's assertion is that a 

religion relies upon certain basic rules which set limits on the claims which the 

religion may make. These basic rules do not specify exactly how doctrinal 

statements are to be framed in any particular cultural setting. Nor should any one 

doctrinal articulation of the rules - no matter how venerable - be simply 

slavishly repeated: it requires reformulating in varying cultural circumstances. 5' 

Lindbeck argues that this framework offers a mechanism which can accommodate 

both continuity and change in doctrinal formulation. It also offers a potential way 
forward in ecumenical dialogue, since different confessional formulations may be 

understood as legitimately-varying expressions of the same underlying regulative 

principles. And importantly, it seeks to shift the emphasis away from doctrine as a 

set of abstract propositions and towards the way in which fundamental truth is 

actually embodied by the community in a particular situation: 'What is important is 

that Christians allow their cultural conditions and highly diverse affections to be 

molded by the set of biblical stories that stretches from creation to eschaton and 

35 Lindbeck (1984), p. 18. 
5'5 Thus, for example, in the area of Christology, Lindbeck detects three rules, or 'regulative 
principles', which he regards as foundational to mainstream Christian identity. These are: 
monotheism; 'historical specificity' (Jesus was a particular person who lived and died in a 
particular place); and 'Christological maxamalism' (every possible importance is to be ascribed to 
Jesus consistent with the first two rules). Lindbeck argues that particular formulations of these 
rules, such as the Nicene and Chalcedonian definitions, may function as authoritative paradigms, 
but they do not themselves have doctrinal authority: such authority belongs rather to the rules the 
formulations instantiate (1984, pp. 92-6). 
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culminates in Jesus' passion and resurrection. The experiential products ot. s 

shaping process, however, will be endlessly varied because of the differences of the 

affective materials on which it works. 07 

Underlying this point is a basic distinction which Lindbeck draws between the 

cultural-linguistic approach and the classic cognitive-propositional approach. He 

argues that the cognitive approach lays greatest emphasis on a correspondence 

theory of truth, in which theological assertions are held to reflect ontological 

reality. A cultural-linguistic approach, by contrast, lays emphasis on a coherence 

or intrasysternatic theory of truth: what matters is whether the action of an 

individual or a community in a particular situation is consistent with the overall 

system of Christian belief set out in its basic rules. According to a cultural- 
linguistic approach, therefore, 'for a Christian, "God is Three and One", or "Christ 

is Lord" are true only as parts of a total pattern of speaking, thinking, feeling, and 

acting. '58 

Lindbeck's treatment of the use of scripture in theology reflects his more 

general concerns about the nature and transmission of doctrine. He refers again to 

the importance of coherence or intrasysternatic truth: his difficulty with the 

cognitive-propositionalist approach to scripture is what he sees as its resort to 

translating scripture into extratextual propositions which form the basis of 
doctrine. Instead, he argues, the focus should be on the 'system' of scripture itself, 

rather than outside it (whether on abstract doctrines, as in cognitive- 

propositionalism, or on the individual's religious experience, as with experiential- 
expressivism): 'For those who are steeped in [authoritative, canonical texts], no 

57 Lindbeck (1984), p. 84. 
5gLindbeck (1984), p. 64. Lindbeck is at pains to argue that this does not mean that a cultural- 
linguistic approach is inimical to epistemological realism. Rather, he argues, intrasystematic 
truth is in fact a necessary - though not sufficient - precondition for ontological 
correspondence between assertion and reality. A cultural-linguistic understanding of doctrine is 
fully capable of accommodating ontological truth claims. However, whereas a cognitivist- 
propositional approach would locate propositional truth at the level of doctrinal assertion, a 
cultural-ling: uistic approach would see propositional truth as characterizing 'ordinary religious 
language when it is used to mold lives through prayer, praise, preaching, and exhortation. ' 
(p. 69). 
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world is more real than the ones they create. A scriptural world is thus able to 

absorb the universe. It supplies the interpretative framework within which 
believers seek to live their lives and understand reality ... intratextual theology 

redescribes reality within the scriptural framework rather than translating scripture 
into extrascriptural categories. It is the text, so to speak, which absorbs the world, 

rather than the world the text. 59 This formulation is in fact a problematic one. 60 

As I argue later in this section, the rhetorical power of a text like Revelation comes 
from the interplay of the text and the reality to which it relates: to postulate either 

the absorption of the world by the text or the text by the world is therefore to 

assume a false antithesis. 
A more promising way forward is that suggested by Anthony Thiselton. He 

critiques approaches such as those of Jacques Derrida and Roland Barthes, where 
language is no longer assumed to have any external referent. He makes use of 
Wittgenstein, to argue that communication depends on a life-context for it to have 

any meaning, and that to speak of language divorced from an external referent is 

meaningless. 61 Thiselton also develops this conclusion in the context of his 

discussion of speech-act theory, in engagement with writers such as John Searle. '2 

He makes two points here of particular relevance to this thesis. First, a 
hermeneutic such as that of Bultmann, which emphasizes the self-involving nature 

of the text at the expense of its propositional content, is unbalanced, and fails to 

take account of. the fact that statements such as 'Jesus is Lord' (I Cor. 12: 3) rely 

upon a dual function of propositional assertion and self-involvement for their 
impact. Second, extra-linguistic reference is critical in respect of two contrasting 
but characteristic forms of biblical utterance: promise and assertion. The logic of 

promise (or command) is that the utterance 'gets the world to match the words': 

59 Lindbeck (1984), pp. 117-8. 
60 Childs is also uneasy with Lindbeck's argument, partly on the grounds that it seems to assume 
that the world of the text is somehow distinct from the world of human reality (Childs, 1992, 
pp. 21-2). 
61 Thiselton (1992), pp. 80-141. 
62 Thiselton (1992), pp. 272-312. 
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the logic of assertion involves getting 'the word to match the world'. In both 

cases, the utterance derives force only from the interaction between language and 

reality. If a promise can have no effect in reality, it has no meaning. If the 

assertion does not match reality, it has no meaning. " 

Lindbeck's proposals, particularly as they relate to the interpretation of 

scripture, raise important questions which are relevant to my argument. Some 

features of his model provide helpful insights for interpreting apocalyptic literature 

in the context of contemporary theology: his reminder that the interpretation of 

scripture should not primarily be a matter of extracting abstract doctrinal 

statements, but rather should do justice to the shape of the text itself; his emphasis 

on the living-out of the text by the community of faith; and his stress on the need 

consciously to interpret the text in the context of the interpreter's own culture. 

However, the way in which Lindbeck's model concentrates on intrasystematic 

consistency -at the expense of extratextual reference is open to question. As I 

noted earlier, Lindbeck certainly does not see his proposal as ruling out ontological 

truth claims. The problem is that his proposal cuts the question of the 

intrasystematic consistency of religious belief off from the question of its 

ontological truth or falsity. In the context of the interpretation of Revelation, this 

is ultimately an unsatisfactory approach, because the text derives its impact 

precisely from the truth claims implied by its rhetoric and symbolism. 

63 Thiselton brings out the interrelation of these two opposite 'directions of fit, world to word and 
word to world, with reference to the Fourth Gospel: '-whenever promises, pledges, or other 
world-to-word utterances are cffective and fully operative, a context and a background is 
presupposed concerning which word-to-world assertions can be made. In the enfleshment of the 
divine word of promise in the world in the incarnation of Jesus Christ (John 1: 14) these two 
"directions of fit" come together as one single transforming personal reality. Jesus comes and 
addresses the reader in the Johannine writings as the word who, on the one hand, articulates a 
pre-existing ultimate reality (John 1: 1-19), but who, on the other hand, pron-dses world-to-word 
transformation (John 20: 31)' (Thiselton, 1992, p. 307). This intertwining of 'directions of fit' is 
abundantly clear in the Book of Revelation. The seer makes assertions about the ultimate nature 
of reality (word-to-world fit), on the basis of which. it is possible to articulate promises of 
transformation (world-to-word fit): see chapters 4-5 below. 
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2.3.3 Alister McGrath and the Importance of Content 

In his 1990 Bampton Lectures, Alister McGrath offers a helpful critique of 

Lindbeck's position. He begins by arguing that the cognitive-propositional model 
has historically been much more flexible than Lindbeck is prepared to allow. It has 

classically seen doctrine as perception of the divine, rather than an attempt at total 

description: it is capable of accommodating metaphor and symbol, and is not 

restricted to some crude correspondence theory of truth. So Lindbeck's 

dissatisfaction with the cognitive-propositionalist approach may not be wholly 
justified. McGrath's criticism is that Lindbeck has in fact erected a 'straw man' of 

an extreme version of the cognitive-propositional model ('the view that an 

exhaustive and unambiguous account of God is transmitted conceptually by 

propositions'), with which he then takes issue, when a more measured view 
(merely 'that there is a genuinely cognitive dimension, component or element to 

doctrinal statements') would have suggested a more restrained conclusion. " 

McGrath goes on to suggest that Lindbeck's alternative cultural-linguistic 

model, with its concentration on a coherence theory of truth, fails to account for 

the origin of the 'grammar', or regulative principles, on which it is based. 

Lindbeck's emphasis on the importance of intrasysternatic consistency seems to set 

such questions aside, and to bracket out the question of whether Christian 

assertions have any external referent: 'This grand retreat from history reduces 
doctrine to little more than a grammar of an ahistorical language which - like 

Melchizedek - has no origins. It is just there. "' Lindbeck's view of doctrine,, 

and of scripture from which it'draws, is therefore 'strongly reductionist'. '6 

McGrath makes his point forcefully and clearly,, although it is perhaps a over- 
reaction to call Lindbeck strongly reductionist. Lindbeck is careful not to rule out 
the possibility of correspondence between doctrine and reality: he is rather saying 

64 McGrath (1990), p. 20. 
65 McGrath (1990), p. 34. See also Reimer (1991), pp. 51-2. 
66 McGrath (1990), p. 34. 
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that his approach does not depend on making the assumption that such 

correspondence exists. Nonetheless, part of my contention in chapters 3-5 is that 

John of Patmos is seeking to reveal hidden layers of reality which encompass the 

visible world of human events. I shall take issue with interpretations which see as 

secondary this connection between the assertions in the text and ultimate reality, 

and which stress rather the psychological impact of the text upon its audience. 
McGrath's own view of the relationship between scripture and systematic 

theology begins with the observation that there is 'a perceived need to transfer 

theological reflection from commitment to the limits and defining conditions and 

vocabulary of the New Testament itself, in order to preserve its commitment to the 
New Testament proclamation. The genesis of doctrine lies in the exodus from 

uncritical repetition of the narrative heritage of the past. "' The key problem is 

how to manage this transition from foundational narrative to systematic doctrine, 

and how to test the adequacy of doctrinal formulations as interpretative 

frameworks for scriptural narratives. 
Like Lindbeck, McGrath resists the idea that scripture is primarily a set of 

propositions, from which deductions may be made. Rather, scripture is 'a specific 

mode of discourse and pattern of thinking, which requires transposition into an 
interpretative framework. This involves a shift in modes of discourse and patterns 

of thinking, in that two quite different genres - narrative and metaphysics - 
require correlation. -j68' In an important passage, he offers a framework within 

which this correlation might be sought: 

There is ... a dynamic relationship between doctrine and the scriptural 
narrative. That narrative possesses an interpretative substructure, hinting at 
doctrinal affirmations. It is evident that there are conceptual frameworks, 
linked to narrative structures, within scripture: these function as starting 
points for the process of generation of more sophisticated conceptual 

67 McGrath (1990), p. 7. 
68McGrath, (1990), p. 62. He echoes Lindbeck's concern that extratextual factors should not be 
allowed to dominate scriptural interpretation: 'Doctrine provides the conceptual framework by 
which the scriptural narrative is interpreted. It is not an arbitrary framework, however, but one 
which is suggested by that narrative, and intimated (however provisionally) by scripture itself. It 
is to be discerned within, rather than imposed upon, that narrative' (McGrath, 1990, pp. 58-9). 
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frameworks in the process of doctrinal formulation. On the basis of these 
scriptural hints, markers and signposts, doctrinal affirmations may be made, 
which are then employed as a conceptual framework for the interpretation of 
the narrative. The narrative is then re-read and re-visioned in the light of this 
conceptual framework, in the course of which modifications to the framework 
are suggested. There is thus a process of dynamic interaction, offeedback, 
between doctrine and scripture, between the interpretative framework and the 
narrative itself. 69 

This seems to me an admirable summary of the way that scripture and doctrine 

should interact. The idea of dynamic interaction between text and theology brings 

us back to the arguments of Lash and others to which I referred in section 2.2.3. 

Thus the two discussions in this chapter, of the relationship between the disciplines 

of biblical exegesis and systematic theology, and of the use of scripture in 

systematic theology, have both arrived at the same point. 

I& 

2.4 CONCLUSIONS 

My purpose in this section is to set out some key conclusions, in the light of the 
discussion in this chapter, which will provide a foundation for the more detailed 

study in chapters 3-6. 

My first conclusion is that scripture and theology should be seen in dynamic 

interrelationship. This arose in the discussion of the interdisciplinary relationship 
between biblical studies and systematics in section 2.2, in tfie critiques by Lash, 

Ollenburger and others of the two-stage model of biblical interpretation proposed 
by Stendahl. It also arose in the discussion of the use of s. cripture in systematic 
theology in section 2.3, in particular in relation to McGrath's proposals for a 
framework for testing the adequacy of doctrine as far as it represents elaboration 
of scripture. McGrath's proposals provide a good working basis for the overall 
task of chapters 3-6. Hence, although Revelation is a work of apocalyptic 

69McGrath (1990), pp. 60-1. McGrath is therefore not argWng that doctrinal formulations need 
be slavish repetitions of scripture. But he is insistent that there must be identifiable continuity, in 
the same way that there is identifiable continuity between an acorn and an oak tree. 
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prophecy, not a set of propositions, it does indeed contain 'hints, markers and 

signposts', on the basis of which theological assertions may be made. This will 

enable judgements to be made about the extent to which the text might offer 

grounds to support or question the positions reached by the contemporary 

theologians I consider in chapter 6. 

Second, however, I am anxious to heed the warnings expressed by Stendahl, 

Barr, and others, that neither side of the balance in this dynamic interaction should 

be permitted to dominate the other. The way the thesis is structured is designed to 

strike this balance. I began in chapter I with a set of contemporary theological 

questions, chapters 3-5 will concentrate on detailed engagement with the text and 
its interpretation; chapter 6 will return to questions of systematic theology. The 

intention is to provide space to do justice to both the text and contemporary 

theology, within an overall framework which will bring them together. 

The third conclusion relates to the discussion about the relationship between 

the function and content of scripture. This arose both in my discussion of Kelsey's 

approach to the construal and use of scripture in theology, and also in connection 

with Lindbeck's rejection of cognitive-propositionalist explanations of doctrine in 

favour of cultural-linguistic ones. I accept the point made by Kelsey, Lindbeck and 

others that scripture is not primarily a set of doctrinal propositions. However, this 
does not lead me to reject the idea that scripture can be understood as having a 

propositional element to it. As I commented above, both Kelsey and Lindbeck in. 

their different ways, appear to erect 'straw men' in the form of an extreme versions 

of a cognitive-propositionalist approach, which they (not surprisingly) then reject. 
McGrath has argued convincingly for a more flexible understanding of what a 

cognitive-propositionalist approach might involve. He concludes that 'Christian 
doctrine is... concemed with the unfolding and uncovering of the significance of the 
history of Jesus of Nazareth, in the belief that this gives insights into the nature of 

reality. "O 

70McGrath (1990), pp. 74-5. 
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Fourth, however, I want to stress that according a central place to ontological 

truth-claims in the text does not entail a process of stripping away the rich and 

varied imagery of the text, as if this were some secondary husk within which might 
be found timeless abstract principles. This would quite simply not do justice to the 

apocalyptic genre. Hence, my approach in chapters 3-5 is not to try to boil the 

text down to abstract points. Rather, I shall try to do justice to the total shape of 

the text, including the whole of its narrative sweep, the imagery the seer uses, and 

to what is known of the historically-conditioned circumstances in which the text 

originated.. 
It is with these four conclusions in mind that I now turn to the text. 
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CHAPTER3 

WAYS OF APPROACHING 

REVELATION 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

THE BOOK OF 

In the next three chapters, I turn to the Book of Revelation. My particular concern 

will be to analyse the way in which the dimensions of space and time are used in 

the text to develop the theological argument. I will consider this in detail in 

chapters 4 and 5. First, however, this chapter examines three important ways in 

which interpreters have approached Revelation. In section 3.2,1 consider different 

ways in which the text has been treated as a resource for reflection on the 

development of human history. The seer is profoundly concerned with human 

history. However, his concern for history stems not from an attempt to provide a 

speculative chronology of the future, or to discern abstract principles at work in 

the course of history. Rather, he provides a spatial and temporal framework within 

which to address the present situation of his readers. In section 3.3,1 consider 

various interpretations of the rhetorical situation and impact of the text. My 

conclusion is that the seer aims to evoke a practical response from his readers to 

the threats he perceives from the enemies of Christ. He achieves this by revealing 
hidden dimensions of reality, both spatial and temporal, to demonstrate the true 

nature of the readers' situation, and therefore to exhort and encourage them. In 

section 3A, I turn to the recent debates about the genre of the text. My main 

conclusion is that Revelation should be seen not only as an apocalypse, or as a 

prophecy, or as a letter, but as all three. This combination of different generic 
backgrounds strengthens an interpretation of the text as both reaching out to 
ultimate spatial and temporal realities and focusing sharply on the earthly present. 
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Taken together, my conclusions from each of the sections in this chapter form the 

framework for the detailed analysis in chapters 4 and 5. 

3.2 REVELATION AS THE KEY TO HISTORY? 

The interpretation of the Book of Revelation has traditionally been don-dnated by 

the question of how it might be seen to relate to human history. ' Speculation 

about this relationship has sometimes taken the form of 'futurist' interpretations. 

These regard the text as an inspired, detailed prediction of the course of end-time 

events, which the interpreter usually expects to begin imminently. At a popular 

level, such interpretations are still widespread, especially among churches 
2 influenced by dispensationalism. There are serious flaws in this approach. It fails 

to show convincingly what relevance the text would have had for a first-century 

audience. In addition, it often relies on the indiscriminate combination of 

references from widely different parts of scripture, on the assumption that lying 

behind them all is one precise, unified timetable with which they are all consistent. 
Many would argue that such an approach is deeply inadequate. 

Other interpreters, sometimes labelled 'historicist', have seen the text as a 

prediction of the whole of human history. Perhaps the most influential version of 
this theory was: that produced by Joachim of Fiore (c. 1132.! 1202). Joachimsaw 
Revelation as representing seven ages of the church, chs 2-3,4-7,8-11,12-14, and 
l5ff symbolizing respectively conflicts with the Jews, the. Romans, the Arians, 
Islam, and the degenerate Holy Roman Empire, with the end of the book 
describing the church's final struggle with the Antichrist and the millennium of the 

saints. A key difficulty with this kind of approach is that each interpreter following 
it will tend to see the pattern revealed in the book as leading up to his or her own 

1 For brief surveys of the history of the interpretation of Revelation, see e. g. Swete (1906) 
pp. cciii ff, Mounce (1977) pp. 39ff, Court (1979) ch. l. 
2 For surveys of this kind of approach, see Boyer (1992) and O'Leary (1994). 
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particular time. Thus, four centuries after Joachim, expositors in the Reformation 

period could identify the Pope as the Antichrist. The method also fails to show 

convincingly what the message of the book might have been for its original 

audience. 3 

It is not my purpose to provide a detailed account of futurist or historicist 

interpretations of this kind, popular though they remain in some quarters. Rather, 

in this section, I shall concentrate on an analysis of the ways in which mainstream 

twentieth-century theologians and biblical scholars have considered the text as a 

resource for reflection on the nature of history. 

3.2.1. Preterist interpretations 

This method seeks to ground the meaning of the visions of the text firmly in the 

historical events of the time of the seer. Fiorenza describes it as trying to establish 

that 'John points to the immediate past or present history of the Christian 

community to show that the final time has already been inaugurated and is realising 
itself in the present. 4 Giet provides a good illustration of this method at work. 
His central argument is that the seer detects in the recent past certain historical 

patterns or rhythms which it is believed will somehow replicate themselves in the 

future. Thus, for example, certain episodes in the vision sequences in Revelation 

relate to phases in the Jewish Wars of 66-70.5 The plague of locusts in 9: Iff, in 

which the locusts are said to have the power to harm people for five months, is 

linked by Giet with the first phase of the war, the revolt in 66 against the 

procurator Gessius Florus, which lasted five months. The demonic cavalry of 

3 As Court comments: 'It is at least a more reasonable argument to suppose that something is 
applicable to more than one concrete situation because it is in a sense "timelese, rather than to 
imagine that a work composed in the first century AD must of necessity contain a "blueprint" for 
events in the distant future. ' (1979, p. 8) 
4 Fiorenza (1985) p. 37. Fiorenza's essay Tistory and Eschatology in Revelation' (pp. 35-67 of 
her 1985 volume) offers a helpful critique of different attempts to relate Revelation to history. 
5 Giet (1957), ch 1. 
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9: 13ff, which are said to come from beyond the Euphrates (9: 14) are linked with 

the second phase of the conflict, in wl-&h Cestius, the governor of Syria, attacked 
Jerusalem at the end of 66, using troops from territories near the Euphrates. Giet 

argues that the third phase of the war (actually four separate campaigns) from 67- 

70 lasted for around 31/2years, and therefore relates to the three visions in chs I I- 

13, each of which mentions that length of time. 6 Giet's central argument is that the 

seer scrutinizes history to discern 'un certain rythme qui lui permet d'augurer <(ce 

qui doit arriver bientOw'. 7 This also has implications for a wider doctrine of divine 

intervention in human history: '... Dieu ne laisse pas les 6v6nements se succ6der au 

hasard; deja on peut deceler le rythme de I'histoire: c'est la preuve que la 

Providence exerce son action dans le monde des avant que ne vienne le jour du 

Seigneur. 's 

In her critique of writers such as Giet, Fiorenza concludes that temporal- 

developmental interpretations of this kind are invalid. 9 She argues that they could 
be justified only if it could be demonstrated that the seer is consciously borrowing 

the presuppositions of historical development typical of Jewish apocalyptic 

thought, where the past is used to predict the future. However, since the two 

hallmarks of the Jewish apocalyptic view of history - pseudonymity, and the 

dating of the work to a period earlier than that of the author - are absent from 

Revelation, such justification is not available. This specific critique is only partly 

convincing: Collins, for example, has argued that the lack of pseudonymity and 

pre-dating should not be taken as necessarily excluding Revelation from the genre 

of apocalypse. " John might still have used certain techniques associated with the 

apocalyptic view of history, even without adopting the devices of pseudonymity 

and Valicinia ex eventu. Fiorenza is on firmer ground when she concludes more 

6 See 11: 2,11: 3,12: 6,12: 14,13: 5. 

Gict(1957), p. 199. 

Giet (1957), p. 199. 
9 Fiorenza (1985) pp. 37-42. 
")Collins (1977). 
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generally that preterist interpretations are misconceived given the overall purpose 

of the text: 'The author does not aim to present a historical sequence; nor does he 

seek to justify and deduce the future from history. Rather he understands his book 

as a prophecy for the present which receives its justification from the future, that 

is, from the coming of Christ (22: 20). "1 

3.2.2. 'Theology of history' interpretations 

(i) Philosophy of history 

Unlike the preterist approach, these interpretations do not seek to link the text to 

individually identifiable historical events from the seer's own time, but rather 

conclude that the seer is using the text to convey principles underlying the 

development of human history in general. 12 Schlier provides an example of this 

approach, beginning his account with the declaration that 'Die Offenbarung 

Johannis ist das einzige Buch des Neuen Testaments, das die Geschichte zum 

Thema hat. ivU Schlier's premise is that although there is an underlying meaning to 

human history, this cannot be read off from actual historical events in themselves. 

It can be discerned only through faith. Moreover, one cannot understand history 

'from a distance', but only from within it, in the context of historical encounter. 

Thus John interprets the altar of Zeus at Pergamum as a sign of the deeper reality 

11 Fiorenza (1985) p. 42. One might add that preterist approaches tend to be open to the charge of 
'parallelomania', with authors scouring all available literary, epigraphical and numismatic 
sources to uncover any conceivable connections with the text, no matter how tenuous. See the 
critique of Hemer (1986), in Thompson (1990) pp. 202-4. The quest for parallels is however a 
seductive one. Court (1979) makes this charge against Giet and others in ch. 1 of his book, but 
then proceeds to do substantially the same thing in, for example, his own treatment of the seven 
letters in his next chapter. 
12 As Fiorenza (1985) puts it, these interpretations assume that Revelation is 'the prophetic 
charter of the dialogue which God carries on with humanity in world history. The visions and 
images of Rev. are types of what lies "behind" the history of the world and what constitutes the 
meaning of all history., (p. 43). 
13 Schlier (1956), p. 265. 
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of the throne of Satan (2: 13). Christ's ability to unseal the scroll (5: 5) should be 

taken to mean that he is the one worthy to enable history to be resolved; in other 

words, God will use the events of history in order to bring the world into accord 

with the future of the resurrected Christ. 14 This process will be resisted by the 

world, which sets itself against the future to which Christ's death and resurrection 

points. The seals, trumpets and bowls of Revelation are symbols of the divine 

response to this earthly resistance. The aim of the text is to help Christians as they 

seek to live in 'the present future of God in Christ', conscious of the importance of 

the present moment of decision. " 

The approach of Ernst Lohmeyer has much in common with that of Schlier, in 

its quest to detect fundamental principles to do with the nature of history. 

However, Lohmeyer begins from the premise that the underlying concern of the 

text is not so much the nature of historical development as such, but rather the 

eschatological judgement of God and the powers which seek to stand in the way of 

that consummation. For Lohmeyer, this is the lens through which the whole text 

should be seen. The result is a reduced sense of historical progression; in its place 

there is a timeless sense of the struggle between good and evil. A central feature 

of Lohmeyer's analysis is that every eschatological event described in the text is 

both future cuid timeless (or unlimited to any one particular temporal location). It 

is future because it relates to the liberation of the church from the eschatological 

tension of its present existence, and timeless because this liberation is in a sense 

already present, prefigured both in Christ's earthly existence and in the faith of the 

church. " Thus past and future become interchangeable as both are caught up in 

the eternal reality of God and Christ. Lohmeyer illustrates this by drawing 

attention to some of the ambiguous temporal references in the text. Thus in 5: 9 

the Lamb is found to be worthy to initiate the future events heralded by the 

14 'Geschichte ist das Welt-Geschehen, in dem und durch das Gott seine von dem gekreuzigten 
und auferstanden Jesus Christus übernommene zukünftige Herrschaft vor-läufig zur Geltung 
bringt' (Schlier, 1956, p. 268). 
15 Schlier (1956), pp. 272f. 
16 Lohmeyer (1926), p. 188. 
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opening of the seals, but in 3: 21 Christ is already said to have sat on God's throne. 

In 7: 4ff the faithful are sealed, yet their names were written in the book of life from 

the foundation of the world (17: 8). 

Fiorenza finds Lohmeyer's approach more satisfactory than that of Schlier 

because of his acknowledgement that the text's fundamental concerns relate to 

eschatology rather than history, although she nonetheless criticizes him for not 

placing sufficient emphasis on the actual historical location of the text. 17 1 believe 

that Fiorenza is right to criticize approaches which assume that John was seeking 

to convey a kind of philosophy of history to his readers. His text is rather 

concerned with present realities in the light of an imminent future; to assign a sense 

either of gradual historical development or of timeless abstraction to the text is to 

impose alien categories upon it. But Fiorenza is wrong to suggest that the text 

therefore has nothing to contribute towards an understanding of the nature of 
history. Her contention that 'the main concern of the author is not the 

interpretation of history but the issue of power' is oddly phrased. 18 John may not 

have been setting out a projected calendar of history: but how can a concern for 

the way in which divine power operates in the world be divorced from the question 

of history? 

u Salvation history 

As with the interpretations in the previous section, those based on the concept of 

salvation history seek to discern from the text overall principles at work in history. 

However, they stress much more strongly the notion' of a continuous fine of 
salvation history running through scripture and beyond, centred on the Christ 

event. Revelation is seen as a commentary on salvation history. The most notable 
recent attempt at this method of exegesis is that of Rissi (1966). To set his 

17 Fiorenza (1985), p. 44. 
18 Fiorenza (1985), p. 24. 
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contribution in context, it is worth considering briefly the work of Oscar Cullmann. 

on salvation history: Rissi's exposition is consciously based on Cullmann's 

propositions. 
In his influential books Christ and Time and Salvation in History, Cultmann 

sets out a series of important theses about the treatment of history in scripture. 

First, he argues that the Christian placing of the birth of Christ at the turning point 

of history is more than a calendrical convention. It represents a fundamental 

theological statement about the shape of history as a whole: the Christ event stands 

at the centre of history. 19 Whereas the classic view expressed in Jewish 

apocalyptic eschatology was of a sharp distinction between this age and the age to 

come (with the turn of the ages still in the future) the New Testament writers 

superimposed the decisive Christ event onto this framework, so that the new age 

had been inaugurated, although its full expression would await the parousia. In a 

famous statement, Cullmann likens the present age of the church to the final period 

of the Second World War, between D Day and VE Day. 20 This focus is central to 

Rissi's intepretation of the text. 

Second, Cullmann postulates a division between 'biblical' and 'general' 
history, similar to the traditional distinction between sacred and secular history. 

'Biblical' history consists of the interventions of God within history to bring about 

salvation, centring on the Christ event, and it is this form of history with which the 

New Testament writers are concerned. It is a slender line of events within the 

whole of history: Cullmann accepts that this division exacerbates the 'scandal of 

particularity' but believes that this scandal is an inevitable component of Christian 

belief 21 Cullmann claims that his work has strong affinities with that of the so- 
22 called Pannenberg circle of the late fifties and early sixties. However, 

Pannenberg himself takes issue with the salvation history approach at this point, 

19 Cullmann (195 1), pp. 17ff. 
20 Cullmann (195 1), p. 84. 
21 Cullmann (1965), p. 124. 
22 Cullmann (1965), p. 57. 
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since he is not prepared to countenance a division between two kinds of history. 

This is fundamental to Pannenberg's thesis, and it is therefore surprising that 

Cullmann appears to overlook it when arguing that the two approaches are 

similar. 23 

Third, Cullmann maintains that in assessing the nature of biblical myth, the 

interpreter should resist the temptation to regard it as somehow the opposite of 
history. For Cullmann, 'it is an unrelinquishable New Testament conviction that 

things inaccessible to empirical investigation really happen in that province which 

corresponds with historically verifiable events. "' Myth and history, far from being 

antitheses, are actually in close connection with one another. For both the events 

of salvation history and the events of general history occur on the same time line. 

And myth, far from being separated from history, serves to interpret it, disclosing 

the hidden connections between different events in the thread of salvation history. 

This idea is clearly of great potential relevance to the interpretation of Revelation, 

as my later discussion of Rissi will show. For Cullmann, there is certainly a 
distinction to be made between the purely prophetic, such as Revelation, and 

prophetically-interpreted history, such as Acts, but this does not undermine the key 

point that both should be viewed as lying on the same time line 
. 
25 

Fourth, Cullmann argues that the enormous importance afforded to the 

temporal dimension by the biblical writers meant that the whole of God's purposes 
for the world were seen within the context of time: the biblical writers had no 

concept of eternity, merely a concept that time would continue for ever, under the 

23 On the other hand, Cullmann also argues that although biblical and general history are 
distinguishable in this way in the present age, general history will ultimately be judged in the 
light of the salvation events: 'The work of Christ is primarily the mid-point of a special 
happening or process which extcnds the length of the time line; this process, in the sense that 
early Christianity gives to it, is to be designated the Christ-process. In a secondary way, 
however, this process, for the Christian, is also the measuring standard of general, so-called 
"secular" history, which when seen in this light ceases to be secular to him. ' (195 1, p. 2 1). 
24 Cullmann (1965), p. 143. The contention that anything happens in history which is in principle 
inaccessible to historical investigation would also be anathema to Pannenbcrg (see section 1.4 
above). 
25 Cullmann (195 1), p. 97. 
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sovereignty of God. Cullmann therefore takes the formula in Revelation 1: 4,8, 

0 (0 11 10 where God is referred to as '"v MA 6 fiv cc' 6 ipx'ýtcvoq, as implying not that 

God is eternal but that he is everlasting in time. 26 

Rissi's exposition of the text is an attempt to apply Cullmann's ideas to a 

particular New Testament book. He accepts the basic premise of a line of 

salvation history, stretching from the beginning through the story of Israel to the 

Christ event and on into the future. The Christ event is for Rissi, as it is for 

Cullmann, the central feature of the line of salvation history, towards which the 

past points, and from which the future flows. He therefore argues that the 

understanding of the relationship between eschatology and history in Revelation is 

fundamentally different from that of Jewish apocalyptic: '-while in the Jewish 

apocalyptic all history is directed toward the End and moves on according to plan, 

John recognizes in the historical Christ event an eschatological event already 

occurred, he sees in Jesus the revelation of the meaning and goal of all history, and 

in the risen Lord, the lord of final history. s27 

Rissi discerns a repeated pattern in the text, in which the time between the first 

and second comings of Christ is symbolically represented from different 

viewpoints. Thus for example, the block of material in chapters 12-14 begins with 
the historical Christ event (the birth of the Messiah in 12: 5) and finishes with the 

parousia (the twin images of the harvest and vintage of 14: 14-20). Thus Rissi 

intertwines the. first and third points I made above about Cullmann's scheme: the 

centrality of the Christ event and the connection between myth and history. Just as 

26 Cullmann (1951), p. 63. Cullmann goes on to argue that the traditional view of time as 
something bound to the created order (and therefore coming into being only at the creation) is 
unbiblical. Cullmann has come in for a good deal of criticism at this point, not necessarily for his 
conclusions, but for his method, which relies on a questionable lexical distinction between the 
word iaxip6S, which he argues should always be understood as meaning a point in time, and the 
word caCOv, which he argues always means endless time, rather than eternity. For convincing 
criticisms of his method, see Baff (1962) and Thiselton (1977). Rissi follows Cullmann in his 
distinction between iccctp6S and at(Ov. He sees Kcctp6; as a specific time appointed by God, 
characterized by a sense of urgency (e. g. 1: 3,22: 10), and sometimes used (as in 12: 12,14) to 
describe the period between the first and second comings of Christ. A16v, on the other hand, is 
used in the doxologies of Revelation to signify an immeasurably long period of time. Like 
Cullmann, Rissi argues that the New Testament writers did not have a concept of eternity. 
21 Rissi (1966), 49f. 
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for Cullmann myth is not separate from history but rather interprets it, so for Rissi, 

the repeated symbolic portrayals of this age serve to invest it with meaning: 'God's 

plan in John's Revelation is ... a goal-directed sequence of intrusions by God into 

human history... But individual events of world history to come are not predicted 

- John rather portrays the characteristic features of all coming history which are 
disclosed by the victory of Jesus Christ. '2' Nonetheless, like Cullmann, Rissi wants 

to preserve an element of contingency in the seer's picture of history, and in this 

context contrasts Revelation with Jewish apocalyptic: 'All the visions of 
judgement, which stand under the divine "must", have finally a very evident "if 

not" before them. So long as the world despises the gospel, the gracious word will 

turn into a word of judgement. In this, John distinguishes himself basically from 

the historical images of Jewish apocalyptic, for which history constitutes a 
determinate, inclusive unity. 29 

Although the salvation history approach is a serious attempt to deal with the 
temporal dimension of the text, it has some flaws. First, it is questionable whether 
this approach is right to lay such an emphasis on a supposed conscious attempt by 
New Testament writers to set out an account of the progression of salvation 
history, as for example in Rissi's detection of patterns in the text of Revelation 

portraying the history of the world between the first and second comings of Christ. 
There is certainly an irreducible element of temporality in the text, and a strong 
sense of eschatological tension. But the stress in the text is heavily upon the 
imminence of the end-time events (cf 1: 1,3; 22: 7,12,20), rather than upon a sense 
of historical development. To this extent, Fiorenza's comments which I noted 
above, to the effect that the text is concerned with issues of power and eschatology 
rather than with history, are justified. However, as I argued there, this does not 
necessarily lessen the importance of the text in contributing to a Christian 

understanding of history. 

28 Rissi (1966), 113,115. 
29 Rissi (1966), 104. 
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Second, it is not clear that the salvation history approach, with its focus on a 

time line on which all events are to be located, quite does justice to the symbolic 

and metaphorical subtleties of apocalyptic language. There is a dimension of 

ambiguity in the language which cannot and should not be tied down too easily to 

mere representation of events on a historical time line. At the same time, one must 

avoid the opposite mistake of simply discarding the imagery completely, treating it 

as a mere 'wrapping' for timeless propositional truth. Clearly there is a balance to 

be struck, in allowing the imagery to operate tensively, without diluting its 

concrete nature. The method I shall adopt, of setting the imagery in a framework 

which preserves temporality, while avoiding rigid chronological understanding, 

should help to facilitate this balance. 

Third, much of the rhetorical power of the text comes from the dissonance it 

creates between 'what is', in the perspective of God's ultimate sovereignty, and 

'what appears to be', in the earthly present. The magnificent climax of the 

passages relating to the New Jerusalem are in a sense as much of a starting point as 

a conclusion, since it is from that symbol that the reader/hearer is led back into the 

world of 'what appears to be', to wrestle with the realities of this world, albeit 

equipped with a new perspective. The inexorable time line of salvation history is 

perhaps too linear to deal adequately with this effect, since it tends to move the 

reader's focus to the future and away from the present, rather than holding the two 

in tension. 30 

30 As a footnote to this section, it is worth mentioning an attempt to interpret Revelation in a way 
which might be termed 'salvation-historical', but which avoids some of the difficulties of Rissi's 
approach. This is Traugott Holtz's study of the Christology of Revelation (1962). Holtz stresses 
the 'now-not yet' eschatological tension in the text. He distinguishes two sets of Christological 
statements. First, there are those which relate to the present: Christ's death and resurrection has 
freed the community from sin and made them kings and priests (1: 5-6); he has won the victory 
and is enthroned as king (3: 21). Second, there are statements about the future, in rclation to the 
parousia (e. g. ch. 19) and the enthronement of Christ in the midst of his people in the New 
Jerusalem (22: 3). Holtz seeks to preserve the eschatological tension inherent in the conjunction 
of these two sets of statements. He is therefore critical of Lohmeyer for dissolving this tension by 
seeing events in the book as being both future and timeless. On the other hand, he is also critical 
of Cullmann and Rissi for placing too much emphasis on strict chronological progression in the 
development of salvation history (Holtz 1962, pp. 217ff). 
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Moltmann and Pannenberg both attack CuUmann's position for different 

reasons. Moltmann argues that the salvation history approach leads to the 

transposition of eschatology into time, which is inevitably transient. Thus, even the 

(not yet' of the 'already - not yet' polarity of salvation becomes transient: the 

fundamental transformative power of eschatology is lost. 31 For Pannenberg, 

Cullmann's philosophical conclusions about the relationship between salvation 

history and general or secular history are open to serious question: 'The 

conception of a redemptive history severed from ordinary history ... 
is hardly 

acceptable on theological grounds, and is judged not to be so in the first instance 

because of historical presuppositions. It belongs to the full meaning of the 

Incarnation that God's redemptive deed took place within the universal correlative 

connections of human history and not in a ghetto of redemptive history. s32 

3.2.3. Orientation to the Present 

A significant number of commentators have concluded that it is wrong to seek to 

detect a chronological framework in the visions of Revelation. Fiorenza argues 

that: 'Since Revelation does not progress in historical-successive fashion, but 

reveals in ever-new images and visions the present time of the community as the 

eschatological end time, it is impossible to reconstruct a historical-chronological 

development of events. "' From another perspective, Boring's view is that since 

there is constant interaction in the text between different narrative levels, it cannot 
be analysed in a purely diachronic fashion. 34 Prigent rightly argues that the 
language of temporal succession in the text should not be taken literally: rather, it 

31 Moltmann (1996), pp. 6-13. 
32 Pannenberg (1970), p41. 
33 Fiorenza (1985), p. 138. 
34 Boring (1992), p. 721. Boring postulates three distinct, though interrelated narrative levels, 
consisting of John's story, God's/Christ's story, and the world's story. 
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is an attempt by John. to convey the point that present reality will include 

persecution, but that God has the ultimate triumph. 35 

In this context, recent insights from sociology about the perception of time are 
illuminating. In an important book, Temporal Matt: the Meaning and Uses of 

Social Time, published in 1981, Robert Lauer argues that a highly influential 

tradition in western philosophy, including such figures as Plato and Kant, has 

sought to deny ultimate significance to temporal perception. Lauer relates this to a 

Platonic tendency to seek escape from the finitude of human existence, and hence 

to escape from time. He therefore sets out to provide an alternative approach, 

which would take seriously the reality of time. His method is to concentrate on 

what he calls 'social time' as opposed to 'clock time': he defines social time as 'the 

patterns and orientations that relate to social processes and to the 

36 conceptualization of the ordering of life'. He argues that the ways in which 

cultures perceive social time are of central importance on three levels: temporal 

pattern (how periodicity, duration, tempo of time, etc, are perceived); temporal 

orientation (whether societies are orientated primarily to the past, the present or 

the future); and temporal perspective (the content invested in the society's image 

of the past and future). Lauer goes on to examine the ways in which individuals 

relate to time, and proposes that: 'We must have some notion of our potential 

fiiture if we are to understand ourselves and engage in the process of actualizing 

our potential. 07 : In this context he concludes that if a futuTe orientation is too 

short (i. e. its horizon is too imminent), '... life becomes insignificant, meaningless 
and dreary, since the present leads to nothing of enduring value'. If on the other 
hand, a future orientation is too long, focusing on the remote future, 'the present is 

35 Prigent (1980), pp. 243f. 
36Lauer (1981), p. 21. 
31 Lauer (198 1), p. 77. 

85 



rendered equally valueless and dreary because nothing humanly desirable or 

satisfying is permissible'. " 

Lauer's point about future orientation is relevant to my main contention about 

the way Revelation deals with time. The text assumes an irreducible element of 

temporality, which is wrongly excluded by interpretations which would seek either 

to reduce the text to an expression of timeless abstractions about the nature of 

history, or to read it as an attempt to escape out of history completely. One might 

say that one problem with such interpretations is that the future orientation they 

assume is too short. It is interesting to notice the similarity between Lauer's 

description of the problems of truncated future orientation ('... the present leads to 

nothing of enduring value... ') and the interpretation by Russell or Hanson of 

apocalyptic, with its stress on pessimism regarding this world and this age. '9 On 

the other hand, interpretations of Revelation which appear to over-emphasize 

chronology may have the effect of focusing future orientation at a point too distant 

in time. Certainly, interpretations which see the text as relating chronologically 

either to the sweep of history, or to a small set of eschatological events yet to 

come in the twentieth century, are often criticized for rendering the text 

meaningless to its original audience: could an alternative way of expressing this 

meaninglessness be precisely that used by Lauer to describe the problems 

associated with a too-remote future orientation? 

From within the New Testament guild, Bruce Malina has taken up the 

question of temporal orientation, and applies it to the perception of time among 
New Testament writers, including John of Patmos. Malina is reacting against the 
deeply-entrenched tradition of assuming that the temporal orientation of New 

Testament writers was essentially future. Drawing on work on the attitude 
towards time among the peasants of Algeria, he argues that Mediterranean culture 
is predominantly present-orientated, and that descriptions of the New Testament as 

"Lauer (1981), 355,356. These conclusions are in fact quotations by Lauer from Lawrence 
Frank, Society as the Patient: Essays on Culture and Personality, New Brunswick, N J: Rutgers 
University Press, 1949. 
39 See my discussion in section 3.4.1 below. 
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future-orientated represent the imposition of an alien, north European / North 

American temporal orientation onto the text. 40 

Malina stresses that he is not saying that New Testament writers ignored the 

past or the future, but simply that their primary orientation was to the present. 

Thus, in Mediterranean cultures, 'experienced time' consists of 'the whole of an 

action seen in the unity of a perception including both the retained past and the 

anticipated future. The "present" of the action embraces, over and above the 

perceived present, an horizon of the past and of the future tied to the present 

because they both belong to the same context of meaning. Al In other words, 

events from the recent past still relevant to the present, and events in the near 

future which will grow out of the present, are all included in the horizon of the 

present. That which is forthcoming is organically linked to the present, and precise 

chronology is not important. Malina gives as an example the vision in 14: 4 of the 

eschatological harvest: exactly when or how this might take place would be 

secondary to the writer. Malina adds that the nature of social time typical of 

peasant cultures is polychronic: time is not conceived as a linear sequence with 

events following one after the other, but rather as non-directional, accommodating 

more than one event simultaneously. Developments such as the onset of old age, or 

child-bearing, are not associated with particular time periods, but simply occur 

when the appropriate time arrives: Malina sees apocalyptic as reflecting this 

perspective, and thus retaining a present orientation. His overall conclusion is that 

there is in fact no 'now-not yet' tension in the New Testament, that the New 

Testament writers were instead orientated to the present, and that the accepted 

4OMalina (1989), p. 9. The title of Malina's essay, 'Christ and Time: Swiss or MediterraneanT, 
heralds a critical approach towards the salvation-history method of Oscar Cullmann. 

41 Malina (1989), p. 12. Malina says that 'experienced time' in this sense is similar to 
9 operational time' as defined by Rayner (1982) in his study of the perceptions of time and space 
in egalitarian sects. Rayner suggests that in small, tightly-k3iit groups, operational time is 
emphasized within the group. Since the group defines itself sharply over against the rest of 
society, one effect of this is to collapse wider temporal perspectives (i. e. past and future historical 
dimensions) into the present. The result is a telescoping of the perception of historical distance 
between the original founder of the movement and the current group, and a tendency to claim 
certain knowledge of the future. 
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assumption that apocalyptic thought is future-orientated therefore needs 

reappraisal. 42 

Malina's article is both suggestive and challenging. In the context of 
Revelation it is a healthy corrective against interpretations which place too much 

emphasis on the future without relating the message of the text sufficiently to the 

present. At the same time, his overall conclusion about the lack of eschatological 

tension seems to go too far. It is precisely because Revelation has a central 

concern for the present situation, and describes dissonance between 'what appears 

to be" in human history and 'what is' in the perspective of God's ultimate 

sovereignty, that tension between the 'now' and the 'not yet' is surely implied. My 

conclusion is therefore that Malina is right in his criticism of over-chronological 
interpretations, but less persuasive in his dissolution of temporal tension. His case 

for interpreting apocalyptic as present-orientated rather than future-orientated is 

unproven. 43 

3.2.4 Conclusion 

The aim of the seer is indeed to enable a true understanding of the present. 
Bauckharn expresses this well, discussing the overall purpose of the book: '... [the 

seer] is given a glimpse behind the scenes of history so that he can see what is 

really going on in the events of his time and place. He is also transported in vision 
into the final future of the world, so that he can see the present from the 

perspective of what its final outcome must be, in God's ultimate purpose for 
human history. '44 

42 Malina (1989), P. D. 
43 See now also Malina (1995), in which he makes the extraordinary statement that 'there is 
nothing in the book of Revelation that refers to the future' (p. 266). 
44Bauckharn (1993b), p. 7. This is consistent with Rowland's judgements about apocalyptic in 
general: 'Apocal)ptic is as much involved in the attempt to understand things as they are now as 
to Predict future events. The mysteries of heaven and earth and the real significance of 
contemporary persons and events in history are also the dominant interests of the apocalypticists' 

Continued 
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But the text is not focused purely on the present. It reveals hidden dimensions 

of the past, present and future, within which the present must be seen. The text 

achieves this result through the adoption of a framework which is temporal yet not 

chronological. It is the presence of this paradoxical combination in the text's 

treatment of time which makes the different kinds of approach set out above 

unsatisfactory. Preterist approaches do not do justice to the future dimension of 
the text. Interpretations which seek to discern some kind of philosophy of history 

in the text are importing modem concerns which would have been alien to John. 

Salvation history approaches run the risk of not dealing adequately with the sense 

of imminent divine intervention which runs through the text . 
45 Malina's argument 

for emphasizing the present orientation of the New Testament writers appears not 

to take seriously the strong element of unrealized eschatology in Revelation. 46 

My conclusion is that an analYsis of the temporal dimension of the text needs 
to give due weight to the sense of temporal progression in the narrative, without 

seeking to discern specific future chronologies. It also needs to do justice to the 
fact that John's primary purpose is not to provide a view of the nature of history 

(although what he says should certainly inform a Christian understanding of 
history). Rather, his concerns are the tough questions facing his communities in 

the earthly present. How can God's sovereignty be affirmed in a world of 

ambiguities? Will justice be restored? Will God's people be vindicated? 

(Rowland, 1982,2). In a valuable recent study of the Christology of Revelation, Boring has noted 
the emphasis given to the present. He analyses all the references to Christ in the text and 
concludes that 49 relate to the present (i. e. the period between the resurrection of Christ and the 
Onset Of the end-time events), 19 to the past and 41 to the future (Boring, 1992, p. 716). 
45 'Me same difficulty applies with Caird's argument that although the New Testament writers 
believed that the world would literally end, they habitually used end-of-the-world language to 
relate to what they knew was not the end of the world (1980, pp. 243-71). This argument only 
really works if it can be shown that these writers believed the eschaton not to be imminent: see 
the critique in Allison (1987), pp. 84-90. 
46Sec Fiorenza (1985), pp. 114-32, in which she argues that John, like Paul, was concerned to 
counter over-realized eschatology. 
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3.3 THE RHETORICAL IMPACT OF THE TEXT 

In the previous section, I argued that the primary purpose of the Book of 
Revelation was to deal with questions arising out of the present experience of the 

communities to whom the text was written. The weakness of many of the different 

approaches to Revelation and history is precisely their failure adequately to explain 

what the purpose of the book might have been in its first-century context. In this 

section, I shall examine various recent attempts to place the argument of the text in 

a rhetorical context. 

3.3.1 The Text in Context 

The majority view among commentators is that the text of Revelation originated 
47 towards the end of the reign of Domitian (81-96). Domitian has traditionally 

been regarded as the instigator of sustained and fierce persecution of the church, so 
that Revelation could be seen as responding to such a grave crisis by offering 

consolation to its readers . 
48 However, more recently, it has been generally 

accepted by interpreters that the available evidence does not support the view that 
Christians in the last years of the first century were undergoing systematic 

persecution. 49 Alternative explanations for the book's purpose have therefore been 

sought. 

47 1 accept this dating as the most likely, on grounds of both internal and external evidence. For a 
good general survey of the arguments, see Yarbro Collins (1984), pp. 54-83. Some scholars argue 
for an earlier date, in the late 60s: see, for example, Rowland (1982), ch. 14. 
48 For an account of this view of Domitian, see Sivete (1906), pp. lxxxi ff. Some interpreters (eg 
Boesak, 1987) continue to assume that the- book emerged against a background of severe 
oppression. 
49 See, for example, Yarbro, Collins (1984) pp. 69-73, or, in more detail, Thompson (1990) 
chs. 6-9. 
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Perhaps the most influential recent attempt to articulate a plausible rhetorical 

context for Revelation is that of Adela Yarbro Collins. She dates the text to 

Domitian's reign, and regards the traditional claims for widespread persecution as 

overstated. Any persecution suffered by Christians at this point would have been 

sporadic, not systematic. 50 Her conclusion is that 'rather than simply consoling his 

fellow Christians in a situation of grave crisis, [John] wrote his book to point out a 

crisis that many of them did not perceive. 's' Yarbro Collins seeks to identify 

various components which, taken together, would have been perceived by John as 

a crisis. First, she identifies underlying factors in the social situation of Christians 

in Asia Minor, such as hostility on the part of Jewish communities and pagan 

society, and economic hardship. 52 She couples these underlying factors with more 

specific 'experiences of trauma', such as memories of the Neronic persecution, the 

growth of the imperial cult, the martyrdom of Antipas (2: 13) and John's own exile 

to Patmos (1: 9). Yarbro Collins argues that the combination of these factors 

would have appeared to contradict Christian confidence in the rule of God and 

Christ in the world, producing a sense of 'cognitive dissonance'. 53 Although John 

may not have been suffering extreme persecution, it is possible that he was 

suffering from 'relative deprivation' as a result of this contradiction: 'It was the 

tension between John's vision of the kingdom of God and his environment that 

moved him to write his Apocalypse. "54 John's message is a call to an exclusivist 

'ýO Yarbro Collins (1984), pp. 69-73. 
51 Yarbro Collins (1984), p. 77. 
52 Yarbro Collins (1984), pp. 84-99. 
53 Yarbro Collins (1984), p. 141. Yarbro Collins describes this dissonance as being caused by 
'disparity between expectations and reality', or 'between what is and what ought to be'. 
Although I agree that addressing cognitive dissonance is at the heart of the text, I have expressed 
the disparity rather differently, as being between 'what appears to be' (in the earthly present) and 
4 what is' (from the perspective of God's ultimate sovereignty). The point is that for John, the 
sovereignty of God, now manifest in heaven only, but in due time to become manifest also on 
earth, is not merely something which ought to apply, but something which, at a fundamental 
level, does apply. The ambiguities and difficulties of the earthly present are not the ultimate 
reality. However, I should emphasize that by describing the earthly present as that which 
$appears to be', I am not in any sense denying its reality, merely stressing that its apparent status 
as ultimate reality is illusory. 
54 yarbro Collins (1984), p. 106 
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social radicalism which will resist compromise with Roman authority. Yarbro 

Collins detects several elements within this stance, including a boycott of Roman 

coinage, sexual abstinence, and a readiness to embrace martyrdom. 55 

In his detailed exan-dnation of the situation within which the text may have 

arisen, Leonard Thompson takes a rather different line. He also rejects the idea of 

a systematic persecution under Domitian. 56 Like Yarbro Collins, he therefore sees 

John as attempting to provoke a response from his community to a perceived 

threat, rather than responding to actual oppression. However, whereas Yarbro 

Collins argues that a combination of social factors and experienced trauma led John 

to perceive a crisis, Thompson presents a more hopeful picture of life for 

Christians under Domitian. He argues that far from being socially isolated or 

harassed, Christians at this period were probably playing a full role in the life of 

Asian cities, enjoying, for the most part, peaceful co-existence with their pagan 

fellow-citizens. 57 There is an element of crisis in Revelation, but this originates 

from John's perception that compromise with the religious and political demands 

of urban society is dangerous, rather than from any actual or perceived hardship. 

'John reports surprisingly few hostilities towards Christians by the non-Christian 

social world. He anticipates conflict, but conflicts stemming from his fundamental 

position that church and world belong to antithetical forces. In other words John 

encourages his audience to see themselves in conflict with society; such conflict is 

a part of his vision of the world. "' Thompson sees the crisis perceived by John as 

the result not of social pressures, but of conflict between two opposing views of 

reality. 

55 Yarbro Collins (1984), pp. 124-34. 
56 Thompson produces helpful and detailed evidence to the effect that the sources for the 
traditional view of Domitian (particularly Pliny, Suetonius and Tmjan) had a vested interest in 
undermining his reputation (1990, ch. 6). 
57 Thompson (1990), ch. 7. For a general discussion of the social and economic conditions in the 
Asian cities of this period, see Macro (1980). 
5" Thompson (1990), p. 174. 
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In another important recent study, Fiorenza uses a critical-rhetorical approach 

to seek to establish the purpose of the text. She argues that while there was no 

widespread persecution under Domitian, Christians in Asia NEnor were nonetheless 

suffering 'everyday experiences of harassment, persecution and hostility from 

pagan as well as Jewish neighbors and from the provincial authorities'. 59 This 

experience would have run counter to Christians' expectations, given their 

conviction that Christ was the ruler of this world, and the text is an *attempt to deal 

with this contradiction. Fiorenza associates official harassment particularly with 

the increased promotion of the imperial cult, which appears to have taken place 

under Domitian. 60 John's message is a call to resist the temptation to compromise 

with the authorities and the idolatry of the surrounding culture, especially the 
imperial cult. John and his followers 'view the dehumanizing powers of Rome and 
its allies as theologically so destructive and oppressive that a compromise with 
them would mean a denial of God's life-giving and saving power. 61 The text is a 

prophetic interpretation of events, designed to help Christians discern the 

eschatological forces lying behind the political oppression they face, and to enable 
them to resist that oppression on the basis that God's objective is to end all 

oppression and bring in universal salvation. John 'seeks to persuade and compel 

readers to a certain Christian praxis, one of resistance and hope. , 62 

59Fiorenza (1991), p. 55 

60 For a full account of the imperial cult in Asia Nfinor, see Price (1984), who concludes that there 
may well have been increasingly intense pressure on Christians to conform to the cult during this 
period (p. 198). 
'51 Fiorenza (199 1), p. 57. 
62Fiorenza argues that the structure of the text consists first of a movement from the current 
Situation of the readers (set out most clearly in 2: 1 - 3: 22) to a key central section in 10: 1- 15: 4. 
This central section is termed by Fiorenza the 'prophetic -withinncss of withinness" of the 
symbolic drama of Revelation', which provides deep insights into the present situation of the 
community. Then, after visions of final judgment (15: 5 - 19: 10), the argument returns to its 
starting point in current experience via 19: 11 - 22: 5, in which 'the passion (persecution and 
suffering) has been transformed into a utopic assertion' (1991, p. 37). This is a stimulating way 
of approaching the texi, which I have found helpful (although the rhetorical structure which I 
suggest below is rather different from Fiorenza's, stressing the importance of the relationship between chs. 1-5 and 21-2, rather than seeing the text as leading to, and away from, 10: 1- 15: 4). 
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These three different approaches to the text, all of which seek to reconstruct a 

possible SiLz-im-Leben within which it might have arisen, are highly stimulating. 
They reinforce the importance of considering the message the text might have had 

for its original readers, a dimension often neglected in attempts to relate Revelation 

to an understanding of history. Given the lack of evidence for a systematic 

persecution under Domitian, all three are justified in seeing John as seeking to 

provoke a decisive shift (or crisis) in his readers' understanding of their situation, 

rather than responding to an existing crisis. 
The three approaches differ in their assessment of the factors motivating John: 

Yarbro Collins stresses the phenomenon of relative deprivation and perceived 

crisis, Thompson argues rather for a conflict between two different views of 

reality, while Fiorenza is more ready to assume an element of actual persecution in 

the background. Ultimately, however, it may be misleading to seek to tie the 

genesis of the text down to one particular social setting. The text itself suggests 

strongly that the book was addressed to a variety of different settings. The letters 

to Smyrna, Pergamum, and perhaps Philadelphia suggest an atmosphere of 

oppression, while those to Thyatira, Sardis and Laodicea do not appear to refer to 

any existing persecution. The book's message of judgement against Babylon (and 

hence the need to avoid compromise), the expectation that Christian witness win 

provoke hostility, and the assurance of ultimate vindication is relevant to a variety 

of different situations. As Bauckham, remarks: 'Whether the visions bring 

consolation and encouragement or warning and painfUl challenge depends on 

which of the groups of Christians depicted in the seven messages a reader belongs 

to. 163 

There are dangers in taking an over-restricted view of the setting of the text. 
For example, Fiorenza's concern to focus on the text's context leads ultimately to 

an impoverished view of the text's meaning. -She argues that the world of vision 
opened up by Revelation is valid as a 'theo-ethical response' only in a rhetorical 
situation similar to that originally addressed by the text. Since she assumes that 

r'3Bauckham (1993b), p. 16. 
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this original situation was one of persecution, then, she argues, 'Revelation will 

elicit a fitting theo-ethical response only in those sociopolitical situations that cry 

out for justice. ' Reading the text from other situations, for example in a position 

of stable authority, risks allowing it to function oppressively. 64 This seems to me a 

misleading conclusion. If the text itself was originally addressed to a variety of 

situations, there would seem to no reason in principle why its relevance today 

should be limited to any one group. For example, the account of the destruction of 

Babylon in 18: 1-24 could function as an effective critique of, and challenge to, the 
61 modem West. Seeing the text in its context should not lead the interpreter to 

conclude (as Fiorenza appears to conclude) that the text is only relevant to a 

closely-defined set of socio-political circumstances. Although interpreters should 

always be sensitive to the original circumstances in which Revelation may have 

arisen, the text can surely 'speak' to a variety of situations in different ways. 66 

Indeed, the argument of the present thesis, that Revelation is of relevance to 

contemporary systematic theology, depends fundamentally on that premise. 

3.3.2 The Symbolic World of the Text 

In the previous section, I considered some recent approaches to identifying the 

purpose of the text in its first-century context. I turn now to a closely related 
issue, which has also been the subject of recent critical debate. This is the question 
of how the symbolic world of the text functions. From seeking to identify what the 

64 FiOrenza (199 1), p. 13 9. 
65 Rowland (1993) remarks, 'If Revelation seems to highlight divine judgment rather than mercy, 
that is a message which an idolatrous generation needs to hear. ' (p. 83). 
"Thompson appears to recognize this point, arguing that the text cannot be located in any 
Particular setting, and that it is relevant not only to the poor and oppressed (1990, p. 195): hence 
the attraction of the text to a wide variety of groups do-Am the centuries. However, he partly 
undermines his own position through his dismissal of any significant element of persecution in 
the setting of the text. Episodes such as the death of Antipas and John's own exile to Patmos 
strongly suggest some existing hostility towards at least some of the churches. 
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aims of the text were in its context, I am now switching the focus to the debate 

about how John seeks to achieve those aims. Important recent work in this area 
has been influenced by the work of Claude Uvi-Strauss on the use of symbol in 

myth. 67 Some explanation of his theory is therefore necessary by way of 
introduction. 

Uvi-Strauss argues that the way humans apprehend their environment is to 
impose a structure upon it, by dividing it into mental categories, and especially into 

binary oppositions. For Levi-Strauss, the human brain always operates in the same 

way, and this principle of imposing ordered categories onto existence applies in all 

cultures, although it may manifest itself in different ways. In analysing the way in 

which humans use symbols, Ldvi-Strauss distinguishes between what he calls 

'metaphor', which represents sets of possibilities from which the individual 

elements of symbolic narrative can be constructed, and 'metonym', the actual 

sequence of symbols used in a particular context. Edmund Leach suggests that the 

relationship between Uvi-Stratiss's 'metaphor' and 'metonym' can be visualised as 

a musical score, in which the vertical harmonic relationships represent 'metaphor' 

while the individual horizontal melody lines allocated to each instrument represent 

49metonym'. 69 

Uvi-Strauss uses these two sets of relationships to form a grid which he 

overlays onto mythical narrative in order to analyse it. He argues that a 

characteristic of 'metaphor' is that it has a timeless quality to it: it is a store-house 

of ideas waiting to be used. 'Metonyrn' on the other hand consists, in myth, of 

narrative in a chronological sequence, projected into a supposed temporal (often 

primordial) context. Myth therefore consists of both temporal and non-temporal 

elements, and this makes it susceptible to analysis by a structure using an interplay 

of metaphor (or synchronic elements) and metonym (diachronic elements). He 

argues that myth consists of a potentially infinite series of diachronic patterns 

67 The classic account of Uvi-Strauss's position is in Structural AnthropoloV (1972), ch. 10, 
'The Effectiveness of Symbols'. 
"Leach (1970), p. 52. 
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overlaid on a set of synchronic oppositions. In a mythical narrative, a series of 

slightly varying sequences of events is overlaid in a repetitive pattern over the same 

structure. For example, he analyses the Oedipus myth by plotting the various 

episodes in the myth as diachronic sequences. These interact with constant 

underlying themes in the synchronic structure to produce the message that if 

society is to continue, daughters must be disloyal to their parents and sons must 
destroy their fathers. 

Uvi-Strauss sees the purpose of myth as being 'to provide a logical model 

capable of overcoming a contradiction'. 69 Humans are faced with contradictions in 

their environment between the way things are and the way they would like them to 

be. Myth provides a pattern of thought which provides a way through the 

dilemmas. An illustration of this is Uvi-Strauss's essay, 'The Effectiveness of 
Symbols', a study of a shamanistic ritual for the alleviation of difficult child-birth, 

. 
70 L' i-Strauss argues that the recorded among the Cuna Indians of Panama evi 

technique represents a form of 'abreaction', a process also used in psychotherapy, 
in which deep-lying conflicts within the patient are brought to the surface to be 

resolved. For Uvi-Strauss, whether or not the content of the myth bears any 

69 LdNi-Stmuss (1972), p. 229. 
10 The purpose of the ritual is to help a woman through a difficult child-birth. At no stage does 
the shaman touch the, %N-oman or administer any remedies. Rather, he recounts a m)ihical story Of 
a battle within the woman's internal organs between the spirits summoned by the shaman and 
Muu, the power who is responsible for the development of the foctus, but whose misbehaviour is 
deemed to be the source of the problem. During the ritual, the c. xpcricnce of the woman assumes 
almost cosmic proportions. The shaman gives a vivid description of the entry of the spirits into 
the woman's body and their journey through a mythical/emotional geography, encountering 
mythical animals, such as an alligator and an octopus, which represent various pains. L6vi- 
Strauss analyses the process as follows: 'The cure would consist ... in making explicit a situation 
originally existing on the emotional level and in rendering acceptable to the mind pains which 
the body refuses to tolerate. That the mythology of the shaman does not correspond to an 
objective reality does not matter. The sick woman believes in the myth and belongs to a society 
which believes in it. The tutelary spirits and malevolent spirits, the supernatural monsters and 
magical animals, are all part of a coherent system on which the native conception of the universe 
is founded. The sick woman accepts these mythical beings or, more accurately, she has never 
questioned their existence. What she does not accept are the incoherent and arbitrary pains, 
which are an alien element in her system but which the shaman, calling upon myth, will re- 
integrate within a whole where everything is meaningful. ' (Uvi-Strauss, 1972, p. 197). 
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relation to reality is irrelevant. The point is that it becomes 'real', a 'living myth', 

as the patient's mind appropriates and orders it. 

(i) Revelation as the Enactment of Myth: John Gager 

In his analysis of Revelation, Gager acknowledges explicitly his debt to Ldvi- 

Strauss. He argues that the book was produced in the context of persecution and 

martyrdom, and that its purpose was to provide consolation for the believer, 'not 

simply as the promise of a happy fate for the martyr in the near future but through 

the mythological enactment of that future in the present'. 7' This analysis has clear 

affinities with Uvi-Strauss's arguments about the purpose of myth outlined above. 
For Gager, the point of the text, like the shamanistic child-birth ritual, is to 

overcome a contradiction (in this case the contradiction between faith in God's 

protection on the one hand and the experience of persecution on the other). 
Gager produces an analysis of the central section of the book (4: 1 - 22: 5) 

which sees the narrative overlaid onto the binary oppositions of 'victory/hope' and 
'oppression/despair'. 72 For example, the vision of heaven (victory/hope) in 4: 1 - 
5: 14 is followed by the opening of the first six seats (oppression/despair) in 6: 1-17, 

and the vision of the multitude of the faithful and the opening of the seventh seal 
(victory/hope) in 7: 1 - 8: 4 by the first six trumpets (oppression/despair) in 8: 5 - 
9: 21. The pattern continues throughout the book, culminating in the ultimate 
victory and hope represented by the new heaven, new earth and the New Jerusalem 
in 21: 1 - 22: 5. Gager has therefore produced an analysis of the text on classic 
Levi-Straussian lines: a series of sequences superimposed onto binary oppositions. 
He points out that the interrelationship between the two contradictory poles is 

complex, such that for example, the patterns of seven disasters represented by the 
seals and trumpets sequences are in each case broken by visions of final glory. 'By 

71 Gager (1993), p. 147. 
72 It is a weakness of Gager's analysis that he omits 1: 1-3: 22, and 22: 6-2 1. 
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thus substituting a dynamic for a static relationship between oppression and hope, 

these broken series serve to undermine any tendency among the audience to treat 

them as permanent, unbearable contradictions. The glimpse of final victory in each 

case shatters the anticipation of perfect despair and points to an experience of 

exultation not just in the future but in the immediacy of the myth itself 73 

Gager argues that the net effect is that the reader experiences the future as 

present: for a fleeting moment, the visions of glory within the text become real. 

For Gager, this transient effect would have enabled the community to withstand 

persecution, since they clearly believed that the time of God's final judgement, and 

hence their deliverance, was imminent. 

(H) Revelation as Catharsis: Adela Yarbro Collins 

In her reading of the text, Yarbro Collins is also indebted to Uvi-Strauss. In the 

previous section, on the rhetorical function of the text, I explained that Yarbro 

Collins assumes that John was experiencing a sense of 'cognitive dissonance' 

between 'what was and what ought to have been'. 74 Yarbro Collins therefore 

argues that Uvi-Strauss's theory of myth as providing 'a logical model capable of 

overcoming a contradiction' is an appropriate one to use in analysing the text. 75 

Yarbro Collins has accordingly analysed the text on structuralist lines, in terms 

of three contradictory poles: persecution, punishment and salvation. For example, 

persecution (chs. 12-13) is followed by punishment (14: 14-20), and salvation 
(15: 2-4), and in the bowls sequence, persecution (16: 4-7) is followed by 

punishment (16: 17-18: 24) and a vision of salvation (19: 1_10). 76 The repetition of 
these three themes of persecution, punishment, and salvation produces a 

73 Gager (1983), p. 15 1. 
74 Yarbro Collins (1984), p. 141. See note 53 above. 
" Yarbro Collins (1984), p. 142. 
76 Ymbro Collins (1980), p. 189. 
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therapeutic effect which Yarbro Collins terms 'catharsis': feelings of fear and 

resentment within the reader are brought to the surface and purg ed . 
7' As in 

Gager's analysis, the complex juxtaposition of hope and despair enables the readers 

to resolve the manifest contradictions in their existence: 

The solution of the Apocalypse is an act of creative imagination which, like 
that of the schizophrenic, withdraws from empirical reality, from real 
experience in the everyday world ... 

Ibrough the use of effective symbols and 
artful plots, the Apocalypse made feelings which were probably latent, vague, 

78 complex, and ambiguous explicit, conscious and simple. 

Yarbro Collins offers a subtle and powerful account of how Revelation rnight 

'work' in the lives of its readers. Her case for a situation of relative deprivation, 

rather than outright persecution, is well argued. The themes of persecution, 

punishment and salvation are indeed clearly central to the text. Yet some questions 

about the application of Uvi-Strauss's ideas to the text remain. Does this kind of 

approach emphasize too much the function of the text in providing a psychological 

mechanism, rather than the content of the text? Does it over-emphasize the role of 

the text in responding to a real or perceived crisis as opposed to its role in shaping 

circumstances? 

17 Yarbro Collins understands the term 'catharsis' to have a medical origin, relating to the 
removal of alien and painful matter from the body. She argues that Aristotle uses the term in the 
context of dramatic tragedy to mean that 'the emotions of the audience are purged in the sense- 
that their feelings of fear and pity are intensified and given objective expression. ' (1984, p. 153). 
However, David Barr (1984) has argued that while Yarbro Collins' idea of Revelation as 
catharsis may provide a partial explanation of how the text 'works', it does not get to the heart of 
the matter because her definition of catharsis is inadequate. Barr argues that the text does not 
operate simply as a psychological safety valve, but that it aims to have a concrete cffect on the 
reader's understanding of how the world really is: 'the believing community which encountered 
the Apocalypse as a living performance would be transformed and so would the world they live 
[sic] in, for they would understand that world differently' (p. 49). Barr acknowledges a debt to 
Golden (1976), who argues that Aristotle's idea of catharsis is much better understood as 
'intellectual clarification'. It does have affectivc consequences, but these are a result of 
intellectual enlightenment. Of course, even if it can be shown that Yarbro Collins is working 
with an inadequate definition of what Aristotle may have meant that of itself need not invalidate 
her conclusions about Revelation. But I believe that an understanding of catharsis as intellectual 
clarification may prove a useful component in a line of interpretation which takes the content of 
the book, and not just its psychological impact, seriously. 
78 Yarbro Collins (1984), pp. 155,160. 
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(iii) Cyitiques of Levi-Strauss and Functionalism 

One potential difficulty with using Uvi-Strauss's approach in the analysis of a text 

like Revelation is that the resulting conclusions may be too heavily functionalist, 

stressing the importance of the psychological and/or sociological mechanisms at 

work, rather than the content of the material. In Uvi-Strauss's analysis of 

shamanism, he makes the point explicitly that the extent to which the myth bears 

any relation to reality is irrelevant. What matters is that the narrative takes on a 

life within the mind of the subject and therefore produces the desired psychological 

effects. When applied to apocalyptic, this results in an emphasis on the 

psychological mechanisms operating, at the expense of the theological content. It 

is almost as though the content of the text is irrelevant: it is the operation of its 

structure which counts. Indeed, Levi-Strauss explicitly states that 'the world of 

symbolism is infinitely varied in its content, but always limited in its laws': in myth, 

form takes precedence over content. 79 

This stress on function rather than content has been attacked from within the 

discipline of social anthropology. For example, Clifford Geertz argues that a 

purely functionalist account of the way religion deals with reality is inadequate. 

For him, an important part of the purpose of religious thought is to formulate 

conceptions of a general order of existence: it is vital that the content of the world 

view expressed rings true in relation to the lived experience of the believer. 80 

79Ldvi-Strauss (1972), p. 203. 

8OGeertz (1973) comments that: 'The strange opacity of certain empirical events, the dumb 
senselessness of intense or inexorable pain, and the enigmatic unaccountability of gross iniquity 
all raise the uncomfortable suspicion that perhaps the Nvorld, and hence man's life in the, %vorld, 
has no genuine order at all - no empirical regularity, no emotional form, no moral coherence. 
And the religious response to this suspicion is in each case the same: the formulation, by means 
of symbols, of an image of such a genuine order of the world which will account for, and even 
celebrate, the perceived ambiguities, puzzles and paradoxes in human existence. ' (pp. 107-8, my 
italics). Incidentally, the first sentence of this extract could serve as a good explanation of part of 
the problem Revelation seeks to address. Similarly, Burridge (1971, pp. 117-40) dismisses 
psycho-physiological theories, wl-dch seek to explain millcnarian movements simply as escapist 
attempts to provide consolation and refuge, as reductionist and patronizing. 

a 
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In a recent study of the social history of marginalized groups, the American 

scholar James C Scott has also stressed the importance of the content of traditions 

held by such groups. For Scott, it is inadequate to see such traditions as mere 

safety-valves enabling the group to cope with oppressive reality. 8' Scott attempts 

to penetrate beneath the surface of the apparent terms on which the socially 
dominant and the socially subordinate relate, to try to discover what the 

subordinate might really be thinking. He distinguishes between the 'public 

transcript', which he defines as 'the open interaction between subordinates and 

those who dominate', and which often serves to form the documented history of 

such interaction, and the 'hidden transcript', or discourse that takes place 
'offstage', beyond direct observation by powerholders. 82 In chapter 6 of his book, 

Scott discusses the phenomenon of symbolic inversion of the world, exemplified by 

the 'world-upside-down' genre of old broadsheets, and the carnival tradition. 
Scott attacks functionalist interpretations which see such traditions as 

psychological safety-valves, draining away otherwise harmful social tensions. The 

tontent of the traditions is vital. He asks pointedly why, if carnivals, for example, 

were serving the purpose of allowing harmful tensions to dissipate, the authorities 

were often so keen to suppress them. 

Scott concludes that the 'safety-valve' theory, popular as it has been among 

sociologists, is flawed, for two key reasons. First, history suggests that 

phenomena such as carnival, where hidden transcripts break the surface, are more 
plausibly seen as ritualized expressions of genuine resentment rather than 
diversions away from the experience of oppression. Second, interpretations of 
hidden transcripts which rely on explanations based on functionalism or catharsis 
assume too readily that what is at stake is a merely idealist, abstract debate, rather 

81 Whether or not one regards the Sitz-im-Leben of Revelation as a situation of actual persecution, it certainly represents a view from the margins of the society of the time, on behalf of those who 
do not have access to political or economic power. As I noted earlier, Gager (1983) and others 
assume a background of actual persecution. Several recent interpreters, such as Yarbro Collins 
and Thompson, argue that there may not have been systematic persecution under Domitian. (See 
3.3.1 above). 
82 Scott (1990), pp. 2,4. 
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than a struggle with a material dimension. His conclusion is that the hidden 

transcript is a condition for practical resistance, rather than a substitute for it. That 

is not to say that every hidden transcript is necessarily a prescription for revolt 
(Revelation certainly is not): but it is to challenge any assumption that hidden 

transcripts are always purely psychological devices which seek to escape from 

reality rather than to face it and change it. 

In this context, the contribution of Dan Sperber to the understanding of 

symbolism is helpful. Sperber argues that approaches such as the structuralist 

analysis of Uvi-Strauss, which concentrate on the way that symbols 'work', rather 
83 than on what they mean, are misguided. The danger is that apparent indifference 

to the content of a text leaves a vacuum, into which the interpreter's own 

preconceived ideas on the meaning of the myth or the text can too easily be 

imported. As Sperber asks pertinently: 'what guarantees that the structure 

outlined accounts for the properties of the object and does not derive simply from 

the systematizing gaze of the analyst? 3,84 This problem appears most strikingly 

when the interpretation of what the text is really about appears to bear little 

relationship to any natural reading of the text. As Mary Douglas comments in 

relation to Levi-Strauss's interpretation of the Oedipus myth: 'All the majestic 
themes which we had previously thought the Oedipus myth was about - destiny, 

duty, and self-knowledge, have been strained off, and we are left with a story about 
how the species. - began'. " Instead of seeing symbols as signs which can be paired 

" Sperber is highly critical of structuralism. He argues that it is notoriously difficult to test the 
validity of its underlying assumptions. Ldvi-Strauss's basic suppositions about the underlying 
homogeneity of human thought processes and their affinity with the structure of myth are, it can 
be argued, no more than suppositions. Sperber suggests that 'these general principles - the 
sceptic is right - are not falsiflablc, and therefore do not constitute a theory. Rather it is a 
question ... of a vague heuristic, or, of a reasoned flair, which amounts to the same thing. This 
heuristic works well. But since we do not know what symbolism would have to be like for it not 
to work, it does not tell us anything about what symbolism is not, nor consequently, about what it 
is. ' (1975, p. 64). 
84 Sperber (1975), p. 57. As Sperber recognizes, this would not be a problem for L&A-Strauss, 
since a fundamental connection between the thought-processcs of the observer and the ritual (or 
te., d) being observed is in any case presupposed by structuralist analysis. 
83 Douglas (1967), p. 63. 
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with particular interpretations in a code structure, Sperber argues that symbo ism is 

in fact a form of lazowledge in its own right. In this respect, symbolism is different 

from semantic knowledge, which is concerned with classification, and 

encyclopaedic knowledge, concerned with empirical fact. Symbolism can quite 

happily exist alongside encyclopaedic knowledge in apparent contradiction, as a 

kind of 'knowledge about knowledge, a meta-encyclopaedia in the 

encyclopaedia. "86 

Sperber's account is relatively brief and represents only a first step to a 

comprehensive theory of symbolism, but it is highly suggestive. 11is contention 

that symbolism represents a meta-knowledge which may exist in apparent 

contradiction with encyclopaedic knowledge may be another way of expressing 

one of the basic arguments in this thesis - that Revelation uses symbolism to 

convey deep truth which appears to be at odds with the reader's experience. 
Sperber is also helpful in seeking to understand the way in which the symbolism of 
Revelation evokes memories from previous symbolic accounts in scripture and 

elsewhere, in a way which both re-works them imaginatively and calls for 

imaginative effort on the part of the reader. 
This brings us to the helpful distinctions made by Philip Wheelwright between 

steno-symbolism, and tensive symbolism. Wheelwright characterizes steno- 

symbolism as one-for-one relationships between signifier and signified, which tend 

86 Sperber (1975), pp. 108-9. Sperber gives as an example the fact that the Dorze of Ethiopia 
believe on the symbolic level that leopards are Christians and therefore observe fast days, but 
their encyclopaedic knowledge of leopards means that they still guard their cattle every day 
against attack. Sperber's proposals for understanding how symbolism operates arc stimulating 
when considering the use to which John puts his store of symbols. Sperber suggests that the 
'symbolic mechanism' (i. e. how the mind deals with symbol) takes over when the mind meets 
information which cannot be successfully assimilated through conceptualization associated with 
cncyclopacdic knowledge. The mind adopts an alternative strategy, accessing the memory by a 
more evocative, tangential route, to try to make sense of the information. Sperber calls this 
switch 'focalization'. There then follows a second stage, which Sperber terms 'evocation', 
attempting to understand the information at a symbolic level so that the result can then be fed 
back into the conceptual mechanism. Sperber suggests that often this is simply the beginning of 
a dialectical process of interaction between the mind's symbolic and conceptual mechanisms 
which can continue indefinitely as more inputs of infonnation appear. Thus the activity of the 
symbolic mechanism has the effect of repeatedly re-ordering the encyclopaedic memory (1975, 
ch. 5). 
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to have 'meanings that can be shared in exactly the same way by a very large 

number of persons' . 
87 Tensive symbolism presses beyond such one-for-one 

relationships, and serves to trigger complex and shifting patterns of association in 

the mind of the reader. Many symbols in Revelation, such as the 'lamb', the 

'whore of Babylon', the 'great city', and the 'New Jerusalem', do not relate 

straightforwardly to a delimited set of referents, but rather are used by John in a 

way which matches Wheelwright's description of tensive symbolism. 

Wheelwright also notes that the use of tensive language is especially 

characteristic of liminall or threshold, situations, in which human beings are trying 

to come to terms with that which cannot be fully grasped or explained in 

stenosymbols. He describes three such thresholds: that of time, where tensive 

language is used to express the tension between the present moment and 

continuity; that of otherness, where tensive language expresses the complex 
interrelationships between the self and its environment; and that of upwardness, or 

the sense of the transcendent. " All three thresholds are operating in Revelation. 

The threshold of otherness is present in the whole question of the reader's 

understanding of the nature and destiny of the people of God and their place in the 

world. The threshold of upwardness is of course present in the way the text sets 

the reader's experience in divine perspective, culminating in the new creation and 

the descent of the New Jerusalem. The threshold of time is present in the 

relationship between the, present time of John and the communities he addresses, 

and the wider canvas of God's sovereign action in history as a whole. This 

relationship is not fully graspable in the sense that the precise place of the present 

community in some overarching chronology is not known - indeed, cannot be 

known. And yet something is known of this relationship in the sense that certain 

events (for example, the creation, or the earthly life, death and resurrection of 
Christ) are past, and certain are future, some of which will have transient 

significance, and others of which will have permanent significance. John is 

87 Wheelwright (1962), p. 33. 
88 Wheelwright (1968), ch. 2. 
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wresthg with these half-grasped realities, and uses the language of tensive symbol 

in order to express his understanding. 

(iv) Revelation and Reality: A Further Debate 

Discussion of the way the symbolic world of the text operates leads on to 

consideration of the relationship which the world opened up by the text might be 

understood to bear to empirical reality. This question has sparked an important 

recent debate in the interpretation of the text. 

Thompson has produced a full and stimulating account of Revelation based on 

the premise that '... an apocalypse does not reveal another world, it reveals hidden 

dimensions of the world in which humans live and die; that is, an apocalypse is not 

world-negating but, rather, world-expanding: it extends or expands the universe to 

include transcendent realities,, and it does this both spatially and temporally. '99 

Thompson gives detailed examples of the ways in which different narrative and 

descriptive techniques in the text set the understanding of the reader in this 

ultimate perspective, while maintaining a strong sense of unity in both spatial and 

temporal planes. For example, in the spatial dimension, Thompson describes what 

he terms the 'blurred boundaries' among godly'forces in the text. Characteristics 

associated with the forces of heaven stray across the spatial boundary into the 

earthly level: the glorious effulgence surrounding God (4: 3) is also a feature of the 

description of the strong angel who crosses the boundary onto earth (10: 1), while 

the sacrificial and priestly characteristics of the lamb as seen in heaven (5: 10) are 
imitated by his earthly followers (14: 4). The temporal dimension is united by 

various narrative techniques: features which appear at different points in the 

narrative are related to one another by contrast (the protected 144,000 of 7: 4 are 

contrasted with the judgement delivered upon earth; the beasts are contrasted with 
the lamb). Another example is the use of equivalent measures of time for the 

89 Thompson (1990), p. 31. 
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duration of different events (e. g. the trampling of the holy city in 11: 2, the 

prophetic activity of the two witnesses in 11: 3, the nourishment of the woman in 

the wilderness in 12: 6, and the beast's exercise of its authority in 13: 5 all last 1260 

days). Thompson also argues that the language of worship is important in 

establishing the unity of the universe in Revelation. Thus, heavenly worship is 

performed by those who have been through tribulation on earth (7: 14f; 15: 2). And 

the fact that the glory of God which is manifest in heaven is seen as both a present 

(4: 11; 5: 12f, 11: 13) and a future phenomenon (21: 11,23) is an example of the way 

in which a feature of the spatial dimension of the text can hold together the 

temporal dimension. 

The interplay of spatial and temporal dimensions also occurs at the level of the 

reality to which the seer believes his symbols point. Thompson argues that lying 

beneath the surface of the language one can detect a vision of 'unbroken reality: 

'the vision transmitted by the seer is not merely a "literary world" or a "symbolic 

universe' -a vision separate from the everyday life of John and his audience. The 

seer is constructing an encompassing vision that includes everyday, social realities 

in Asia Minor. '90 

For Thompson, Revelation does not present a symbolic universe separate from 

social and political realities. Nor is it merely an attempt to address conflicts or 

crises in the mind of the audience. Rather, it offers a particular understanding of 

what the whole: world is like. In contrast, he argues, the suppression of time and 

the enactment of the future in the present envisaged in Gager's scheme is an 
illusion. It represents a fleeting glimpse of millennial bliss which does not alter 

empirical reality: 'Nothing fundamental is changed by the myth. The world of 

social, political realities is too real for the alternative symbolic world of the 

myth. '91 Thompson characterizes the approaches of Gager and Yarbro Collins as 

90 Thompson (1990), p. 74. 
91 Thompson (1990), p. 207. Fiorenza makes a similar point in criticism of Gager's argument that 
Revelation offers an escape by collapsing the future into the present for a fleeting moment: for 
Fiorcnza, this fails to do justice to the strong sense of eschatological tension in the text - John is 
all too aware of the reality of present experience (1985, pp. 167-8). 
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ultimately escapist: '... both resolve the religious crisis of faith in a temporary 

imaginative experience that does not affect the hard social and political realities of 

Asian fife. 92 

While Thompson's arguments about the unitive nature of the vision of the text 

are generally convincing, he presses his point too far in places, especially when he 

claims to detect an underlying unity between the descriptions of good and evil in 

the text. Thompson argues that while there are important contrasts between good 

and evil in the text, the seer's vision of an unbroken reality means that there is also 

considerable blurring across the boundaries between good and evil: 'Evil contrasts 

with the godly, but evil is not of a fundamentally different order from good. 

Humans belong to the earthly plane, the divine belong to heaven above, and the 

demonic belong to the plane below; but those three tiers of the seer's universe are 

not separated absolutely. 93 Thompson supports this argument by pointing to the 

apparent structural similarities between good and evil forces in the text. Thus, for 

example, the lamb's relationship to God may be seen as a parallel of the beast's to 

Satan; the seal of the lamb is parallel to the mark of the beast; several symbols, 

such as the city, the woman, and the wilderness, are ambiguous, sometimes 

representing good, sometimes evil. Thompson's conclusion is that 'The logic of 

the vision does not progress from oppositions to their resolution. Rather, in all its 

aspects the language speaks from unbroken wholeness to unbroken wholeness. '94 

He is therefore doubtful about the use of sets of oppositions (as, for example, by. 

Gager and Yarbro Collins) to analyse the text. 

92Thompson (1990) 210. See also Talbert (1994), pp. 9-12, for criticism of the catharsis model. 
While Thompson's criticism of Gager's interpretation for being escapist seems justified, his 
criticism of Yarbro Collins at this point needs careful qualification. While it is certainly arguable 
that her view of the operation of the symbolism of the text is 'escapist' in the sense that she sees it 
as projecting an alternative world rather than an encompassing world (in Thompson's terms), it 
is not fair to criticize her approach as denuding the text of its political impact. She certainly 
argues that John sought to evoke a clear socio-political response by his readers. It Is true, 
however, that she views the response John was seeking as rather more sectarian and exclusiNist 
than Thompson's 'cosmopolitan sectarianism'. 
93 Thompson (1990), p. 81. 
94 Thompson (1990), p. 91. 
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Thompson's argument goes too far at this point. He is certainly right to affirm 

that the cosmic view of the seer is unitive, not dualistic. But in asserting a unitive 

vision of reality, the seer is stressing the sovereignty of God and his assured victory 
in the cosmic conflict, rather than some underlying structural unity between good 

and evil. There are undoubtedly striking parallels between the two opposing 

camps, as Thompson points out, but these often perform an ironical purpose: the 

fact that the beast from the sea, like the lamb, has been wounded, is more to do 

with parody and deception than with underlying unity. Laws has effectively 
demonstrated how certain features of the portrayal of the beast parody the image 

of the lamb. The beast has been wounded (13: 3), as has the lamb (5: 6); the beast 

has two horris like a lamb (13: 11); the beast has a mysterious name (13: 18), as 
does the lamb (2: 17,3: 12). 95 Thompson's analysis of the temporal dimension of 

the text suffers similarly from a tendency to blur distinctions between present and 
future to an unhelpful extent, dissipating eschatological tension. He sees for 

instance no sharp distinction between this age and the age to come, and stresses 

the nature of Christ's crucifixion as a motif lying in the 'deep structure' of reality 

rather than as a historical event. 96 Stuckenbruck comments that Thompson's 

analysis 'tends to collapse time into one interrelated, spatially-conceived continuum 

that blurs past, present, and future into an interchangeable reality'. 97 

3.3.3 Conclusion 

In section 3.2.,, 1 examined ways in which commentators have sought to relate 

j 'Revelation to an understanding of human history. I suggested that John is 

profoundly concerned with human history, but not as a set of abstract principles, 

95 Laws (1989), ch. 3. 
96 Thompson (1990), p. 85. 
97 Stuckenbruck (1995), p. 41. 
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nor as a speculative chronology. Rather, he is concerned to reveal hidden 

dimensions of reality in order to influence the way his readers live in the present. 
In this section, I have gone on to consider recent assessments of the possible 

rhetorical situation within which the text arose, and of the ways in which the 

symbolism of the text operates in the mind of the reader. I have concluded, in line 

with several important recent interpretations of the text, that in writing Revelation, 

John was not simply responding to an existing crisis in the Christian communities 

of Asia Minor, but rather that he was seeking to reveal to his readers the true 

nature of the situation in which they found themselves. Essentially, his message 

was fourfold: divine judgement on the political, economic and religious structures 

of the empire; consequently, a call to his readers to live distinctively, avoiding 

compromises which would conflict with their loyalty to Christ; assurance that in 

the expected tribulation which would accompany such a stance, God would 

provide ultimate protection; and finally, the promise of eschatological bliss for 

those who stood firm. 

I have also argued that readings which concentrate on how the symbolism of 

the text might function as a psychological mechanism, to enable the reader to cope 

with present earthly difficulties, are inadequate unless they also give due weight to 

the content of the text and the truth claims it makes. Hence, interpreters such as 
Thompson are correct to argue that the vision of the text is of a single reality 

which encompasses the earthly present of the reader, placing it within ultimate 

spatial and temporal horizons. This is a more convincing reading of the text than 
interpretations which see it as postulating a symbolic universe separate from that 

of the earthly present, into which the reader is invited to escape in the imagination. 

At the same time, it is important to recognize the extent to which the text contains 
conflicts and oppositions which need to be resolved, and that blurring these into a 
over-homogenous view of the cosmos is misleading. 
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3.4 THE GENRE OF THE BOOK OF REVELATION 

Much recent research on Revelation has been motivated by a concern to discover 

the most appropriate generic framework within which to read the book. 

Judgements made about the genre of a text can be of great importance for 

reflection on its message. In the case of Revelation, much discussion has centred 

on whether the text should be regarded as an apocalypse or a prophecy. Although 

the first verse of Revelation ('Anoica%-o-qtq 'ITjc; ob Xpta-rob ... ) has given the 

name to the genre of apocalypse, this is not necessarily the end of the story. 98 John 

himself referred to the text asnpo(pilrEia (1: 3). To complicate matters further, at 

least part of the text (chs. 2-3) is in epistolary form. 9' 

3.4.1 Is the Apocalypse an Apocalypse? 

(i) Jewish Apocalyptic 

Scholars have often argued that one of the key features distinguishing Jewish 

apocalyptic from Old Testament prophecy is the way it views the relationship 
between history and faith. In a standard textbook on Jewish apocalyptic, 
D. S. Russell ýtates that apocalyptic grew out of Old Testament prophecy as 

cessentially a literature of the oppressed who saw no hope for the nation simply in 

terms of politics or on the plane of human history. "'O An influential strand of 

twentieth-century interpretation, including such writers as H. H. Rowley, P. D. 

Hanson, and Russell himself, has maintained that Jewish apocalyptic is a 
development stemming from prophecy. It is certainly possible to trace the 

" The designation &xoic6c%%)Vt; is of course of itself no guide to genre, since Revelation is the 
earliest known example of a document describing itself thus. 
99 Beasley-Murray (1978), pp. 12-29, gives a good general introduction to the threefold form of 
the text. 
looRussell (1964), p. 17. 
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antecedents of apocalyptic in certain passages of Old Testament prophecy, such as 

Isa. 24-7 and Ezek. 38-9.101 Hanson argues that the fall of the Israelite monarchies 

produced a crisis of confidence in the Deuteronornic view of history, which had 

been based on a schema of promise and fulfilment. It was suddenly more difficult 

to see the hand of God operating in history in a way which rewarded the just and 

punished the unjust. At first, argues Hanson, this situation was met by 

developments in late prophecy, in which a cosmic vision was added to the earthly 

plane, with the two held in dialectical tension. He sees Isa. 51: 9-11 as a good 

example of this development. 102 For prophets such as Deutero-Isaiah, Ezekiel and 

Jeremiah, the world is still regarded as the scene of the fulfilment of divine 

promises. However, Hanson suggests that this sense of optimism faded 

subsequently. Despairirig of the possibility of divine intervention on behalf of 

Israel on the earthly plane, the apocalyptic writers began to express a hope for 

vindication beyond history, illustrating what Hanson describes as 'growing 

indifference to and independence from the contingencies of the politico-historical 

realm'. 103 

While there is considerable truth in the analysis of Hanson, Russell and others, 

it needs careful qualification. For example, not all would agree that apocalyptic is 

descended only from prophecy. Von Rad argues that the origins of apocalyptic 

should be sought not in prophecy, but in wisdom literature. 104 Although von Rad's 

account has received relatively little support, it may be that the links between 

apocalyptic and wisdom literature deserve further exploration. "5 Attempts to 

modify the hypothesis that apocalyptic developed purely from prophecy are 

important, because they help to explain why apocalytic is not merely concerned 

101 See Russell (1964), pp. 88ff. 
102Hanson (1979), p. 25. 
103 Hanson (1979), pp. 11- 12. 
104 See the account in Koch (1972), pp. 45ff. 
103 VandcrKarn (1986) suggests that there are in fact considerable affinities between mantic 
wisdom and late prophecy, to the extent that it is wrong to push a distinction between prophetic 
and sapiential origins of apocalyptic too far. 
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with eschatological issues, but also seeks to relate knowledge of heavenly secrets 

to the present. 
Moreover, common descriptions of Jewish apocalyptic as holding an 

unremittingly pessimistic view of this world, and a naively deterministic view of 

history do not always do justice to the complexities of this literature. It is true that 

apocalyptic often looks to vindication of the elect beyond earthly history (cf I En. 

58; 2 Bar. 74), and therefore appears pessimistic about this world. But that does 

not necessarily mean a lack of interest in this world, and, by extension, the history 

of the present. Rowland stresses the meaning of apocalyptic for the present, 

arguing that the purpose of historical reviews such as those in I En. 85ff and 4 

Ezra 11-12 is to show '... readers who may be tempted to desperate action in the 

present the value of abiding patiently in a pattern of religious obedience, which 

apparently serves no useftil end in the short term'. 10" He also argues that: '... the 

attitude towards the present age, such as we have it in the apocalypses, arises not 

so much from the conviction that the present world was too corrupt for the 

establishment of God's kingdom, but from the frank admission that without God's 

help the dominance of Israel and the coming of the new age could never be 

achieved. v 107 The key issue was therefore reliance on divine intervention, rather 

than, necessarily, a pessimistic view of this world. 
On the subject of determinism, von Rad accuses apocalyptic of 'dispensing 

with the phenomenon of the contingent'. 10' This is a rather sweeping statement. It 

is true that one of the standard devices of apocalyptic is the portrayal of history as 

a pre-ordained process (cf I En. 41: 3ff-, 93: Iff, Jub. 1: 4-6). However, this does 

not exclude the possibility of individuals making decisions which will affect their 
destiny (cf Jub. 5: 13; 41: 24ff, Pss. Sol. 9: 7). And in some cases, for example the 

story of Taxo and his seven sons in The Testament of Moses 9-10, the actions of 

106Rowland (1982), p. 145. 
107 Rowland (1982), p. 38. 
"' See the discussion in Koch (1972), pp. 43f. 
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the faithful are seen to result in divine intervention and hence change the course of 

earthly . story. 
109 

(H) Defining the Genre of 'Apocalypse' 

Much scholarly interest in the last twenty years has centred on the question of 

defining the genre of apocalypse, and reaching judgments on the extent to which 

the Apocalypse of John, which gave its name to- the genre, might actually be 

classified within it. 110 While this concern may sometimes be overplayed, it has 

nonetheless proved very useful in clarifying the framework within which the 

interpretation of apocalyptic texts might take place. In an extremely important 

article in Semeia 14, reflecting the work of the SBL Apocalypse Group, Collins 

proposes a definition of the genre of apocalypse, as follows: 

'Apocalypse' is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in 

which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, 
disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it 
envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, 
supernatural world. "' 

Collins argues that while apocalypses might vary considerably, they all can be seen 

to contain these core elements. The definition put forward by Collins covers both 

109 See Collins (1984), pp. 104-5. See also Allison's discussion of the tradition that the tin-Ling of 
the eschaton was dependent on the repentance of Israel (1987, pp. 155-6). 

"0 Here I am using the term 'apocalypse' to mean a literary genre, following distinctions set out 
in Hanson (1979), 427ff. As well as using 'apocalypse' to describe a literary genre, he advocates 
the use of 'apocalyptic eschatology' to describe the theological perspective characteristic of 
apocalyptic, and 'apocalypticism" to describe religious movements associated with apocalyptic. 
He suggests that 'apocalyptic' may be used to refer loosely to the subject generally. Hanson's 
distinctions have since gained wide acceptance. I have generally followed them in this thesis, 
except that in view of Rowland's argument that apocalyptic thought is not solely concerned with 
eschatology, I have not used 'apocalyptic eschatology' as a comprehensive term for the 
theological perspective of apocalyptic, instead using 'apocalyptic theology', or simply 
'apocalyptic', for this purpose, See section 4.1. 
"'Collins (1979), p. 9. Note that this definition enables Revelation to be classified as an 
apocalypse even though it lacks two features - pseudonymity, and (N%ith the arguable exception 
of 17: 9-10) valicinia ex eventu - often taken to be typical of apocalypses. 
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questions of form (narrative framework, mediation by a heavenly being) and 

content (disclosure of transcendent reality). 
Others have since argued that some reference to the function of the text is 

necessary. In Semeia 36 (1986), Hellholm proposes the following addition to 

Collins's definition: '... intended for a group in crisis with the purpose of 

exhortation and/or consolidation by means of divine authority'. 112 Hellholm is 

correct to resist what he sees as the separation of text from its context. However, 

it is often difficult to come to clear judgements about the Sitz-im-Leben of 

apocalyptic texts. Our knowledge of the communities to whom Revelation was 

addressed is very flimsy. Moreover, it appears from the text itself that the seven 

churches found themselves in varying situations: at the very least, 'crisis' in 

Hellholm's definition needs modification, since it is not clear that all the 

communities perceived themselves to be in crisis (Laodicea springs immediately to 

mind). In her editorial introduction to Semeia 36, Yarbro Collins expresses 

reservations along these lines, and proposes a much more convincing addition to 

the 1979 definition, to cover the question of function: '... intended to interpret 

present, earthly circumstances in light of the supernatural world and of the future, 

and to influence both the understanding and the behavior of the audience by means 

of divine authority'. 113 

Of course, the fact that Revelation is a Christian work sets it apart to some 

extent from JeNyish apocalyptic, and this is recognized by scholars who, like John 

Collins, nonetheless want to include it within the genre of apocalypse. Collins uses 
Revelation's Christian character to explain the absence of vaticinia ex eventit from 

the work. Since the critical moment of history, the Christ event, had already 

occurred, there was no need John to engage in elaborate historical reviews after 

112 Hellholm (1986), p. 27. In the same volume of Semeia, Aune suggests a more comprehensive 
revision of the definition, with a long section on function, including the aim that 'the recipients 
of the message will be encouraged to modify their cognitive and behavioural stance in conformity 
with transcendent perspectives' (see Aune, 1986, pp. 86-7). 
113 Yarbro Collins (1986), p. 7. I have used the SBL 1979 definition, as amended by Yarbro 
Collins, as a working description of the genre of apocalypse. 
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the event in order to demonstrate that the End was near: the imminence of the End 

could be taken for granted. 114 Collins concludes that: 'The Christian adaptation of 

apocalyptic did not involve a rejection of either the forms or the values of Jewish 

apocalypses, but rather an intensification. " 15 

In assigning Revelation to the genre of apocalypse, Collins and others are 

prepared to acknowledge that its Christian nature gives it a unique place in the 

genre, and the SBL definition is sufficiently widely-drawn to accommodate it. 

Nevertheless, some have felt that the uniqueness of Revelation when seen 

alongside Jewish apocalypses, makes trying to fit it into the same genre a 

misleading exercise. Is there then an alternative solution to the quest for a generic 
framework within which to read Revelation? 

3.4.2 Is the Apocalypse a Prophecy? 

Although John refers to his account as an &noic6c%uxVtq (1: 1), he also uses the 

term apo(pilreicc (1: 3; 22: 7,10,18,19), and refers at several points to groups of 

prophets of which he may have been a member. "' A number of writers have 

therefore argued that Revelation should be seen as falling under the genre of 

prophecy rather than apocalyptic. I mentioned in section 3.4.1. (i) above some of 

the ways in which scholars have sought to distinguish between the view of history. 

typically expressed in Old Testament prophecy and in Jewish apocalyptyic. Those 

who argue that Revelation should be considered primarily as a prophecy therefore 

seek to demonstrate that in its view of the relationship between history and faith it 

manifests characteristics of Old Testament prophecy, such as a concern for the 

present, and a measure of hope for divine intervention in this world. I-Ell suggests 

114 See CoUins, (1977). 

115COllins (1977), p. 342. 

116 See 10: 7,11: 18,22: 6,9. 
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that although Revelation displays some features typical of apocalyptic, 117 the 

clon-ýinant feature of the seer's attitude to history is a sense of salvation history: 

For the apocalypticists the events of their own time were not a locus of divine 

action and revelation: the present age was meaningless and evil, and would be 

swallowed up and destroyed in the End-time. The prophetic Heilsgeschichte, 
on the other hand, speaks, not of the termination of history, but of its fulfilment 
through God's disclosure of himself in history... John's starting point is the 
saving action of God in Christ: this event is the pivot of his confidence in the 
power and victory of God in the present and throughout the short space of time 
till the establishment of God's sovereignty. US 

For 11ill, therefore, Revelation should be regarded as an example of prophecy 
(albeit one using apocalyptic imagery) rather than as an apocalypse. 

Hill has been followed more recently by Mazzaferri. Mazzaferri is uneasy with 

the attempts by Collins and others to define the genre of apocalyptic, arguing that a 

definition on these lines is far too broad, and would encompass not only works 

widely regarded as apocalyptic, but also gnostic apocalypses (which he would 

prefer to classify differently) and even some works, such as 2 Enoch and 3 Baruch, 

which Mazzaferri does not regard as apocalypses at all. ' 19 He offers a much tighter 

definition of apocalypse, according to which a work should display a dominating 

sense of imminent eschatology, marked by ethical, spatial and temporal dualism, 

profound pessimism about the current order, and a determinist view of history. 

This has important consequences for the way he reads Revelation, since he 

concludes that the text will not fit his tighter criteria, and cannot be classified as an 

apocalypse. 12' 

117 He cites various apocalyptic-type features present in Revelation: a partly deterministic outlook 
shown in the way the action unfolds apparently according to a preconceived plan folloN%ing the 
breaking of the seven seals; the partially dualistic cosmology of the bool-, and its focus on the 
end-time (Ifill, 1972, p. 402). 
118 Hill (1972), pp. 404f, At this point (p. 404, n. 6), Hill criticizes ROssler (1960) for overlooking 
the dualistic and mhatological stress of Jewish apocalyptic in his argument that apocalyptic is in 
fact interested in history. Parmenbcrg drew on R6ssler's arguments in developing his theology of 
history (see 6.3.1. (i) below). 
119 Mazzaferri (1989), pp. 164ff. 
120 He argues that only seven known works meet this tighter definition of apocalypse: The Life of 
Adam and Eve, 1 Enoch, The Apocalypse of Abraham, The Testament of Moses, Jubilccs, 2 
Baruch and 4 Ezra. 
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Mazzaferri argues that: 'The simple fact of the matter is that when John 

speaks so assuredly in his own name and authority, he stands utterly apart from the 

genre of normative apocalyptic'. 12' He gives various reasons for this position. 
First, the central role of the Christ event within history suggests that Revelation 

represents a return to the salvation-history tradition of the prophets. Second, 

unlike Collins, Mazzaferri sees pseudonymity as an essential feature of apocalyptic. 
Third, while he assumes that a radical pessimism about this world is central to 

apocalyptic, such pessimism is not present in Revelation. 122 Fourth, Mazzaferri 

argues that the determinism which commentators often detect in Revelation is only 

surface-deep, and that in fact the view of history in the text is strongly marked by 

conditionality, which again sets it apart from apocalyptic. He points out that the 

text includes threats and promises of a conditional nature. As examples, he 

suggests the sword of 19: 15, poised over the Pergamenes in 2: 16, indicating that 

the gift of salvation depends upon human response, and the time given to Jezebel 

to repent (2: 21). He also draws attention to the point, noticed by many 

commentators, that the plague sequences are accompanied by opportunities for 

repentance (cf 9: 20f, 16: 9,11). Mazzaferri's conclusion is that Revelation should 
be regarded as 'proximate classical prophecy' (ie very like, although not identical 

to, classical prophecy), rather than as apocalyptic. 

Mazzaferri is certainly correct to stress the prophetic features of Revelation, 

which tend to be missed by many commentators content simply to see the text as 

an apocalypse. 123 However, his conclusions about genre are misguided. 
Revelation has key features which set it apart from Jewish apocalyptic, as I have 
discussed. At the same time, it seems perverse to argue that the clear similarities 

with works such as 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch should not weigh heavily in decisions 

121 Mazzaferri (1989), p. 228. 
122He cites in support Leon Morris's comment that: 'The really critical thing in the history of 
mankind has already taken place, and it took place here, on this earth, in the affairs of men. The 
Lamb "as it had been slain7 dominates the entire book. -The pessimism which defers God's 
saving activity until the End is absent. Though John depicts evil realistically, his book is 
fundamentally optimistic' (Mazzaferri, 1989, pp. 238f). 
123 See Fiorenza (1985), pp. 133f. 
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about genre. By drawing the criteria for classifying works as apocalypses very 

tightly, Mazzaferri makes it impossible for Revelation to be considered an 

apocalypse. But it is questionable whether the end-result is very helpful, since it 
124 

tends to underestimate the undoubted apocalyptic characteristics of the text. 

A much more convincing approach is to acknowledge that genre is a complex 

issue and that to seek to press texts into only one genre, to the exclusion of others, 

can be unnecessary and misleading. The peculiar form of Revelation requires that 

it be read as an apocalypse and as a prophecy. Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza argues 

exactly this, classifying Revelation as 'apocalyptic-prophetic'. 125 She finds that 

certain features of the text, such as the way in which history is taken up into 

eschatology, have clear affinities with apocalyptic. Yet for Fiorenza the text is also 

prophetic, not because it operates within a Heilsgeschichle framework, but 

because of the centrality of the proclamation of redemption through the death and 

resurrection of Christ. 126 She turns on their head the arguments of Collins (1984) 

that the lack of vaticinia ex eventit and pseudonymity in Revelation are merely 

superficial differences flowing from the inauguration of the End-time in the Christ 

event. For Fiorenza, it is precisely this kind of difference which demonstrates that 

Revelation is not simply apocalyptic, but should be considered in its own right: 

'The early Christian apocalyptic perspective of the 'already' and the 'not yet' of 

future salvation has created its own type of salvation. ' 127 

12'Reading M=aferri's book one is sometimes struck by the confidence and vehemence of his 
argument. It is almost as though he has decided on theological grounds that it would be 
inappropriate for a New Testament book to be associated with the genre of apocalypse (which, 
with its dualistic and determinist tendencies, he finds difficult to reconcile with the rest of the 
New Testament), and therefore distorts his investigation in order to find evidence to reinforce his 
presupposition. 
125 Fiorenza (1985), p. 13 8. 

126 Fiorenza (1985), p. 13 8. 
127 Fiorenza (1983), p. 3 10. 
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3.4.3 Conclusion 

Revelation is clearly an apocalypse. Yet the sense of conditionality running 

through parts of the work (typified by opportunities for repentance), the lack of 

certain traditional features such as pseudonymity and vaticinia ex eventu, and 

above all the centrality of the Christ event, make it a particular kind of apocalypse. 

In a recent analysis of the status of Revelation as an apocalypse, Moore concludes 

that: 'The Jewish apocalyptists looked for victory over their enemies through the 

inbreaking of God's power at the end of the age. Revelation announces that the 

victory has already been achieved, "The Lion of Judah has prevailed" (5: 6). The 

future has broken into the present and aU else in the book flows from this. The 

"already" is the guarantee of the "not yet", the final overthrow of all the forces 

opposed to God. Thus we have here a total transformation of the apocalyptic view 

of history. ' 128 

The unique combination of apocalyptic and prophetic form in Revelation does 

indeed lead to a transformation of the apocalyptic view of history. The apocalyptic 

nature of the text brings with it a sense of the universal scope of history and 

ultimate temporal and spatial perspectives, while the prophetic and epistolary 

nature of the text serves to focus attention on the present situation of the 

communities to which it is addressed. There is therefore a two-fold dynamic at 

work, in which temporal and spatial horizons are expanded outward, while at the 

same time there is heavy havard concentration on the meaning of the text for the 

present. 

3.5 CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I have examined three different kinds of approach to the Book of 
Revelation: interpretations which explore its possible relationship to historical 

128 Moore (1990), p. 237. 
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development; interpretations which explore the way in which its symbolism 

functions; and interpretations which seek to clarify the genre of the text. 

The findings in each section point to one overall conclusion: that the seer 

seeks to influence his readers' present lives by locating the earthly present in the 

context of ultimate spatial and temporal horizons. In the case of attempts to relate 

the text to an understanding of history, I concluded that John seeks to illuminate 

the present by placing it within the framework of the past and the future. As far as 

the rhetorical purpose of the text and the operation of its symbolism are concerned, 

I concluded that John seeks to influence his readers in the earthly present by 

revealing the true nature of ultimate reality, spatially and temporally. With regard 

to the genre of the text, I concluded that as an apocalypse, the text makes claims 

about ultimate spatial and temporal realities, while as a prophecy and as a letter, it 

focuses intensely on the earthly present. 

The conclusions from this chapter will serve as a basis for my analysis of the 

text in the next two chapters. Chapter 4 examines the spatial dimension of the 
Book of Revelation: that is, the different ways in which the seer uses the spatial 

categories of heaven, earth, and under the earth to communicate his message. 
Chapter 5 will examine the seer's use of temporal categories. Essentially, my 

argument will be that the seer seeks to set the reader's present experience within an 

ultimate spatial and temporal framework; and that, having accomplished this, the 

seer then seeks to focus the reader's attention back to present experience, now 

seen in the light of the ultimate realities which the text has revealed. My 

conclusions in respect of both the spatial and the temporal dimensions of the text 

will therefore be mutually reinforcing. Over the course of the following two 

chapters, I hope to demonstrate a strong correlation between the expansion and 
intensification of spatial and temporal horizons in the text. 

Briefly, my analysis of the text will seek to demonstrate the following pattern: 
In 1: 1-3: 22, John begins to set the present position of the Christian community 
within ultimate spatial and temporal perspectives. The vision of heaven in 4: 1 - 
5: 14 serves as a marked contrast to the situation of the faithful: within the vision, 
4: 1 -11 poses the question of how the dissonance between the manifest rule of God 
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in heaven and the apparent power of evil on earth is to be overcome, and the 

appearance of the Lamb in 5: 1-14 points to the solution to the problem. 6: 1 - 
20: 15 describes the outworking of divine judgement on the earth, and the salvation 

of the faithful amid persecution, preparing the way for the consummation. In2l: l- 

22: 21, the descent of the New Jerusalem from heaven acts both to resolve spatial 

and temporal dissonances and paradoxically to intensify them, focusing back on the 

earthly present of the reader. 

1ý 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE SPATIAL DIMENSION OF THE BOOK OF 

REVELATION 

4.1 THE SPATIAL SETTING OF THE TEXT 

The importance of the temporal dimension of apocalyptic thought has long been 

recognized, given the central role which eschatology often plays in apocalypses. 

However, recent analyses of apocalypses have sought to underline the importance 

of the spatial dimension of the genre alongside the temporal dimension. This is 

reflected in the important definition of the genre of apocalypse, put forward in 

1979 as a result of work in the SBL Apocalypse Group: 

'Apocalypse' is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, in 
which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human recipient, 
disclosing a transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it 
envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as it involves another, 
supernatural world! 

It is the idea that the Book of Revelation seeks to disclose a transcendent spatial 

reality which underlies my treatment of the spatial dimension of the text in this 

chapter. 
In an influential re-assessment of apocalyptic thought, Rowland has laid 

particular emphasis on the importance of the spatial dimension of this literature, in 

the sense of the revelation of heavenly secrets. It is this feature of apocalyptic 

which is for Rowland its most distinctive characteristic - more distinctive even than 

the eschatological interest which is usually held to be central to the genre. 2 

Collins (1979), p. 9. See my discussion of this definition, and the various proposals to modify 
it, in section 3.4.1 (ii) above. 
2 See Rowland (1982), ch 2. 
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Rowland's suggestion that eschatology should not be regarded as the central 

feature of the apocalyptic genre has been criticized. 3 And certainly, whatever 

might be the case in terms of the genre as a whole, the Book of Revelation itself 

has a critically important eschatological dimension. However, Rowland's key 

insistence that the prime focus of the apocalypticists was on the needs of 

communities in the present, rather than on speculation about the future for its own 

sake, is well-founded. My argument in due course will be that as far as Revelation 

is concerned,, both the expansion of spatial horizons to include transcendent spatial 

reality and the expansion of temporal horizons to include transcendent temporal 

reality have the effect of concentrating attention upon the earthly present of the 

reader. The result is that the reader is encouraged to resist compromise and face 

possible oppression, in the knowledge of the ultimate perspective within which the 

earthly present is to be seen. 

The stage upon which the action of the Book of Revelation takes place 

consists of heaven, earth, the region under the earth, and the sea. 41 shall be 

concerned primarily with the relationship between the spatial planes of heaven and 

earth, although I shall refer to the other two divisions of creation at particular 

points. The text is punctuated by expressions which bring together the whole of 

creation. Thus, in 5: 13, a doxology is offered by 'every creature in heaven and on 

earth and under the earth and in the sea", while at 14: 7, an angel calls for worship 

3 Collins sees it as an over-reaction to the tendency, identified by Rowland, to equate apocalyptic 
thought and eschatology. He accepts that the eschatological component of apocalypses may have 
been over-stressed by scholars, but wants to retain it as part of a core definition of the genre: see 
Collins (1984), p. 8. 
4 Since John's primary interests are theological rather than cosmological, the radical differences 
between modem and ancient conceptions of the cosmos do not in themselves prevent the use of 
the text in contemporary theological reflection. Mauser (1987) argues that the word 'heaven' in 
the New Testament is used primarily to make theological assertions, for example about the 
kingship and victory of God, not to provide cosmological information. As Caird puts it: 'No 
doubt the ancients really believed in a three-storey universe, but this is not quite the same thing as 
saying that they took it literally. They believed in it for theological rather than geographical 
reasons. ' (1984, pp. 118-9). John's relative lack of interest in cosmological detail when compared 
with other apocalypticists has often been noted. One widely-quoted example is that he uses the 
relatively simple concept of a single heaven rather than the multiple pattern found in, for 
example, 2 Enoch or 3 Baruch (see Gruenwald, 1980, p. 48). 
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to be given to 'him who made heaven and earth, the sea and the springs of water'. 5 

At one level, therefore, the seer sees the various spatial planes of creation as 

related together, not least because of the duty they owe to God as their common 

creator. At the same time, there are of course clear distinctions between the 

different spatial planes, not least in the extent to which their inhabitants choose to 

acknowledge God. The juxtaposition of 4: 1-11 with 1: 1 - 3: 22 establishes a 

dissonance -between heaven, where God's just sovereignty is eternally and 

completely acknowledged, and earth, where evil appears to mask the working of 

God's power. The remainder of the text deals with the resolution and 

(paradoxically) the intensification of that dissonance. 

4.2 THE SPATIAL DYNAMIC OF THE TEXT 

The spatial dimension of the text is not a fixed, static framework within which 

events take place. Rather, the theological message of the text is developed by the 

interaction of different spatial locations in the text (principally heaven and earth) 

with each other, and by movement in the narrative between different spatial 

planes. ' 

3 Commentators have often noted that within the complex numerical patterns of the text, the 
figure four is used to signify the world, and references to the whole of creation tend to be fourfold 
in nature, as in all the examples I have cited here. See also the references to the four comers of 
the earth, in 7: 1 and 20: 8. For a helpful recent discussion of the use of number in Revelation, see 
Bauckham (1993a), pp. 29-37. 
6 John sometimes uses particular terms indicating intermediate positions between heaven and 
earth, to locate activity which involves interaction between heaven and earth. Two such terms 
are vF-(pikil (cloud) and jIEOO1OP6(VTPa (midheaven). These two terms suggest spatial location in 
the firmament between heaven and earth, but they also play an intermediate role at a symbolic 
level within the seer's scheme. NE(PEXTI occurs at 1: 7 (the coming of Christ), 10: 1 (the descent of 
the strong angel), 11: 12 (the ascent of the two witnesses), and 14: 14-16 (the visions relating to 
the harvest and vintage of the earth). MccroA)p&vTpcc occurs in 8: 13,14: 6,8,9, and 19: 17; in each 
case an important announcement is made to foretell or to initiate activity relating to the earth. 
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4.2.1 Movement from Earth to Heaven: the Revelation of Heavenly Secrets 

In the definition I noted above from the SBL Apocalypse Group, mention is made 

of the mediation of a revelation to a human recipient. A common device to enable 

this mediation to take place is the ascent of the human recipient into heaven in 

order to receive heavenly secrets. The information thus gained sets earthly events 
in a wider context. For example, from the perspective of heaven, the ultimate 

sovereignty of God can be asserted, providing assurance and the promise of 

vindication to his people on earth. Yet the fact that the human recipient needs to 

penetrate beyond the spatial plane of earthly reality in order to discern this ultimate 

truth offers a mechanism which reflects the apparent limitation of that divine 

sovereignty from the earthly perspective. This pattern is present in Revelation. 

John is invited into heaven at the beginning of Rev. 4. This enables him to see 
from a heavenly perspective both the true nature of ultimate reality, in which God 

rules justly and his sovereignty is acknowledged by his creatures (4: 1 -11), and the 

starting point of the whole process of judgement and salvation by which God's 

sovereignty is explicitly restored on earth (the appearance of the Lamb in Rev. 5). 7 

John appears to remain in heaven to see the effects of the opening of the seven 

seals and the sounding of the first six trumpets (6: 1 - 9: 2 1). From 10: 1 onwards he 

is once again on earth, yet he continues to see and hear events which take place in 

heaven as well as those on earth. This heavenly perspective enables him to discern 

the true nature of earthly events. As Bauckham comments in relation to 

martyrdom, which appears on the surface to represent defeat, 'the perspective of 
heaven must break into the earth-bound delusion of the beast's propaganda to 

enable a different assessment of the same empirical fact: the beast's apparent 

' Enoch's journeys in the Book of the Watchers (I En. 1-36) also serve to demonstrate divine 
sovereignty in the midst of earthly suffering. I En. 14: 8ff recounts his ascent to heaven and his 
throne-vision, in which the sovereignty of God is depicted. His tour of earth and sheol in chs. 17- 
19, and particularly his second journey in chs. 21-36, with its geographical and cosmological 
detail, emphasize that destiny is not left to chance, but is rather under the command of God, and 
built into the structure of the cosmos. See the helpful discussion in Collins (1984), ch. 2. 
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victory is the martyrs I- and therefore God's - real victory. " The expansion of 

spatial horizons has the effect of unmasking reality, of revealing the divine hand at 

work and exposing the nature of evil in its many forms. 

4.2.2 Movement from Heaven to Earth: the Execution of Divine Action 

In addition to the ascent pattern noted in the previous section, Revelation is 

marked by a series of downward movements from the heavenly plane to the earthly 

plane, as actions which are initiated in heaven are executed on earth. 9 This 

dynamic marks the whole of the process of salvation and judgement in chapters 6- 

20. Mauser argues that in Revelation 'Everything that happens on earth is first 

decided, recorded, and often acted out, in heaven ... The initiative for all history on 

earth, including human history, goes out from the vitality of heaven. "' Downward 

movement is an important feature of the three judgement sequences of seats, 

trumpets and bowls, which are initiated in heaven with earthly effects. The defeat 

of God's enemies is described in terms of being thrown (p6tUco) downwards 

(Satan in 12: 9-10,13; 20: 3,10; Babylon in 18: 21; the beast in 19: 20; death and 

Hades in 20: 14). 11 

Bauckham(1993b), p. 91. 

9 This idea can also be found widely in other apocalyptic literature. An interesting example is the 
Son of Man figure in I En. 46ff. Collins (1984, pp. 147-50) suggests that there is a 'structural 
homologue' between this figure and the righteous on earth: when the Son of Man is hidden, the 
righteous suffer, and when he is exalted, so are they. 
loMauser(1987), p. 41. There is therefore a strong pattern of events being determined in heaven 
and worked out on earth. This need not, however, lead to a detern-dnistic interpretation of the 
relationship between God and humanity in the text. Mazzaferri (1989) and Bauckham. (1993a) 
have both recently stressed the element of contingency in the text, given the need for a human 
response to divine initiative. 
11 Kvanvig describes Revelation as a 'cosmic exorcism'. The realm of creation has been invaded 
by hostile powers, whom God attacks. The devil is first expelled from heaven (Rev. 12), 
subsequently builds his kingdom on earth (Rev. 13), and is in turn exorcised from there (Rev. 
20). The aim of the exorcism is the creation of a new universe freed from demonic corruption 
(1989, pp. 50ff). 
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Salvation is seen as descending from heaven, most obviously in the form of the 

New Jerusalem which comes down from heaven (3: 12; 21: 2,10). In the interim, 

before the establishment of the New Jerusalem on earth, the ultimate protection of 

the servants of God is also expressed in spatial terms (the martyrs in heaven, 6: 9- 

11; the two witnesses ascending to heaven, 11: 12; the child caught up to heaven, 

12: 5). 

This process of judgement and salvation is triggered by the appearance of the 

Lamb in 5: 6ff, whose worthiness to open the scroll and begin the process is 

ascribed to his having 'conquered' (5: 5), a reference to his death and resurrection. 

In a stimulating essay on heavenly ascent in apocalyptic literature, Segal argues - 

rightly, I think - that references to Christ in Revelation, especially 1: 18 (descent 

into Hades) and 1: 5 (his implied ascent from the world of the dead to be ruler of 

the kings of the earth) assume a descent-ascent pattern, in common with 

Philippians 2: 6-11 and the Fourth Gospel. 12 

4.3 ANALYSIS OF THE TEXT 

4.3.1 Introduction 

My purpose in analysing the spatial dimension of the text is to explore the way in. 

which John uses it to make theological points. As a starting-point, I have therefore 

made use, in a greatly modified form, of the approach used by Elizabeth Struthers 

Malbon in her structural analysis of narrative space in the gospel of Mark. Malbon 

is 'searching for a homology (similarity in structure) between the geopolitical 

system and a cognitive (philosophical or theological) system'. 13 She deals with 

12 Segal (1980), p. 1375. Segal distinguishes between two kinds ofjoumeysbctwecn heaven and 
earth, an -anabasis t)W (ascent-descent), which he finds in I Enoch, 2 Baruch, the Ascension of 
Isaiah and elsewhere, and a katabasis type, which he finds in the Book of Revelation. As I have 
noted, however, Revelation in fact includes examples of both patterns: there are similarities 
between the ascent of John to heaven in 4: Iff and Segal's anabasis pattern. 
13 Malbon (1986), p. 15. 
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three different categories of space: geopolitical, topographical and architectural. In 

each category, her technique is to examine all the spatial references which occur in 

the text, in the order in which they occur, in an attempt to discern diachronic 

sequences in the narrative, and then to produce a diagrammatic analysis based on 

the detection of binary oppositions underlying the text. For example, in the case of 

topographical space, Malbon sees a fundamental opposition in the narrative 
between heaven and earth, within earth between land and sea, within land between 

isolated areas and inhabited areas, with a convergence between these last two in 

the idea of the 'way' of discipleship. 

However, in chapter 3,1 set out some underlying problems with structuralist 

analysis. In particular, I noted the danger that the operation of the structure of the 

text (as discerned by the interpreter) can be over-stressed at the expense of the 

content of the text. This has given rise to the criticisms by Douglas and others that 

the apparent meaning of texts is evaporated by an over-rigid application of alien 

categories. 14 The structuralist technique - applied fairly rigorously by Malbon - 

which seeks to detect diachronic sequences overlaid on sets of synchronic 

oppositions, runs this risk, since the diachronic sequences need bear no relation to 

the obvious divisions within the text. In an attempt to counteract this problem, I 

have adopted an approach which is much more flexible than that followed by 

Malbon. Revelation consists largely of a series of interconnected visions each of 

which takes its place within a cosmic framework of heaven, earth and the demonic 

realm. The ways in which these different visions and auditions interrelate are the 

subject of many different theories. " But the boundaries between individual visions 
in the text are usually reasonably clear, and indeed are often signalled by textual 
devices such as movement from earth to heaven or vice versa. To ignore such 
divisions would be perverse. I have therefore divided the text up into fairly large 

units, each of which includes a section of text which is widely recognized as 

14 See section 3.3.2. (iii) above. 
13 Yarbro Collins has commented that there are almost as many outlines of the book as there are interpreters. Recent proposals I have found helpful include those by Lambrecht (1980), Fiorcnza 
(1985), Hellholm (1986), Giblin (1991), and Bauckham (1993a, b). 
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belonging together (for example the seven letters of 2: 1 - 3: 22). Using these units 

as a framework, I have examined all apparent spatial locations referred to in the 

text. This facilitates an analysis of the spatial dimension of the text which does 

justice to the obvious divisions within the text, and which deals in distinctions, 

conflicts and resolutions which are clearly present in the text, not imported into it. 

This method is a long way removed from Levi-Strauss, though it still owes 

something to ideas from structuralist analysis. I should stress that I am not seeking 

to produce a comprehensive analysis of the structure of the text, with detailed 

arguments about how the various parts of the text might best be seen in 

conjunction with one another. This would involve a more detailed examination of 

smaller units of text. My aim is simply to produce a framework within which the 

spatial development of the text can be considered. - 

4.3.2 Patmos and Divine Epiphany (1: 1-20) 

The introduction to the book is given from an earthly perspective on Patmos, yet 

already the seer is beginning to intertwine the everyday context of Asia Minor with 

an encompassing wider reality. This is clear from the structure of this opening 

section. The seer has received an &, noic6c%uVtq from God, through Christ and an 

angelic intermediary (1: 1), relating to a be-I yeviaocu - the things to come - 

which the book will describe in graphic symbolism embracing the entire cosmos. 

Yet this grand cosmic context is juxtaposed with the particular earthly context in 

the macarism and injunction about right reception of the message of the book in 

1: 3, and John's address to the seven churches (1: 4ff). 16 The interweaving of 

address of this kind with a strong and imminent expectation of direct divine 

intervention in earthly space through the coming of Christ is characteristic of 1: 1-8 

16 The seven blessings in the text (1: 3; 14: 13; 16: 15; 19: 9; 20: 6; 22: 7,14) 'develop the message of 
the book in solemn, comprehensive formulations that address the situation of the readers' (Roloff, 
1993, p. 21). 
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and 22: 8-21. Although both passages are clearly linked to adjacent text, they are 

distinct from the rest of the book and form an inclusio to the text as a whole. 17 

John's use of spatial references is already beginning to stretch the limits of his 

vision. References to heaven (the seven spirits in 1: 4 are before the throne) and 

Hades (to which Christ holds the key in 1: 18) help to establish the universal 

context in which the action of the book is to take place. The divine statement in 

1: 8 is particularly important in ths regard. I shall deal with the self-description of 

God as 6 ("ov ic(A 6 i'lv xal o ipX61ievoS in the next chapter. " For the purposes 

of the present chapter, the use of the term nccvroicp6cr0)p is significant. Aside from 

2 Cor. 6: 18, where it forms part of a citation from the Old Testament, the term is 

unique to Revelation in the New Testament. It carries the force of God's 

supremacy over all things, rather than omnipotence. '9 As Beasley-Murray notes, 

the term underlines that 'Revelation is a book concerned with the purpose of God 

not solely for believers, nor even for the Church alone, but for the nations and for 

history in its broadest sweep, indeed for the universe as a whole. 20 

This passage illustrates two important narrative techniques the seer adopts in 

relation to movement between spatial locations. First, key movements of the seer 

from plane to plane and from place to place, especially when connected with the 

granting of prophetic discernment, are said elsewhere in the book to be in the Spirit 

(iV nVeUtICCU). 21 Movement between spatial planes and the discernment this 

"Significantly, the phrase kyd) [ejýLq c6 "AX(pa ical c6 %I occurs only in these two passages 
(1: 8; 22: 13) and in the crucial divine statement related to the descent of the New Jerusalem, at 
21: 6. 

18 See section 5.3.1. 

19Thus Michaclis (1965), p. 915. Giblin points to the use of navcoicp6cccop in the LXX to 
translate MR=2, rendered often in English as 'Lord God of hosts' (see 2 Sam. 5: 10,7: 8-11; 

7 Josh. 4: 13; Amos 4: 13; Mic. 4: 1-4), and argues that 1: 8 therefore 'states the cohesive thematic of 
the entire apocalypse as God's coming in the Holy War' (199 1, p. 43). 
20Beasley-Murray(1974), p. 60. 

, 
2'Bauckham (1993a, pp. 150ff) gives a good analysis of the use of this term, and argues 
persuasively that it refers to the Holy Spirit, rather than John's own spirit. The term is also used 
in 4: 2 when the seer is taken up into heaven; in 17: 3 when he is carried away into the wilderness 
to see the vision of the whore; and in 2 1: 10 when he is carried away to the high mountain to see 
the New Jerusalem descending from heaven. 
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brings are thus linked clearly with divine initiative. The term appears at 1: 10 (1 

was in the Spirit on the Lord's day'). It does not seem that the seer is translated 

spatially at this point, in contrast to the other occasions when the term is used. 

Prophetic discernment is certainly in view however, as the following verse includes 

a commission to the seer to write what he sees and proclaim it to the churches. 22 

And although the seer does not change location within his visionary experience at 

this point, his sense of space is surely changed (his spatial horizon is expanded) by 

the vision of the one like a Son of Man, who transcends earthly reality. The spatial 

location of the figure in 1: 12-20 is ambiguous. Christ appears to John on Patmos, 

yet features of the description suggest a heavenly figure. Christ has passed through 

the realm of the dead, and holds the keys of death and Hades (1: 18). As Ford 

notes, the figure possesses a combination of different attributes which transcends 

conventional boundaries between the human and the divine. The hair white as 

wool and the flaming eyes of 1: 14 recall the Ancient of Days of Dan. 7: 9-10, but 

the expression 61totov -oi6v &vOp6nou (1: 13) recalls the one like a son of man of 

Dan. 7: 13. Ford also draws attention to the combination of cosmic, inanimate and 

human elements in the description (stars, sun, wool, snow, fire, bronze, water, hair, 

eyes). 23 In this sense, John's being in the Spirit at 1: 10 entails crossing a 

boundary. 2' The identity of the seven spirits before the throne (1: 4) has been much 

debated. The most likely explanation is that there is a reference here to Zech. 4: 1- 

14, in which seven lamps are seen as the seven eyes of the Lord, ranging actively. 

throughout the earth. Within the text of Revelation, the seven spirits may be 

22 Jeske (1985) argues that Eiv zvelbliact should not be understood as TCferring to John's personal 
visionary experience, but rather as a relational symbol signifying John's identification with his 
community, and his reception of a prophetic message on behalf of the community. Phrases such 
as 'I saw', 'I was carried', etc, should be understood simply as literary conventions which mean 
that 'the mythology of the translation of the apocalyptic visionary is transfromed into the codes of 
the community. (p. 459). Jeske may well be right that iv nve-bitaci should be understood as 
having a corporate dimension, but this does not seem incompatible with its also signifying an 
aspect of the seer's private visionary e-qxrience, and Jeske does not offer sufficicrit evidence to 
rule out the latter. 
23 See Ford (1975), pp. 384-5. 
24 Wheelwright's conclusions about the importance of the upward threshold and a sense of the 
transcendent for the use of tensive symbol (3.3.2. (iii) above) are relevant here. 
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associated therefore with the seven eyes and horns of the lamb (5: 5-6), and to the 

two witnesses of 11: 3-13, who are described as olive-trees, again recalling Zech. 

4: 1-14. Thus there is a complex of ideas relating to the Spirit of God, in which 
God's activity and the church's witness are interconnected. 25 

Second, as I mentioned in note 6 of this chapter, John makes particular use of 

two terms, ve(pC%ij and VF-coup6tvilga, to signify interaction between heaven and 

earth. Ncqk. %, n occurs at 1: 7, in connection with the coming of Christ. This is of 

course in line with New Testament adaptation of Dan. 7: 13, applying it specifically 

to the figure of Christ, especially in Mark 14: 62. Nonetheless, one must always 

analyse carefully the precise phrases the seer uses, and it can be argued that one of 

the reasons John places this reference at this point is indeed to stress that Christ 

intervenes decisively to bring the spatial plane of earth into a right relationship with 

the spatial plane of heaven. 

This first section of the text thus begins to place the earthly situation of John 

and the churches in a broader spatial context which embraces heaven, earth, and 

Hades, setting the stage for all that follows. 

4.3.3 The Letters to the Seven Churches: Earthly Realities in Heavenly 

Perspective (2: 1 - 3: 22) 

As in 1: 1-20, the setting here is earthly, yet the spatial horizon of the narrative is 

stretched to encompass a wider reality. Still in a sense a prologue to the 
forthcoming visions, the prophetic declarations of the seven letters anchor the 

message of the one like a Son of Man into more specific earthly situations while at 
the same time consistently pointing beyond them. The letters demonstrate the 

25Bauckham (1993a), pp. 162-6. The implication may well be that God's purpose in restoring 
justice to the earth will be accomplished 'not by might, nor by power, but my my spirit' (Zech. 
4: 6). The link with Zech. 4 is also accepted by Ladd (1972), pp. 24-5; Caird (1984), p. 15; 
Beasley-Murray (1974), pp. 55-6. An alternative interpretation, seeing the seven spirits as 
relating not to the spirit of God active in the world, but rather to the seven 'angels of the 
presence' of Tobit 12: 15, isfollowedby Giblin (1991), p. 41, andRoloff (1993), p. 24. 

133 



solidarity of the one like a Son of Man (who transcends spatial boundaries) with 

the earthly communities of his followers, whatever their situation. Their life in the 

cities of Asia is to be lived in the light of the promised eschatological reality of the 

New Jerusalem, which descends from the spatial plane of heaven in chs. 21-2, as 

the distinctions between heaven and earth are abolished. 
Commentators have often noted the similarities in the structure of the seven 

letters. Each includes an instruction to write to the angel of the relevant church, a 

prophetic utterance of the risen Christ prefaced by the formula c('X8c xiym, an 

eschatological promise, sometimes linked with a warning, and an exhortation to 

hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To my knowledge, however, 

commentators have not noted the way in which this repeated rhetorical pattern 

reproduces in microcosm both the spatial and temporal structures of the whole 

text. 26 

Each letter begins with a self-reference to the risen Christ. These references 

relate back to the description of Christ in 1: 12-20, which transcends the boundaries 

between heaven, earth, and Hades. 27 In 2: 1 (the letter to Ephesus), Christ is 

described as holding seven stars (the angels of the churches) in his right hand, yet 

also walking among the seven lampstands (the seven churches): heavenly and 

earthly features are thus combined. In 2: 8, at the head of the letter to Smyrna, 

Christ is described as 6 irpCocoq =1 6 F'-'axccroq, O'S iy&ero vVcp6S iCal 411aEv. 

Taken with 1: 18, this also implies a transcendence of spatial boundaries, this time 
between Hades and the earth: Christ has passed through, and now controls access 
to, the realm of the dead. In 2: 12 (the letter to Pergamum), Christ is 6 cixo)v n'1v 
Ci poll(pamw 6'1Y Biarogov thy 646ccv. This is a central feature of the description 

of Christ in 19: 11-16, as a figure bursting through the opened boundary between 
heaven and earth to execute judgement. The description at the head of the letter to 
Thyatira (2: 18) refers back to 1: 14-15 and the recollection of the description of the 

26 Here, I am concerned with the spatial dimension of this pattern. For my comments on its 
temporal dimension, see section 5.3.2. 
27 See section 4.3.2 above. 
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heavenly figure of Dan. 10: 6. In 3: 1 (the letter to Sardis), the idea of the seven 

spirits of God, which, as I noted earlier, suggests active movement down from 

heaven to earth, is repeated . 
28 The reference in 3: 7 (the letter to Philadelphia) to 6 

&voiywv Kalt oi)8F-1G x4baet rcotl -KXc'tct)v ical ob'861S a'votyF-t suggests, when 

taken with the following verse, a means of access to the kingdom of God. Finally, 

the description of Christ in 3: 14 (the letter to Laodicea) as il ccpxfj d-jq Kiticrecos 

, rob Oeob refers to the whole of the cosmos. These descriptions of Christ 

therefore serve to set the letters in a wider framework which extends outwards to 

ultimate spatial horizons. 

Second, each letter includes a reference to the earthly situation of the church, 

introduced by otbcc, I know. The ambiguity and trial of the church's earthly 

experience is thus set within the ultimate spatial horizons suggested by the 
descriptions of Christ. This earthly experience includes the threat of false teaching 
(2: 2,14-15,20-3); persecution (2: 9-10,13); loss of commitment (3: 1-3,15-19) and 

powerlessness (3: 8). But the deeper reality conveyed by the descriptions of Christ 

and by the claims he makes - serves to place that experience in context. 
Third, each letter contains a promise relating directly or indirectly to the New 

Jerusalem. The New Jerusalem which descends from God out of heaven is 

explicitly mentioned in 3: 12 in the letter to Philadelphia, but connections are 

present in all the other letters also. The church at Ephesus is promised that 

everyone who conquers will be allowed to eat from the tree of life which is in the 

paradise of God (2: 7). The tree of life appears in 22: 2 in the New Jerusalem, and 
twice again in the epilogue to the book, where the right to eat from it is explicitly 
linked to membership of the holy city (22: 14,19). The church at Smyrna is 

promised that the one who conquers will not be harmed by the second death 
(2: 11): in 21: 4, a voice from heaven declares that death will be no more in the New 
Jerusalem, whereas in 20: 14-15 and 21: 8, the enemies of God suffer the second 
death, in the lake that bums with fire and sulphur. In 2: 17, the promise to the 

church at Pergamurn includes a new name: God's (or the Lamb's? ) name is on the 

28 See secdon 4.3.2 above. 

135 



foreheads of his servants in the city in 22: 4.29 The morning star is promised to the 

church at Thyatira in 2: 28: although the morning star is not mentioned in the vision 

of the New Jerusalem itself, it does appear as a title of Jesus in 22: 16, and of 

course the Lamb is indeed present in the city, which is described as his bride. 

Similar correspondences are present in relation to Sardis (the book of life, 3: 5; cf 

21: 27), and Laodicea (the throne, 3: 21; cf 22: 3). These references to the New 

Jerusalem point forward to the expected resolution of spatial dissonance between 

heaven and earth at the end of the book. 

Fourth, each letter includes the exhortation 6 c'Xcov otq &rcoucr6crco ci r6 

nveMict Uyet cats iKx%, tja'tcctG. This brings the spatial focus back to the earthly 

situation of the churches. This formula, as used in Revelation, appears to be a 

general paranetic exhortation to the churches to remain faithful and avoid 

compromise in the earthly present. 30 

We have thus established a strong pattern in the spatial structure of the seven 

letters. Each is introduced by a reference to the figure of Christ, who transcends 

the spatial boundaries between heaven and earth. The earthly experience of the 

church is placed in the ultimate context of expected descent of the New Jerusalem. 

Yet there is also a re-focusing back to the earthly present with the exhortations to 

repent, stand firm, and listen to the Spirit. This pattern reproduces iri microcosm 

the structure of the whole text, with its expansion outwards to ultimate horizons 

and its re-focusing back to the earthly present of the reader. 
The first two sections of the book. establish that its message is for the church 

in its earthly situation. At the same time, the seer has clearly set the church's 

29 In addition, the 'hidden manna' of 2: 17 may carry overtones of descent from heaven to earth. 
Swcte (1906, p. 39) and others have suggested a background in the traditions referred to in 2 
Macc. 2: 4-8, where Jeren-dah hides the ark (according to Heb. 9: 4, the ark held a golden urn of 
manna), and in 2 Bar. 29: 8 (And it will happen at that time that the treasury of manna will come 
down again from on high, and they will eat of it in those years because these are they who will 
have arrived at the consummation of time. '). 
30 Enroth (1990) rejects the alternative suggestion that the hearing formula in Revelation should 
necessarily be assumed to carry the same meaning as in the synoptic tradition, where it can be 
understood as pointing esoterically to a deeper, unspoken, meaning of a parable (cf M 4: 9,23; 
Mt 11: 15,13: 9,43; Lk 8: 8,14: 3 5). 
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situation in a wider spatial context, embracing heaven and Hades. Already, the 

reader is being urged to look beyond visible reality to the divine promise. There is 

more to the world than appears on the surface. 

4.3.4 Revelation of the Heavenly Perspective (4: 1-11) 

At 4: 1, the scene changes abruptly, and many commentators regard this as marking 

the beginning of the central visionary content of the book. However, it is a 

mistake to stress this division too heavily, given that, as I shall argue, much of the 

point of the vision in 4: 1 - 5: 14 stems precisely from its relationship to what has 

preceded it. " 

A door is opened in heaven, and a voice tells John to go up and enter. The 
32 

opening of a door is a traditional apocalyptic motif, linked with ascent to heaven. 

John is transported up to heaven Ev nvF-%)jtccTt, where he sees a glorious vision of 
heavenly worship. 33 The critical point for our purposes is not simply that John sees 

a divine reality which transcends reality as it appears in the cities of Asia. It is also 

vital to grasp the relationship, represented by the use of spatial categories, between 

4: lff and the text in which it is embedded. 
The opening vision of Rev. I and the letters to the seven churches reflected the 

struggle of the earthly situation of the church (later to be expressed more 

graphically in 11: 1 - 13: 18), together with the deeper reality underlying that 

existence, represented by the promises relating to future intervention from a 
different spatial sphere, in the descent of the New Jerusalem. The tension inherent 

in this juxtaposition is now intensified: John's vision in 4: Iff reveals a present 

31 The connections between 2: 1 - 3: 22 and 4: 1 -11 are not limited to the level of the overall logic 
of the narrative. There are also interesting textual connections, most obviously the throne (4: 2; cf 
3: 21-2), white robes (4: 4; cf 3: 4f), crowns (4: 4,10; cf 2: 10,3: 11), and the seven spirits of God 
(4: 5; cf 3: 1). These reinforce the point made in section 4.3.3. to the effect that the seven letters 
already contain within them references to the resolution of spatial dissonance. 
32 See also 1 En. 14: 15; Asc. Isa. 6: 9. 
33 See 4.3.2 above for a cUscussion of John's use of iv nVE-bgOLTI. 
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heavenly reality in which the good and omnipotent God is offered continual 

worship. 34 But there is a discrepancy between this picture and how things appear 

to be on earth. This is represented by the spatial distinction between heaven and 

earth. Sperber's analysis of symbolism is relevant: the symbolic vision of heaven 

represents a perspective which is at odds with the encyclopaedic, empirical 

knowledge of John's readers. The process of symbolic focalization (in Sperber's 

terms) therefore leads to intense contradictions which need to be resolved. 35 

At the same time, it can be argued that although the spatial focus of 4: 1 -11 is 

very much in heaven, the imagery employed suggests transcendence of the 

boundary between heaven and earth. Davis lists a number of such features, 

including the twenty-four elders (4: 4), which he links with the twenty-four courses 

of priests of I Chr. 24, the four living creatures (4: 6), which he relates to the four 

chief tribes of Nurn. 2, and the seven spirits of God (4: 5), which he connects with 

the seven eyes of God ranging over the earth (Zech. 4: 10). 36 Some of Davis's 

examples are more convincing than others. But his analysis does suggest that 

heaven and earth form an 'ontological cosmic unity', in line with my contention 

that the text seeks to expand the spatial horizons of the reader, rather than to offer 

a picture of an afteniative reality. 37 

The combination of imagery suggesting cosmological unity with the manifest 
distinction between the acknowledged sovereignty of God in heaven and the 

injustice and ambiguity of earth, generates tensions in the spatial dimension of 

3'The presence of k 06), ccoact ibAivil 6ýLotcc icp,. )ar6c%Xcp. (4: 6) in heaven has occasioned 
much debate. Caird (1984, pp. 65ff) and Sweet (1979, p. 113) see it as referring to the waters of 
chaos in primeval creation myths, and thus suggesting a discordant element in the picture of 
heaven. This is, I think, pressing the evidence too far. More likely is a reference either to the 
tradition of some kind of celestial sea which does not imply an evil presence (Ladd 1972, p. 77; 
Beasley-Murray 1974, p. 116; Ford 1975, pp. 73f), or even merely decoration of the divine throne- 
room (since the text refers only to something like a sea of glass: cf Mounce 1977, pp. 1360. 
Generally, the earthly sea in Revelation is an ambiguous s; ynibol. It is part of creation, and as 
such offers praise (5: 13) and suffers judgement (16: 3). Yet it is of course absent from the new 
creation (2 1: 1). 
35 See section 3.3.2(iii). 

36 Davis (1992), pp. 148-57. See the discussion of links to Zech. 4 at 4.3.2 above. 
37 Davis (1992), pp. 21f. 
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reality. First, as O'Donovan puts it, '... the prophet poses his problem: how can the 

created order which declares the beauty and splendour of its Creator, be the 

subject of a world-history, the events of which are directionless and 

contradictory? '38 How can there be such a disrepancy between what is in heaven, 

and what appears to be on earth? Second, John is deliberately building a log-jam in 

the development of the text. How is this unsatisfactory state of affairs to be 

rectified? How is God's rule, manifest already on the spatial plane of heaven, to be 

made manifest on earth? 39 

4.3.5 The Lamb: the Possibility of Earthward Manifestation of Heavenly 

Reality (5: 1-14) 

The precise relationship between 4: 1 -11 and 5: 1-14 has been a source of important 

debate among interpreters. Rowland argues that Rev. 4 'shows no evidence at all 

of Christian influence, and, treated in isolation, it is evident that it is entirely Jewish 

in its inspiration. Indeed, the author obviously intends a deliberate contrast 

between the description of the divine court in Revelation 4 and the transformation 

which takes place as the result of the exaltation of the Lamb. "' This position has 

been attacked strongly by Hurtado, who argues that 4: 1 -11 and 5: 1-14 are closely 

related, and that 4: 1-11 does indeed show Christian influences. Of the Christian 

influences Hurtado claims to find in 4: 1 -11, the most convincing is probably the 

twenty-four elders. This symbol is not present in Jewish apocalyptic: it is a new, 

313 O'Donovan (1986), p. 71. Rowland also draws attention to the contrast between God's rule in 
heaven and disobedience on earth: 'The antithesis between theological affirmation and historical 
reality could not have been more starkly put. ' (1982, p. 425). 
3911, this context, Bauckharn (1993a) refers back to the importance of John's use of Zech. 4: 1-14, 
arguing that 'the question to which the message of Revelation is the answer was: Given the 
apparently irresistible might and worldwide power of the beast, how is God going to establish this 
rule of earthT (p. 163). The implied answer - to be made explicit later - comes from Zech. 
4: 6, 'Not by might, nor by power, but my my Spirit, says the Lord of hosts. ' 
40 Rowland (1982), p. 222. 
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unparallelled group, given all the more prominence because of the relative restraint 

in describing heavenly beings in the scene. Hurtado suggests that they are heavenly 

representatives of the elect, demonstrating that 'the promises to the elect are based 

on heavenly realities. "41 His conclusion is that the two chapters should in fact be 

understood as complementary scenes in the same vision. 42 

Hurtado is correct to link 4: 1-11 and 5: 1-14 closely together, and to place 

them both in a Christian framework. On the other hand, there are clearly 

distinctions between the two passages, and it is precisely in these distinctions that 

their interconnection within the overall structure of the text is best understood. In 

section 4.3.4., we noted that 4: 1 -11 establishes that there are key problems in the 

relationship between heaven and earth: it is the action in 5: 1-14 which begins to 

bring about a solution. Thus there are both close linkages and contrasts between 

the two passages. 

The crucial development is the appearance of the Lamb. He is deemed to be 

worthy to open the scroll in 5: 5, fforn which point flow the events associated with 

the seven seals, trumpets and bowls, and the visions of the church's struggle in 
43 11: 1 - 13: 18. This is, then, a critical moment in the narrative. As Hurtado 

argues, whereas 4: 1 -11 provides a picture of the 'idealized heavenly sovereignty of 

God', 5: 1-14 'gives the means by which this heavenly reality ... is to be made a 

historical reality upon the earth, the exaltation and triumph of the sacrificed Lamb, 

and shows that it is this exalted figure who is alone worthy to execute God's 

41 Hurtado (1985), p. 114. 
42 Hurtado (1985), p. 117. 
43 The three series of seven seals, trumpets and bowls are certainly linked: I am attracted to the 
argument of Lambrecht (1980) to the effect that the structure of 4: 1 - 22: 5 is one in which the 
sequences of seals and trumpets are open-ended, each embracing all that follows. Hence the 
seals, trumpets and bowls are closely interlinked. An additional point binding the beginning of 
Rev. 5 to the whole sequence is that the term 661yEko; ticrXup6; (strong angel) occurs only three 
times in the book: at 5: 2, when the sealed scroll is first introduced; at 10: 1, when the open scroll 
is brought down from heaven; and at 18: 21, at the culmination of the bowls sequence, when 
Babylon is thrown into the sea. If one sees the process unleashed by the Lamb's unsealing of the 
scroll as a process of judgement and redemption moving earthward from heaven, then it is surely 
appropriate that the same term is used at the outset, as the move out from heaven begins, at 10: 1, 
as the scroll itself is brought down to earth, and at 18: 21, when the final act of judgement on 
Babylon (a highly graphic downward movement) is accomplished. 
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eschatological plan. '44 Despite his different analysis of the nature of 4: 1-11, 

Rowland's conclusion about the overall effect of the two passages taken together 

is similar: 'Theologically, one can say that a start has been made in the attempt to 

bridge the gap between the divine intention for the world and the bleak reality of 

the situation. 45 

This is shown in the way that the spatial coverage of this passage begins to 

reach downwards from heaven to embrace earth. At 5: 3, there is a search of 
heaven, earth, and under the earth, to find someone worthy to open the scroll in 

the right hand of the one seated on the throne. Christ is introduced in 5: 4 with 

reference to two titles (Lion of Judah, Root of David) which express messianic 

expectation in terms drawn from the earthly history of Israel. The description of 

the Lamb as having conquered (5: 5), and standing as if it had been slaughtered 
(5: 6), are clearly references to the earthly death and resurrection of Christ. 

Following the Lamb's taking the scroll from the right hand of the one seated on the 

throne (5: 7), there is a striking sequence of successively-widening concentric 

circles of praise. At 5: 8-10, the inner circle of heavenly beings, the four living 

creatures and the twenty-four elders, offer a song of praise; they are joined by 

multitudes of angels in 5: 11-12; in turn, every creature in heaven and on earth and 

under the earth and in the sea takes up the theme (5: 13). lEghly significant also is 

the reference in 5: 6 to the seven eyes of the Lamb as the seven spirits of God sent 

out into all the earth. " It is through the Lamb that divine intervention on the 

spatial plane of earth is possible. 

44 Hurtado(1985), pp. 117-18. See also Beasley-Murray (1974), pp. 279t 
45 Rowland (1982), p. 426. 
46 See 4.3.2 above. 
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4.3.6 The Outworking of Divine Initiative on Earth (1) (6: 1 - 9: 21) 

This section describes the interlocking patterns of judgement on the earth and 

preservation of the faithful, between the beginning of the opening of the seals in 

6: 1 and the appearance of the opened scroll in 10: 1. 

The action relating to the first six seals (6: 1-17) and the first six trumpets (8: 6- 

9: 21) takes place virtually entirely on earth, although it is of course initiated in 
47 heaven. The first four seals have, for example, certainly been interpreted by many 

as indicating tribulation which arises on earth, and which, though permitted by 

God, originates directly in human sin, war and exploitation. 48 O'Donovan suggests 

that this is part of a development in which the hand of God behind events is 

gradually revealed: the seal judgements occur within nature, the trumpet 

judgements take place more directly at divine initiative, while the bowl judgements 

are clearly shown as direct judgement from God. 49 With the sixth seal comes a 

vision of cosmic catastrophe, marked by the spatial displacement of the natural 

order (there is a great earthquake, the stars fall, the sky vanishes, mountains and 

islands are removed from their places). Humanity is also displaced, to caves in the 

4'There are in fact three references to the heaven in ch. 6. However, of these, the scene associated 
with the opening of the fifth seal (the cry of the martyrs under the heavenly altar) is a reference to 
the preservation and service of the saints embedded in a narrative about judgement; obp(xv6q in 
6: 14 is best translated as 'sky" (as in the NRSV) rather than 'heaven, and therefore bclongs in 
the natural world; the reference to the heavenly throne in 6: 16 is really a cry of anguish by those 
on earth relating to the earthly outworking of divine deCTees. In the case of the six trumpets (8: 6 
- 9: 2 1), oi)pav6; is mentioned as the place from which stars fall in 8: 10 and 9: 1: again, these 
references might legitimately be regarded as referring to the natural sky (Caird [ 19841 translates 
the first in this way), although the fact that the star in 9: 1 appears to be a living supernatural 
being leads translators to give obpav6; as 'heaven' in that verse. The remaining spatial locator 
indicating action in heaven, at 9: 13, describes the source of a voice whose command relates 
nonetheless to earthly consequences. 
" Fiorcnza (199 1, p. 63) argues that the first four seals should be seen not as a series of events, but 
rather as a series of images which 'reveal and highlight the true nature of Roman power and 
nile'. 
490'DonoVan (1986), pp. 73ff. A parallel intensification is often remarked upon by 
commentators: in the scals sequence, Death is given authority over one quarter of the earth (6: 8); 
in the trumpets sequence, one third of various categories of creation is affected (8: 7-12-, 9: 18); in 
the bowls sequence, no such limits are expressed. 
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mountains, and ironically cries to the mountains and rocks to be removed from 

their places to provide shelter from the wrath of God and the Lamb. 

The trumpets sequence brings the first mention of the spatial category of the 

abyss, from which smoke and the locusts arise at the blast of the fifth trumpet 

(9: 1 ff). Caird interprets the role of the abyss as that of 'a reservoir of evil from 

which human wickedness received constant reinforcing supplies. '50 It is the place 

from which the beast ascends (11: 7), and serves as a temporary prison for Satan 

(20: 3). It is thus a source of chaos and sinful rebellion. 51 

The aim of these judgements on the earthly plane is not purely retributive, as is 

clear from the final verse of this section (9: 21) which records humankind's failure 

to repent as a result of the judgements. Rather, the sequence represents a 

revelation, initiated by divine flat, of the consequences of human sin and refusal to 

worship God, with at least a partial aim of encouraging repentance. It represents 

one side of the divine initiative to rectify the fundamental problem apparent by the 

end of Rev. 4: how is God's rule to be manifested? 

Interlocked with these stark judgements is material dealing with the 

redemption and the preservation of the saints, recorded in 7: 1-17, and synergistic 

activity by the faithful (6: 9-11; 8: 1-5). It is important to notice the way in which 

the spatial coverage of the text in these sections contrasts with that around them. 

In contrast to the earthly situation of the surrounding text, the material in 6: 9-11, 

7: 1-17 and 8: 1-5. spreads its spatial coverage across both heaven and earth. In 6: 9- 

I I, the martyrs under the heavenly altar are linked with their brothers still on earth 

I'oCaird(1984), pp. 118-19. See also Beasley-Muffay (1974), p. 167, and Swect (1979), p. 168. 
51 The abyss is not mentioned after 20: 3. Certainly the implication of the text as a whole is that 
with the establishment of the New Jerusalem, the forces which were associated with the abyss 
have been finally overcome. In a recent study of the symbol of the abyss, Pippin (1994) takes a 
radically different view. She argues that 'the abyss represents what in postmodernism is the 
unrepresentable, the indeterminate, the fragmented, the self-less and the depth-less' (p. 252). She 
attacks the traditional reading of Revelation as the re-establishment of the rule of God, arguing 
instead that 'the presence of the abyss in the text makes all boundaries useless' (p. 262), thus 
preventing the establishment of ordered space in the New Jerusalem. This view runs counter to a 
natural reading of the narrative shape of the text as a whole, in which forces of chaos are 
conquered. 
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who have yet to join them. 52 In 7: 1-17, the implication is that the 144,000 are 

sealed on earth, since the sealing is to protect them from the outworking of 

judgement in the natural world referred to in 7: 1-3. Yet the great multitude which 

the seer subsequently sees is described in terms which transcend spatial boundaries, 

including references to heaven (the throne in 7: 9), an earthly tribulation/martyrdom 

(7: 14) and the eschatological New Jerusalem (cf the similarities between 7: 15-17 

and 21: 3ff). 53 8: 1-5 represents an important example of synergistic activity on the 

part of the faithful. 5' The prayers of the saints (presumably those on earth and 

those in heaven) are offered in heaven (8: 4), returning to the earth in wrath (8: 5). 

Thus, spatial references are being used by the seer to distinguish between the 
fate of the faithful and the enemies of God. The faithful suffer on earth, but divine 

protection, originating in heaven but with earthly effect, catches them up into the 

ultimate positive purposes of God, to be consummated at the descent from heaven 

to earth of the New Jerusalem (6: 9-11; 7: 1-17). By contrast, the enemies of God 

will be subject to divine judgement which originates in heaven with earthly effect 
(6: 1-8,12-17; 8: 6 - 9: 21). 

52 The martyrs are given white robes in 6: 11. Swete (1906, p. 88) draws attention to the reference 
in Asc. Isa. 4: 16 to the garments of the saints stored in heaven, ready for the saints' future public 
descent to earth with their Lord. 
53 On the relationship between the two groups in Rev. 7, and between 7: 15-17 and 21: 3ff, see 
section 5.3.5 below. 
S4 The relationship between the actions of God and the accompanying actions of his saints is 
subtle. Bauckham, (1993a, ch. 8) argues that the Old Testament contains two broad traditions of holy war. The first, typified by Exod. 14, has God fighting with his people against the enemy. The second (eg Isa. 59: 16), which is common in later apocalyptic, has God fighting alone. Bauckharn argues that Revelation is exceptional. It belongs largely in the second tradition, since 
no military involvement of the faithful is expected, yet it does envisage a role for them which is 
not entirely passive, given the importance of witness and martyrdom. See also Yarbro Collins 
(1977), who reaches a similar conclusion. 
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4.3.7 The Scroll brought down from Heaven (10: 1-11) 

The divine initiative to restore just rule to the cosmos begins with the Lamb's 

enabling the process to start by unsealing the scroll, and continues with the 

contrasting accounts of judgement and eschatological preservation in 6: 1 - 9: 21. 

With the appearance of the open scroll brought down from heaven, 10: 1-11 

introduces a new phase of the book. Just as the first appearance of the scroll was 

associated with the extension of the spatial coverage of the text from heaven to 

earth with the appearance of the lamb in 5: 6ff, so now an actual descent by the 

strong angel from the heavenly plane to the earthly signals the bringing of the scroll 

to earth. 55 

The judgements of 8: 7 - 9: 21 were announced in heaven and executed on 

earth, with the action focusing primarily on the earthly effects of the judgements. 

10: 1 -11 sees a public announcement on earth itself, and the spatial coverage of the 

passage, in contrast to the primarily earthly focus of 8: 7 - 9: 21, spans heaven and 

earth. The angel descends from heaven, wrapped in a cloud (10: 1)", a voice from 

heaven orders the sealing of the seven thunders (10: 4): yet the proclamation of the 

scroll (10: 7,11) is clearly to take effect on earth. Very significantly, the angel 
bearing the scroll of the prophecy stands on the sea and the land while at the same 
time raising his hand to heaven (10: 2-6). The spatial symbolism could hardly be 

clearer: the angel's message is from heaven, and is addressed to the whole earth 
(land and sea). Yet the spatial development of the text has also moved on since 
Rev. 5. Whereas the scroll at that point was in heaven, the angel is here making a 
highly public proclamation on earth. The juxtaposition of this with the following 

vision of the church's earthly tribulation (where the power of the angel's disclosure 
is hidden to the world) is especially ironic. Or, to adapt Scott's language, that 

55 1 understand the Ptp%ioy of 5: 1 and the 5tp%o: pi8tov of 10: 2 to be the same scroll: see 
Mazzaferri (1989), pp. 265ff; Bauckham (1993a), pp. 243-57; Moyise (1995), p. 77. 
56 See the discussion of vcq)E%il in section 4.2 above. 
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which is a very public transcript in the vision is in the present life of the church, a 

hidden transcript. 57 

In the narrative to follow, the witness of the church on earth becomes much 

more central (11: 1- 13: 18). And the judgements upon those who reject that 

witness (the seven bowls in 16: 1-2 1, the judgement of Babylon in 17: 1 - 18: 24, and 

the last judgement in 20: 11-15) are no longer limited to a quarter of the earth (as 

with the fourth seal) or a third (as with the first, second, third, fourth and sixth 

trumpets): these judgements are final. 

4.3.8 The Witness of the Church on Earth (11: 1- 13: 18)58 

The expansion in spatial coverage from heaven to earth as a result of the Lamb's 

appearance in 5: 6ff was followed by the outworking on earth of the effects of the 

opening of the first six'seals and the sounding of the first six trumpets, coupled 

with the account of the eschatological preservation of the saints in ch. 7. Now the 

descent of the strong angel from heaven to earth is followed by the second half of 

the book, in which the themes of judgement and preservation are repeated, now 
intertwined more specifically with the witness of the church. 

Most immediately, there is a group of three visions which relate the witness of 

the church on earth, the opposition from the enen-des of God, and, again, the 

ultimate protection of the faithful. This is a critical section of the book, since it 

seeks to reveal the hidden spatial dimensions behind the actual experience of the 

57 See section 3.3.2. (iii) above. 
58 In this section, I take the three visions of the two witnesses, the woman and the dragon, and the 
two beasts together. All relate to the tribulation of the church, and are united by a common 
duration of time (1260 days/42 months): see section 5.3.7 below. A detailed attempt to offer an 
overall structure of the text would, however, need to take full account of the apparent break 
between chs 11 and 12. Many commentators rightly link 11: 1-19 with the previous material 
because it contains the seventh trumpet blast, so that a new section begins at 12: 1 (cf Yarbro 
Collins, 1992). Equally, some limit the contents of the PýRccpiStov to 11: 1-13 (cf Mounce 1977, 
Fiorcnza 199 1), thus beginning a new section at 11: 14 or 15. 
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church in the present, from three different perspectives. " It is characterized by 

intense interaction between the heavenly and earthly planes, especially in the first 

two visions. In each vision, the themes of persecution and preservation/vindication 

are present, but gradually through this' part of the book, different spatial 

dimensions of the universe are revealed, to unmask the true nature of events. 

In the first vision, the two witnesses, the focus is clearly on action on the 

earthly plane, following the strong angel's descent. The action has definitely 

shifted dramatically to the church's mission on earth, and despite the measure of 

protection afforded to the two witnesses in 11: 5f, the mission ends in apparent 

defeat in 11: 10. Shrinkage of the spatial horizon of the text (the momentary 

apparent powerlessness of heaven) therefore coincides with tribulation and 

martyrdom. 60 The positive side of that theme - the vindication of the faithful - 

is graphically combined with the renewed expansion of spatial horizons in 11: 11 ff, 

as God intervenes on earth and the witnesses are vindicated in their ascent to 

heaven (in a vFxpý%, q: see section 4.2). The interlude in 11: 15-19 following the 

sounding of the seventh trumpet also intertwines these two themes: the expansion 

of the spatial horizon to encompass heaven affirms the reality of God's authority 

despite the apparent initial victory of the enemies of the two witnesses (11: 15-16), 

while the vindication of God's servants is also re-affirmed (11: 18). 

In the second of the three visions, that of the woman and the dragon in 12: 1- 

17, the spatial interaction between heaven and earth is perhaps at its most intense 
.61 

The sequence here resembles the vision in Dan. 7-8 of parallel heavenly and earthly 

59 See the further discussion in section 5.3.7. below. 

`ý9Bauckharn (1993a, ch. 9) argues in detail, using parallels in Daniel and Zechariah, that the 
often-puzzling passage in 11: 1-2 about the measuring of the inner court of the temple is in fact a 
representation of the two sides of martyrdom: the outward apparent defeat, and the inner reality 
of vindication. One might add that the measuring of only part of the city here contrasts with the 
measuring of the whole of the city in some detail in 21: 15-17, stressing the contrast between the 
present almost hidden preservation of God's people and their future manifest protection. 
61 Following Swete (1906, p. 144), Caird (1984, pp. 148-9) and others, I take 12: 1-4 to refer not to 
heaven itself, but rather to a vision in which figures are projected onto the constellations of the 
night sky. 12: 5 clearly refers to heaven itself (the throne of God), and 12: 7ff is set in heaven, 
drawing on the traditions of Satan the accuser. 
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conflict, rather than the more usual Old Testament tradition of conflict betvveen the 

heavenly host and human foes, as in Isa. 24: 21 and Judg. 5: 1 9f. 62 This, then, is a 

classic example of the expansion of spatial horizons. By expanding his vision to 
include heaven and to unmask the demonic) John shows that the community has 

heavenly support in its conflict, which is not simply with human foes. But there is 

more to it than that: this episode is in fact a critical one in the spatial development 

of the entire text. The dragon, the ultimate eschatological adversary, suffers a 
defeat svhich is expressed in spatial terms (12: 8 'there was no longer any place - 
OUME' r6noq ebpýOrl - for them in heaven'). In a sense, the casting down of the 
dragon and his restriction to earth (12: 12) is one of the precursors to the eventual 
descent of the New Jerusalem. The downward dynamic of divine 

judgement/salvation has the effect of gradually limiting the areas of the cosmos 

within which the just rule of God can be challenged. It is therefore especially 
interesting that in the final preparation for the appearance of the new heaven, new 

earth and New Jerusalem, the disappearance of the old heaven and old earth is 

described in a way which echoes 12: 8: 'no place was found -, r6noq oýX cbpiOil 

- for them' (20: 11). 

In the third of the three visions (the two beasts in 13: 1-18), the spatial horizon 
is expanded downwards, to below the earth and sea, revealing the ultimate origin 
of the two beasts who ascend from the sea and the land. The usual interpretation 

of the first beast, from the sea, is that it represents the imperial power of Rome. 
The mysterious saying which ends the vision of the first beast (11: 90 can certainly 
be read as a condemnation of the violence of Roman rule and a call for the patient 
endurance of the saints, confident in the assurance that they will ultimately prevail. 
O'Donovan suggests that the beast of 13: 1 ff represents more generally 'the 

pretensions of evil to provide a positive focus for social unity and cohesion'. 63 In 
other words, the beast offers the vision of a society which is the antithesis of that 
for which the church is caed to strive. The most convincing explanation of the 

62 See the discussion in Collins (1983a). 
63 O'Donovan (1986), p. 80. 
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identity of the second beast is that it represents the imperial cult in the province of 

Asia. The advent of this beast clearly raises to a new level of intensity the pressure 

on the church to compromise. At about this time, a great altar and temple was 

erected to Domitian in Ephesus on a large terrace (100m x 50m), with a statue four 

times life size. 64 Price concludes that: 'it is in principle quite likely that the 

establishment of the cult of Domitian at Ephesus, which involved the participation 

of the whole province, as attested by the series of dedications by numerous cities, 

led to unusually great pressure on the Christians for confom-dty., 65 Hence John 

could possibly have perceived the cult as a powerful threat as early as the 90s CE, 

even though, as we have seen, widespread persecution of Christians at this point 

seems to have been unlikely. 66 

4.3.9 Spatial Ambiguity and Expectation (14: 1-20) 

14: 1-5 looks forward in important ways to the New Jerusalem. It is of particular 
interest because the site of the Mount Zion upon which the Lamb and the 144,000 

stand is ambiguous. Previously, the 144,000 were mentioned as being sealed upon 

earth (7: 4-8). Yet 14: 2ff suggests a location in heaven. " The most convincing 

explanation is offered by Fiorenza, who suggests a location which is neither 
heavenly nor earthly, but rather 'an eschatological place of protection and 
liberation'. 68 ý As such, it is an important link between the earthly sealing of the 

144,000 in 7: 3-8, and their promised home in the city which belongs neither to the 

64 Description in Yamauchi (1980), pp. 84ff. 
65 Price (1984), p. 198. 

66 See section 3.3.1 above. 
67 There is an understandable divergence of view among commentators about the location of this 
vision. Those favouring a heavenly setting include Mounce (1977, pp. 266ff), Sweet (1979, 
p. 221), and Harrington (1993, pp. 146ff). Swete (1906, p. 174) and Roloff (1993, pp. 169ff) 
suggest an earthly setting. 
68Fiorenza (1991), p. 87. Beasley-Murray (1974, p. 222) also believes the location is neither 
simply heaven or earth. 
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old heaven nor the old earth. The 144,000 are identified with the Lamb (14: 4; cf 

the New Jerusalem as the wife of the Lamb, 21: 9). Yet in comparison with the 

New Jerusalem there is still a sense of penultimacy about the vision. In 14: 4, the 

144,000 follow the Lamb wherever he goes (an image of movement) whereas the 

faithful live constantly in the New Jerusalem (a more settled, stable image, 

suggesting that an ultimate destination has been reached). Moreover, 14: 4 

describes the 144,000 as first fruits, possibly in relation to the greater multitude in 

15: 2ff Oust as the 144,000 of 7: 3-8 relates to a greater multitude in 7: 9-17). 

The remainder of this chapter (14: 6-20) is also of importance in the spatial 
development of the book. The three angels uttering messages of final judgement, 

which will be implemented in the succeeding chapters, do so in midheaven 
(itecroup6c"got), one of the spatial indicators John uses to signify communication 
between heaven and earth. It is fitting that this announcement is made from a point 
in the cosmos where it can be seen and heard by all. Moreover, the scene of 

preparation for ultimate judgement (14: 14ff), both positive (the harvest) and 

negative (the winepress), envisages the one like a Son of Man seated on a cloud 
(vq)iXil), another sign of movement between spatial planes. 

4.3.10 The Outworking of Divine Initiative on Earth (2) (15: 1 - 19: 10) 

The spatial focus of this section begins in heaven, with the appearance of the seven 
bowl angels, in 15: 1, and the scene of heavenly praise in 15: 2-8, then switches 

almost entirely to earth, as judgement is executed upon those who worship the 
beast, and upon Babylon. Just as the appearance of the Lamb in heaven in 5: 6 

acted as a means of beginning to bridge the gap between heaven and earth, and as 
the descent of the strong angel in 10: Iff introduced the visions of the church's 
tribulations within a heavenly perspective, so now, as the seven bowl angels 
prepare to execute final judgement by pouring their bowls down on to earth, there 
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is a scene which begins in heaven but is orientated towards forthcoming activity on 

earth. 69 On the one hand, the angels are preparing to deliver terrible judgement, 

which does not lead to repentance, but rather blasphemy on the part of those 

affected (16: 9,11,21). On the other hand, the 'Song of Moses' envisages that all 

nations will come and worship before God (15: 4). This apparent paradox in the 

seer's vision between separatism and universalism reaches is never fully resolved, 

even in the New Jerusalem. As Bauckham argues, this is deliberate: final 

judgement and universalism have to co-exist in the seer's vision, so that the text 

can achieve its aim of focusing the need for a human response to the divine 

initiative. 70 

The sequence of bowl judgements is followed by the description of the demise 

of Babylon. Babylon (an image of course from prophetic and apocalyptic tradition, 

but here clearly referring primarily to Rome) functions as a contrasting image to 

that of the other city, the New Jerusalem. 71 Politically, Babylon's fall is envisaged 
in 17: 15-18. This is a difficult passage, but as has often been suggested, some kind 

of conflict within the Empire may be envisaged, perhaps a reaction by oppressed 

provincial rulers against the centre. 72 In any case, it seems clear that the passage is 

proclain-fing that the political order established by Rome, founded on domination 

and violence, is inherently unstable, in comparison with the alternative polity of the 

New Jerusalem which does not end (22: 5). 

In parallel, J8: 1-24 offers an economic critique of Babylon, and an account of 

the final fall of the great city in language which makes striking use of spatial 

movement. The announcement of the fall of Babylon is made by an angel with 

great authority (18: 1-2), repeating the cry of 14: 8: E'nF-acv Einecrev Bccpu%cbv h 

"The pouring of bowls onto the earth is of course a graphic instance of downward movement 
from the heavenly to the earthly plane. The image of the outpouring of God's wrath is a common 
Old Testament device: cf Ps. 69: 25; Jer. 10: 25,42: 18,44: 6; Zeph. 3: 8. 
loBauckham (1993a), pp. 238-337. 
" For a helpful list of the contrasts between the two cities, see Deutsch (1987), pp. 122-4. 
72 See, eg, Caird (1984), p. 2 19. 
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The final fall of the city is strikingly symbolized by the casting down of gEy(X%ij. 
73 

the stone like a great millstone in 18: 21. It is significant that the action is 

accomplished by an ('xyyF-Xoq ticrxi)p6q, an expression which we have previously 

noted in connection with key moments of downward orientation of the action from 

heaven to earth (5: 2; 10: 1). 74 

4.3.11 The Outworking of Divine Initiative on Earth (3) (19: 11 - 20: 15) 

This passage represents the culmination of the process of judgement which began 

back in chapter 6 of the text. It begins with the striking image of heaven opened 

(19: 11). The downward dynamic of divine judgement upon the earth is graphically 

illustrated. Not only does judgement originate in heaven with earthly effect, as in 

the three sequences of seals, trumpets, and bowls: but the very boundary between 

heaven and earth is now removed to allow the final outworking of divine 

judgement. 75 

"The angel is described as making the earth bright with his splendour. Several commentators 
suggest a reference here to the return of the glory of God to the temple in Ezek. 43: 2: see Caird 
(1984), p. 222; Mounce (1977), p. 322; Roloff (1993), p. 204. Beasley-Murray argues that the 
combination of this reference N-vith the actual content of the angel's message serves to stress that 
divine judgement and redemption are intertwined (1974, p. 264). 
14 The economic critique of Rome in Rev. 18 has been analysed in detail by Yarbro Collins (1980). 
and Bauckharn (1993a, pp. 338-83). The impression of provincial prosperity built on economic 
subservience is consonant with the results of recent historical investigation. There is little doubt 
that contemporary Asia Minor -was generally prosperous, especially the cities. Magie gives a very 
favourable assessment: '[By the death of Domitian] the establishment of the Pax Romana and the 
rise of a spirit of conflidence in the eternity of the Roman Empire as ensuring general peace and 
happiness, accompanied by a widespread improvement in world-conditions, had made it possible 
to develop the great natural resources of western Asia Minor and had introduced an era of 
prosperity such as the country had never known even under its native kings. ' (1950, p. 582). Yet 
this prosperity was built on dependence: Macro describes the attempts at social climbing by local 
dlites in Asia Minor in the 90s CE, and concludes from their inveterate attempts to catch the eye 
of the influential, that '... the main criterion for holding high off ice in the Greek cities in the age 
of the Roman imperiurn was not a proved efficiency of adniinistrative function, but an ability and 
willingness to spend money. ' (1980, p. 684). The sense of economic exploitation running 
through the critique of Babylon in 18: 1-24 contrasts strongly with the picture of the society of the 
New Jerusalem. 
73 The opening of the heavens is a common apocalyptic image. In contrast to the image of the 
door opened in heaven in 4: 1, it tends not to accompany the idea of human ascent into heaven, 

Continued 
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A detailed treatment of the complex history of interpretation of the millennial 

kingdom (20: 4-6) is beyond the scope of this thesiS. 76 However, it is important to 

note the role the millennium plays in the spatial development of the text. It is the 
77 

first point in the text at which the sovereignty of God is openly manifest on earth . 
The enemies of God have been defeated, and the justice of God can be dispensed 

openly by his servants. Caird comments in relation to the millennium that: '... like 

the Old Testament prophets before him, [John] really believed in the importance of 

the life men lead and the history nations fashion on this earthly scene. God is the 

Creator, and he has a purpose, not merely for isolated individuals of the human 

race ... 
but for his creation as a whole. His purpose is worked out in history and 

must be vindicated in history. There must come a time on earth when it is true to 

say: "the sovereignty of the world has passed to our God and to his Christ"'. 78 

The millennium is also a symbol of God's vindication of the martyrs, who are 

specifically named as sharing in the rule of the kingdom. As Bauckham comments: 

'those whom the beast put to death are those who will truly live - 

eschatologically, and ... those who contested his right to rule and suffered for it are 

those who will in the end rule as universally as he - and for much longer: a 

thousand years! "' As an affirmation of God's sovereignty over human history and 

the vindication, on earth, of his people, the symbol of the millennium therefore 

provides support for the idea that the text is offering not an escapist view of an 

alternative reality, but a glimpse of an encompassing reality, within which the 

earthly present is included. 

but rather divine descent from heaven, or at least the manifestation of heavenly realities (cf EzelL 
1: 1; Matt. 3: 16 and parallels; John 1: 5 1; 2 Bar. 22: 1). 
16 For a brief discussion of the significance of the millennium for the temporal dimension of the 
texi, see section 5.3.10 below. 
77 Many recent commentators assume the millennium to be set on earth: see, for example, 
Beasley-Murray (1974), pp. 290-1; Caird, (1984), p. 254; Roloff (1993), p. 227. An alternative 
view, that the kingdom should be understood as heavenly, is suggested by Giblin (1991), 
pp. 186-7. 
18 Caird (1984), p. 254. 
79 Bauckham (1 993b), p. 107. 

153 



The reach of God's judgement is extended to the utmost bounds of the 

cosmos, as the eschatological enemies lying behind earthly reality are finally 

conquered one by one and consigned to destruction, the two beasts and the dragon 

in 20: 10 and Death and Hades in 20: 14. In addition, the old heaven and earth flee 

in 20: 11, so that the way is cleared for the descent of the New Jerusalem in 

21: lff. so With the judgements of 16: 1 - 18: 24 and 19: 11 - 20: 15, the spatial 

dimensions of the text are broadened to such an extent that all things - not just 

the visible realities of everyday fife but also the invisible realities which the text has 

revealed as underlying them - are seen to be ultimately under God's control. 

4.3.12 The New Jerusalem and the Epilogue (21: 1 - 22: 21) 

(i) The Resolution ofSpatial Dissonance 

The spatial setting of the book was established in 1: 1-20 as the seer began to 

expand the spatial horizons of the text beyond the visible realities of this world. 

4: 1 - 5: 14 saw the posing of the key problem - how could divine rule be restored 

on the spatial plane of earth? - and the beginning of a solution, with the 

appearance of the Lamb and the consequent earthward orientation of divine 

activity. 5: 1-14,10: 1 -11 (the strong angel with the scroll), and 16: 1-21 (the bowl 

judgements) all mark descents (either actual descents, as in 10: 1, ýor downward 

orientation, as in 5: lff) from the heavenly plane to the earthly, as part of the 

process of the restoration of divine rule. The descent of the New Jerusalem is the 

culmination of this process. " It confirms the abolition of the spatial separation 
between the planes of heaven and earth. It sets the seal on the defeat of earthly 

so Literally, no place is found for them: see section 4.3.8 above. 
81 The symbol of the New Jerusalem does of course occur widely elsewhere, either as a restored, 
earthly city (eg Tobit 13: 9-18), or as a celestial city to which the just ascend (eg 2 Bar. 4: 1-7), but 
only in Revelation in this period does the city descend from heaven. See the discussion in Rissi 
(1972), pp. 41-5 1. 
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and eschatological enemies. It fills the void left by the flight of the old earth which 

was subject to the ravages of God's enemies. But although there is discontinuity 

with the old earth, there is clearly also continuity, for example in the references to 

the nations in 21: 24-6, and 22: 2. Thus the culmination of Revelation re-affirms the 

unitive nature of the seer's vision. 82 For John, the vision of divine reality which 

asserts itself in the face of a distorted earthly picture is ultimately the encompassing 

paramount reality. 

Also of importance for understanding the spatial significance of the New 

Jerusalem is its situation on a great, high mountain (21: 10). The symbol of the 

mountain where God is encountered reaches far back into Old Testament tradition 

and beyond, and its history has been well covered in recent studieS. '3 Here, I shall 

simply draw out briefly those elements in the tradition which are especially relevant 

to my argument. First, the Old Testament symbol of Zion clearly goes back to the 

ancient tradition of the mountain as a cosmic meeting place. The theme of 

encounter with the divine is at the heart of Rev. 21-2. Second, the symbol of Zion 

has particular characteristics: for example, it expresses the extension of Yahweh's 

sovereignty from heaven to earth (eg Isa. 66: 1), it is eternally secure (eg Ps. 125: 1, 

cf Rev. 22: 5), the river of Paradise flows from it (eg Ps. 46: 5, cf Rev. 22: 1), 

Yahweh triumphed there over the flood of chaos waters (eg Ps. 46: 3, cf Rev. 

82 Attempts to rationalize the apparent contradictions between 20: 15 and 21: 8 (in which those 
who do not follow the Lamb are thrown into the lake of fire), and 21: 24 and 22: 2 (in which life 
outside the city is still envisaged), are generally misguided. The danger is that interpreters seek 
to resolve the issue by taking those elements which agree with their theology as normative and 
discarding the others. For example, Mounce, in defence of a traditional evangelical 
understanding of the eschaton, takes 20: 14-15 (the second death) at face value but urges against 
placing too much weight on the references to continuing life outside the city: he seems to regard 
these as awkward borrowings from the language of Jewish earthly eschatological expectation. He 
gives little justification for making this distinction. (Mounce 1977, pp. 367,394ff). In contrast, 
Rissi tries in a rather unconvincing manner to harmonize logically the whole of 21: 1 - 22: 21 into 
one seamless account: this leads him to the strange conclusion that the nations who walk by the 
light of the city, and the kings of the earth who bring their glory into it, are situated in the lake of 
fire. (Rissi 1972, p. 68). It is surely wiser to acknowledge the ambiguities of the text, and to 
remember that the seer's aim is not to provide a neatly-packaged historical survey, but rather an 
expanded perspective within which to view the present. Wilcox (1980) points out that a similar 
unclarity appears in 11QT from Qumran (the Temple Scroll), and that this may indicate that a 
common pre-existent tradition lies behind both texts. 
83 See Clifford (1972), Brueggemann (1978), Cohn (1981), Levenson (1985), Ollenburger (1987). 
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21: 1). Third, these characteristics combine to provide a transcendent perspective 

on the world. 84 

(U) The Intensification of Spatial Dissonance 

Thus the text has the effect of locating the present earthly experience of the reader 

within a framework of ultimate reality. It also, however, re-focuses back to the 
hard realities of earthly experience, now seen in the light of that ultimate 

perspective. This re-focusing back to the reader's earthly experience is evident 
from the epilogue (22: 6-21), with its admonitions to the faithful to stand firm and 
'keep the words of the book of this prophecy', and promises of imminent divine 

intervention, which echo 1: 1-8. As in 1: 1-8, reference is made to an angelic 
intermediary sent by God to show his servants what must soon take place. The 

prophetic nature of the book is affin-ned (22: 6,6-7,10,18-19, cf 1: 3) as is John's 

standing as a prophet (22: 8-10, cf 1: 1,9-10); the book is to be read in the churches 
(22: 18; cf 1: 3,11) to encourage the faithful (22: 7,12,14). 

I have argued that with the juxtaposition of 2: 1 - 3: 22 and 4: 1 - 11, a 
fundamental dissonance is established between the vision of the all-embracing 

sovereignty of God expressed in the throne vision, and the earthly reality of life for 

John's communities, alluded to in the seven letters. At one level, this tension is 

resolved with the descent of the New Jerusalem. But at another level, the tension 
is, if anything, intensified for the reader. As the narrative of the text unfolds, the 

reader sees the effective establishment of the sovereignty and justice of God and 
the vindication of his people, so that God's rule is acknowledged not only in 
heaven, but also explicitly on earth. And the extension of God's rule to the earthly 
plane is graphically represented by the descent of the New Jerusalem. Yet in the 

earthly present, that rule still appears to be partial or limited. So contradiction or 

84 Levenson (1985), p. 101, argues that the pron-dses relating to the Davidic possession of Zion in 
2 Kgs. 8: 19 and elsewhere 'are a sign that beneath and beyond the pain and chaos of the realm 
we call history, there is another realm, upheld by the indefectible promise of God. ' 
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dissonance remains, despite the ultimate perspectives opened up by the text. The 

text does not advocate escape, but holding to the vision of the all-embracing 

sovereignty of God in dialectical relationship with the tribulations of earthly 

experience, both of wfikh are parts of a single, ultimate, spatial reality. 

.1 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE TEMPORAL DIMENSION OF THE BOOK OF 

REVELATION 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I will attempt to illustrate that the text offers a view of reality 

which is irreducibly temporal, without giving a chronological account of history. I 

shall try to show how John seeks to set the present experience of his readers within 

ultimate temporal horizons, to provide a deeper understanding of reality, while at 

the same focusing on the present situation of the communities to which he writes. 
In chapter 4, on the spatial dimension of the text, I used a heavily-modified 

version of a method adopted by Elizabeth Struthers Malbon in her analysis of the 

gospel of Mark. By categorizing the spatial references in the text into groupings 

relating to ancient conceptions of the arrangement of the cosmos, I sought to map 

out the development of the spatial dimension of the text. I discussed at length the 

way in which the text uses spatial categories to establish in 2: 1 - 4: 11 a dissonance 
between the way things appear to be'on earth and the way things really are in the 

cosmos created by God. In 5: Iff, with the appearance of the Lamb, a long process 
begins in which this dissonance is intensified and finally resolved in the vision of the 
New Jerusalem in 2 1: Iff, where spatial distinctions between heaven and earth are 
removed, transforming the cosmos. I also commented on the way in which the 
New Jerusalem operates not only as a point of resolution but also as a starting 
point, from which the readers of the text must work as they face once again the 
present reality portrayed in the earlier visions. As the analysis in this chapter 
shows, the temporal development of the text mirrors this pattern strikingly. In 2: 1 

- 4: 11 a fundamental dissonance is established between the way things appear to be 
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in the time of John's communities and the way things are within the everlasting 

reign of God. In 5: 1 ff, this dissonance begins to be broken down, and it is again 
finally resolved in the New Jerusalem, where the everlasting reign of God is 

manifested explicitly. 

5.2 ANALYSING THE TEMPORAL DIMENSION OF THE TEXT 

5.2.1 Temporal Categories 

The method I have adopted in analysing the temporal dimension of Revelation has 

been to categorize the temporal references in the text in relation to five different 

categories: present, primordial past, historical past, penultimate future, and 

ultimate future. These are categories which suggested themselves as I examined 

the text: I did not start out with them as a preconceived framework. Of course, 

whether certain passages should be taken as referring to the past, present or future 

is in itself a matter of considerable debate among commentators, and inevitably I 

have had to come to judgements in these cases. I have drawn attention to such 

passages in the course of the exegesis. 

The category of 'present' includes all those references which I take to relate to 

the present from. the point of view of John and the communities to whom he writes. 
This covers both references of a punctiliar nature, such as the injunction to hear 
(6icoucC'Mo, aorist imperative) in each of the letters to the seven churches, and 
also references which may be taken as describing a current state of affairs, such as 
01'8anob icaroum%in 2: 13. It covers references both to the earthly present and 
to the present in heaven as it is conceived by John. The category of 'primordial 

past' is I think self-explanatory: it includes, for example, references to the creation 
of the world. The category of 'historical past' includes both references to the 
distant past (e. g. the song of Moses in 15: 3) and the recent past (e. g. the 
martyrdom of Antipas in 2: 13). 
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More comment is needed about my division of future temporal references into 

penultimate and ultimate. In the category of 'penultimate future', I have included 

all those references to circumstances which, although envisaged by John as 

occurring at some point in the future, are not seen by him as enduring permanently 

into the everlasting state described in 21: 1 - 22: 5. The category includes 

references to a variety of different circumstances, such as judgement (eg 2: 16) and 

tribulation (eg 2: 10). Other future references, which do relate to that everlasting 

state are included in the category of 'ultimate future. At first sight, this may 

appear an unusual course to have taken. Other possibilities would have been to 

categorize episodes in the text in some kind of chronological order, or to 

distinguish between those which are envisaged as imminent, and those which are 

not. However, I believe that such an approach would have been misconceived, for 

two main reasons. First, as early as 1: 1, all the contents of the visionary sections 

of the book are referred to generally as a 86t yeviaOat EV r6cXet. Therefore, 

although certain references are specifically described as imminent (cf 22: 7), there is 

no reasonable way of disentangling these from the contents of the text as a whole. 

Rather, the clearer distinction is between those future circumstances which John 

envisages as enduring, and those which he envisages as temporary. Second, there 

is in any case no real basis for constructing a chronological pattern out of the 

visions. For example, most commentators reject the idea that the sevenfold visions 

of seals, trumpets and bowls should be seen as following on from one another in a 
linear sequence, in favour of seeing them as recapitulating the same circumstances 
from different perspectives. Hence my basic argument that while the text has 

irreducibly temporal elements within it (the basis of my five categories of temporal 

reference), it is n-dsguided to seek to construct a chronological scheme out of it. I 

Analysing the text by means of temporal categories, rather than attempting to 
discern chronologies, enables distinctions to be made between the narratim 

sequence of the text and the temporal sequence envisaged by the seer. My analysis 

of the temporal dimension of the text therefore relies on examining the interplay 

1 See my discussion of attempts to relate the text to human history (section 3.2 above). 
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between the temporal categories and the narrative, or, to put it another way, 

between the eschatological and narratological development of the text. 

5.2.2 Textual Markers 

My decision to divide future temporal references into those dealing with the 

penultimate future and those with the ultimate future is also based on an 

examination of the way in which John uses particular words and groups of words 

to signal these two categories. 

(i) Expressing the Penultimate Future 

In the case of the penultimate future, John makes extensive use of a small number 

of key words in his treatment of the expected tribulation of the church and the 

associated need for faithfulness and endurance. Three examples of this are 

especially important. 

vtx&m (conquer, overcome) occurs 15 times in the text. Of these, seven 
(2: 7,11,17,26; 3: 5,12,21) are related to exhortations and promises to each of the 

seven churches. As an example, 2: 7 states that r(O vtxWvrt 8d)aco. ct, 6, Tq) (pocyciv. 

6c ro-U 4Uo'u cýa 0" Ecrriv & r6) irccpaftia(p rob OFob. In each of the 

seven letters, the one who overcomes, or conquers, in the testing which lies ahead, 

is offered a subsequent, and permanent, reward. In a further three references 

(12: 11; 15: 2; 21: 7) vuc6c(o is again used in the context of the saints' overcoming: in 

12: 11 they overcome the dragon through the blood of the lamb, in 15: 2 it relates to 

their overcoming the beast, 2 and 21: 7 is a final climactic reference embedded in the 

2 In 15: 2,, robq vucG)vrcc; kic coiý Gilpioo is a curious construction. The solution offered in Blass 
Debrunner Funk (§212) of understanding it as meaning cok vticCovra; v1pTicavra; iauTo-UG 
bc cob Oilplou seems plausible. 
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promises associated with the New Jerusalem - the one who overcomes in the 

penultimate future will inherit in the ultimate future. Two references relate to 

Christ himself in 5: 5, the Lion of Judah is said to have conquered (it can be argued 

that part of the reason vtica(o is used here is to stress the exemplary role of Christ 

for the church in its expected tribulation); in 17: 14, the Lamb conquers the ten 

kings, in one of the episodes marking the penultimate future. ' 

, zilpim occurs eleven times in the text (13; 2: 26; 3: 3,8,10(twice); 12: 17; 

14: 12; 16: 15; 22: 7,9), always in the context of the need for faithfulness and 

endurance in the time before the ultimate future. Three of these references occur 

in the introduction and epilogue, where the exhortation to keep the words of the 

prophecy of the book (by implication, during a coming time when such a stance 

will be threatened) is combined with a warning that the 'time is near". 4 In 2: 26, 

, rilpCo) is used together with vtic6tco in the context of the need to do the works of 

Christ to the end (a'pXt and in 3: 3 the church in Sardis is urged to keep 

(, c71pF-(o) that which they received and heard. In 3: 8 and 3: 10, the Philadelphians 

are commended for the way they have kept Christ's word to date, and this is linked 

with a promise that in return they will be 'kept' during the coming tribulation. In 

12: 17, the dragon makes war on the children of the woman, the ones who keep 

(, cilpko) the commandments of God, and in 14: 12, they are called to persevere. 

The final reference, 16: 15, is the only instance of rilpi(o being used to mean 

literally 'keep' (an object), rather than 'observe', but here also the idea is linked to 

behaviour in the present and penultimate future. Christ is coming soon: blessed is 

the one who keeps his garment so that his nakedness is not exposed. I have noted 

that in 2: 26, nipiw is used together with vix6co (see above). It is important also 

' The remaining three uses of vii&co relate neither to Christ nor to the saints. Bauernfeind 
(1967, pp. 944f) argues that while the other 12 references should be taken as relating to the 
prelude to a final, unlimited victory, these three relate to earthly, provisionalvictories. This may 
be so, but it does not get us very far. It is important to note the ironic content of two of the 
references (11: 7 and 13: 7), which relate to conquest by the beast: the point is that what appears to 
be conquest will eventually be shown to be defeat. The one remaining reference, in 6: 2, comes in 
the description of the rider who appears with the breaking of the first seal. 
4 13; 22: 7,9. Although the form is slightly different in each case, all three references linktilpico, 
koyoS and npocplymia closely. 
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that in two of these references, 3: 10 and 14: 12, nlpho is closely associated with a 

third term, bn%tovii. 

At the outset (1: 9), John uses -birolLovh to describe his own position, sharing 

in Jesus the tribulation, the kingdom and the bnogovil (NRSV: 'patient 

endurance'). It is used in 2: 2,3; 2: 19; and 3: 10 to commend the qualities of the 

churches at Ephesus and Thyatira. At 13: 10, in the midst of the persecution by the 

beast, comes the exhortation: '05i iartv il birogovh iccft 11 nicrctS r6)v C'Cyi(ov, 

and at 14: 12 there is a similar exhortation, this time in the context of 

encouragement through the proleptic vision of judgement over the beast's 

followers, and now associated with keeping (qpUo) the commandments of God. 

The repetition of this exhortation, first in the context of persecution and second in 

the context of subsequent deliverance from persecution is not just for emphasis: it 

carries with it the sense of temporal progression, as faithful endurance 

characterizes the saints through the present and the penultimate future. More 

generally, bnogoA always bears the connotation of temporal progression, whether 

one judges it to mean 'endurance' or 'expectation'. 5 

Thus, John's use of vudcco, -z7lpico, and i)no[tovh is one example of his 

consistent use of key expressions to indicate the penultimate future. Another 

example is apparent in his sophisticated use of number. 6 It has often been 

commented that part of John's purpose in using the number seven so frequently is 

to express a sense of perfection and completeness in the activity of God. It seems 

to be noticed less often that he uses the number 31/2, exactly half of seven, to 

express incompleteness or limitedness. 7 In this context, the connection which the 

s Hauck (1967, p. 588) takes 1: 9 and possibly 3: 10 to mean expectation, and the rest of the 
references to mean endurance. He cites Lohmeycr's comment, in relation to Revelation, that 
't uzogovh is an endurance which is grounded in waiting, a waiting which expresses itself in 
endurance'. Falkenroth and Brown (1976, pp. 775f) understand all the references as meaning 
endurance. 
's See Bauckharn (1993a), pp. 1-37, for a detailed discussion of John's use of number. 
7 Roloff (1993) is an exception, remarking that John uses halves of symbolic whole numbers 
(such as 31/2) to indicate a 'situation of crisis and transition' (p. 102). The symbolic number 3 Y2 is 
of course drawn from the apocalyptic tradition reflected in Daniel: see the discussion in section 
5.3.7. below. 
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use of the formula of 3V2years (= 42 months = 1260 days = 'time and times and 

half a time') draws across the visions of the two witnesses (11: 2,3) the dragon and 

the woman (12: 6,14), and the beast (13: 5) acquires new significance. Not only are 

the visions (as is often noted) covering the same period of time, but they are also 

describing events which are of an inherently limited duration, and therefore 

circumstances which will not ultimately prevail. 

(ii) Expressing the Ultimate Future 

it is worth noting the way in which John uses the term icaiv6q to relate solely to 

concepts associated with the ultimate future. It occurs three times in the seven 

letters (2: 17, the promise of a new name; 3: 12, again a new name, and the New 

Jerusalem), twice with reference to new songs in heaven (5: 9 and 14: 3), and then 

four times in 21: 1-5, with the descent of the New Jerusalem and the climactic 

statement from the one seated on the throne: '15ob icatv& notio n6vrcc. KaM; 

is being used to express the new, the unprecedented, the marvellous, and that 

which will have permanent validity! As Behm comments, 'icc(MG is the epitome 

of the wholly different and miraculous thing which is brought about by the time of 

salvation. Hence "new" is a leading teleological term in apocalyptic promise. '9 

(W) Activity Across Temporal Boundaries 

Of course, many temporal references in the text cannot be pinned down as relating 

only to the historical past or the present or the penultimate or ultimate future. 

There is inevitably much blurring of the edges, especially since, as I have argued, 

' Compare the use of icaiv6q elsewhere in the NT to convey such qualities: e. g. new creation in 
2 Cor. 5: 17, and the new commandment in John 13: 34. 

Behm (1965), p. 449. 
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one of the the seer's key aims is to illuminate the present situation by referring to. 

the future and the past. 
In particular, as will become clearer in the detailed examination of the text, 

there is an interplay between references to restricted periods of time, usually 

present, and unlimited time. This is shown especially in the frequent use of 
formulae involving cdd)v in the heavenly scenes, often in a doxological context. " I 

shall try to demonstrate, as the examination of the text proceeds, the role these 

formulae play in the expansion of the temporal horizons of the text. 

The analysis which follows therefore treats the text in a way which preserves a 
temporal sense by setting it in a framework which includes past, present, 

penultimate future, and ultimate future. However, this framework is sufficiently 
flexible to accommodate the temporal dimension of the text without forcing it into 

a chronological straightjacket. I shall attempt to show how the development of the 

temporal horizons of the text expands backwards from the present through the 

historical and primordial past, and forwards from the present into the penultimate 

and ultimate future. I shall also attempt to show that with this expansion comes a 

renewed and sharpened focus on the present, through the dynamic dissonance 

evident between the vision of the New Jerusalem and present earthly historical 

reality in which the reader has to live. 

5.3 ANALYSIS OF THE TEXT 

5.3.1 Patmos and Divine Epiphany (1: 1-20) 

In my analysis of the spatial dimensions of 1: 1-20,1 remarked that the action takes 

place in a clearly earthly setting, Patmos, but that the seer is already beginning to 
intertwine the everyday context of Asia Minor with a wider, encompassing, spatial 
reality. A similar process is at work in the temporal dimension. On the one hand, 

10 See 1: 6; 4: 9,10; 5: 13; 7: 12; 10: 6; 11: 15; 15: 3?, 7; 22: 5. 
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there are clear indications that the text is anchored in the present. John is 

addressing seven churches which are situated in contemporary Asia Nfinor (1: 4), 

and with whom he shares common experiences of suffering in relation to faith in 

Christ (1: 9). The time of his visionary experience is located as iv ct icvptaict 

e , ngipq, on the Lord's Day (1: 10). 

Yet' at the same time, the seer is beginning to expand the temporal horizon 

beyond the present. In the very first verse, attention is directed to the imminent 

future: John has been shown & bEt yevia0cu iv r&Xp-t. The precise scope of this 

reference is much debated. It certainly indicates divine foreknowledge of, and 

sovereignty over history. " But can anything further be said? What exactly does 

John expect to come quickly? This has caused considerable difficulty to 

conunentators, especially to those whose instinct is to take such references at face 

value, but who find problems in accommodating John's imminent expectation with 

the fact that, 1900 years later, the parousia has not happened. Caird's distinctive 

response that John is referring not to the parousia at all, but to persecution, is one 

solution, but not a particularly plausible one, since it evades the natural sense of the 

reference in 1: 1. which must surely refer to the text in general. 12 More convincing 
is the kind of solution put forward by Ladd, who argues that the note of imminence 

sounded in 1: 1 stands in the prophetic tradition which always tended to see the 

future as imminent, and which had little regard for chronology. 13 The point of the 

imminence of the expectation thus becomes, as much as anything, a spur to the 

reader to live in an attitude of expectation and watchfulness. The repetition of a 

11 Hence Mounce (1977), p. 64: 'The express purpose of God in giving the revelation is to show 
his servants the things which must shortly come to pass. History is not a haphazard sequence of 
unrelated events but a divinely decreed ordering of that which must come to pass. It is a logical 
necessity arising from the nature of God and the revelation of his purpose in creation and 
redemption. ' See also Roloff (1993), p. 19. 
12 Caird (1984), p. 12. His conclusion fits with his overall interpretation of the text as not looking 
to the End as such, but rather using eschatological language to speak of things (persecution, 
conversion etc) which John consciously knows not to be End-time events. See also Caird (1980), 
ch. 14. However, this seems to me to beg various hermeneutical questions. The challenge of 
interpreting Revelation for today comes from acknowledging thaý on a natural reading of the 
text, John did indeed expect the End to come quickly. 
13 Ladd (1972), p. 22. Also Mounce (1977), p. 64. 
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86 yevE'aOcct ýv m(xEt in the epilogue (22: 6) underlines the importance of 

imn-dnent expectation on the part of the readers in their present context. 

Also relevant here is my earlier discussion of Rayner's findings about the 

tendency of small, tightly-knit groups to collapse the future into the present, and of 

Malina's argument that New Testament writers saw the future as growing 

organically out of the present. 14 This is helpffil in interpreting 6 y('Xp icatp6S 

iyyijS (1: 3), which Beasley-Murray describes as a 'foreshortening - one might 

call it telescopic - view of history'. 15 Note that the time is not merely imn-dnent: 

most commentators interpret icatp6S here as referring to the events of the whole 

book, rather than simply their onset. Thus 1: 3 represents a conviction that the 

ultimate deliverance described in 21: lff is close at hand. In order to attain that 

deliverance, it is necessary to remain faithful through the penultimate tests ahead: 

in 1: 3 John uses cilpi(o to convey this. 16 The effect of 1: 1-3 is both to begin to 

expand temporal horizons into the future, and to begin to distinguish between the 

ultimate and the penultimate future. 

1: 4 contains the first appearance of the formula describing God as 6 ("Ov ic(A 6 

4 i1v icocl 6 ipx6gFvoq. This formula also occurs in 1: 8, and in slightly different 
17 forms in 4: 8,11: 17, and 16: 5. The use of 6 ipX6gF_voG has been seen by several 

commentators as emphasizing God's relationship to the world. Beasley-Murray 

writes that 'God not only transcends the ages, and awaits us from the future. It is 

of his nature that he "comee' from the future and works his gracious and powerful 

will. '18 The immediate context of a greeting to the seven churches is interesting: 

14 See section 3.2.3 above. 
13 Beasky-Murray (1978), p. 52. 
16 See section 5.2.2 above. Roloff comments in relation to John's use of rnpico here that: 'It is 
John's conviction that the hearers can withstand the afflictions of the end time that are coming to 
them only if they adhere, in thought and behavior, to the firm basis of the message that is 
declared to them: (1993, p. 21). 

At 4: 8, the same components are present, in a different order: 6 Av icai 6 &v icccl 6 
Epx6liEvoq. In 11: 17 and 16: 5 it is shortened to 6 O"Ov ical 6 Av. It may be that ipx6gEVO; is 
dropped in these later references to make the point that divine initiative is now no longer awaited, 
but is under way. 
18 Beasley-Murray (1978), p. 54. Giblin suggests that John uses this formula in a polemical 
fashion, to emphasize the interventionist nature of God, over against the inscription ky6 Etgt 

Continued 
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John is juxtaposing a primarily present temporal reference (the seven churches 

which are in Asia) with a reference to everlasting reality (the one who was and is 

and is to come). '9 There is a clear focus on the present in the light of the 

everlasting. This juxtaposition of the present moment and the continuity of God is 

an important instance of the time threshold described by Wheelwright as calling 

forth the use of tensive language. 20 

The succession of statements in 1: 5f about the work of Christ also serves to 

expand the temporal horizons of the reader. The designation o np(oc6, roicoS cG)v 

vcicpCov (1: 5) has caused much debate. While some see npcor6, roicoq as referring 

primarily to Christ's sovereignty, 21 others, I think rightly, want to preserve the 

temporal element in the meaning of the word, so that it carries the dynamic 

implication that resurrection from the dead is a process over time, with Christ as 

the pioneer, whom the faithful will follow in due course. 22 Thus the text introduces 

interplay between the present and the future, with the sense that a dynamic process 

of redemption is at work, still awaiting its resolution. In addition, this process is 

anchored in the historical past of the Christ event, a point underlined by the 

description of Christ as Up &yan6wci hg&q ic(A Xibaccvrt ilgaS cic ccov 

agap, ri v r4) allictit cci), rol The statements about Christ are (Ov hg(Ov Et -) (1: 5). 23 

nav T6 yEyov6q Kctl ("OV 1cCEt ici6ýicvov, in the inscription on the statue of Isis at Sais (Giblin 
1991, p. 41). 

19 1 referred briefly in chapter 3 (n. 26) to the debate about whether New Testament writers 
believed in the concept of eternity or of everlasting time. I do not think that the evidence ftom 
within Revelation itself allows a firm judgement to be made one way or the other, and I do not 
believe that such a judgement need be made for the purposes of my arguments. I have tended to 
describe the picture offered in e. g. 1: 4,8 as 'everlasting, which does not pre-judge the issue. 
Mounce's comment in relation to this verse that 'since the finite cannot conceive of the eternal in 
other than temporal terms, John paraphrases the divine name in such a way as to remind his 
readers that God is eternally existent, without beginning or end' seems to me to ignore this issue, 
or at least to import the concept of eternity into the text from elsewhere. See Mounce (1977) 
P-68, and cf also Ladd (1972) p. 24. 
20 See section 3.3.2 (iii) above. 
21 Charles (1920), Ladd (1972), Mounce (1977). 
22 Beasley-Murray (1978), Caird (1984). Also Bartels (1975), pp. 668f. 
23 Swete (1906, p. 7) comments on the present tense of &yct7c6cCO here as implying a distinction 
between the past act of redemption and the continuing love of Christ. 
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then rounded off by a doxology which stretches the temporal horizon to the utmost 

past and the ultimate future, using the formula F-IS cobS oclGwocS [, rG)v (xj6)v(0V] 
(1: 6). Once again in 1: 7 attention is focused on the future, with the use of the 

traditional apocalyptic material, 15ob F'-'pXF-, ccct jivccc rrov vEyeXrov. This I take 

primarily to be a proleptic reference to the parousia, although the present tense of 

EpXvrat also suggests to some commentators a reference to the present lordship of 
Christ as experienced in the church, thus again linking present and future together, 

and seeing the present in the light of future consummation. 24 

Of particular importance in this opening section is 1: 8: 'Ey6 F-Igt r6 "A), yoc 

'U (0 ical c6 `nq Myct icptoS 6 OF_6qq 6 "v icccl 6 hiv ical 6 Fi-PX60[levos' 6 

, nccv, coicp&, rcop. This is one of only two instances in the book where God himself 

speaks. The other is 21: 5-8, of which I shall have more to say in due course. For 

now, it is worthy of note that both statements have a strongly temporal content 
(see particularly 21: 5. '18ou' iccuv6c notco navzce, and 21: 6. iyco [Eilltl 'r6 "A%ga 

ical r6 *nq h 6cpXh icalt r6 mlkoS. ) The way God defines himself in relation to the 

world is by using temporal categories: this is of great importance for understanding 
the overall temporal framework within which the seer understands earthly reality. 
The time-frame within which God operates is infinitely greater than the present 

moment, yet he is also intimately involved in human time. Beasley-Murray makes 
the point that the phrase A to fl would probably have carried the connotation not 
just of the beginning and the end but also all points in between, so that God is. 

sovereign at all times, even when other forces apparently have the upper hand. 25 

This relationship between the everlasting time of God and human history is 

reinforced in 1: 17f, where Christ declares that: iyd) cigt 0 npUzoS ical 6 

F. aXcc, roq iccft 6 ýCov, ical iycv61qv vF-icp6S ical i8ob ýG)v F. I[tt PHS rob'S (A(Ovaq 
, rCov at6va)v mxlt E" X(o rckq icWtq rob oav&, rou mxl rob &'Sou- Affirmations of a 
very high Christology are combined with allusions to the death and resurrection of 
Jesus: the infinite temporal perspective of God (6 npG), coS iccft 6 EaXacoS 

... Ets 

24 See in particular Caird (1984), pp. 18f, Roloff (1993), p. 27. 
25 Beasley-Murray (1978), p. 59. 
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, robS (xiCovaq r6)v a'tCOvcov) with events in the historical perspective of human 

history (ýyFv6g7jv veicp6G iccft t5ob ýCov Eligt). 

Finally in this opening section, it is necessary to turn to a verse which has 

provoked a great deal of debate, 1: 19: yp6tWov ot )v ( "x d8cq ical cc F-Ialtv icccl a 

gE%%Et yevUrOcct ger& cccý), ra; literally, 'write then those things which you see 

and those things which are and those things which are about to come after these'. 

Previous generations of commentators sought in this verse some indication that the 

text as a whole could be divided into different parts, corresponding to the different 

components of the verse. Hence, for example, Swete sees c"t F-'iBcq as referring to 

the vision of Christ in 1: 12-20, CC etalv to 2: 1 - 3: 22, as the present situation of the 

church, and cc IiMEt... as referring mainly to the rest of the text. 26 However, a 

critical consensus now seems to have emerged to the effect that the verse should 
be taken as referring to the text as a whole, mainly because it is simplistic to regard 

parts of the text as referring only to the past, or the present, or the future. 27 The 

seer's treatment of time is more complex than that: there is a constant interplay 

between different temporal categories through the whole text. 

To sum up this first section: the seer anchors his experience and his message 
firmly in the present. Yet already, the reader is aware of a wider temporal context, 

embracing the primordial and historical past, and the penultimate and ultimate 
future. The scene has been set upon which the action of the book is to take place. 

26 Swete (1906), p. 20. Charles (1920)'adopts a similar line, as - with some modifications 
does Ladd (1972). 
27 See Mounce (1977), pp. glf-, Beasley-Murray (1978), p. 68; Sweet (1979), p. 73; Caird (1984), 
26; Roloff (1991), p. 38. 
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5.3.2 The Letters to the Seven Churches: Present Realities in Heavenly 

Perspective (2: 1 - 3: 22) 

In chapter 4,1 argued that although the setting of the seven letters is primarily 

earthly, the spatial horizon of the narrative is stretched to encompass a wider 

reality: the letters demonstrate the solidarity of the one like a Son of Man (who 

transcends spatial boundaries) with the communities of his followers, whatever 

their situation. My contention here is that a similar process occurs in respect of the 

temporal dimension of the text. Each letter is firn-Ay rooted in the present situation 

of the church:. at the same time, each letter places the church's experience in the 

perspective of ultimate temporal horizons. As Bauckham comments in relation to 

the letters: 'The Spirit's prophetic ministry is both to expose the truth in this world 

of deceit and ambiguity, and to point to the eschatological age when the truth of all 

things will come to light. To five faithfully and courageously according to the truth 

of God now requires a vision of that eschatological future. 28 

In my previous chapter, I noted the similarities in the structure of the seven 
letters: each includes an instruction to write to the angel of the relevant church, a 

prophetic utterance of the risen Christ prefaced by the formula r&ft XýYcl; an 

eschatological promise, sometimes linked with a warning; and an exhortation to 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches. I also noted that this structure followed 

an important spatial pattern, not to my knowledge observed by commentators. 
The same is true in the temporal dimension. In each of the letters, there is a 
fivefold temporal structure. 

First, at the beginning of each letter there is a self-reference to the risen Christ. 

One function of these references is to set what follows in the widest possible 
temporal context. Christ has just stated that: iy6 Ellit 6 np&, ror' ical 6 E'GXC(T0q 

IC(Xt (0 E0 16 ýG)v, ic(A iyF-v6gi1v veicp6S ic(A i5ob ýG)v Elgi F-iq robS ccicovccq r(ov 

aId)vcov(l: l7b-l8). Therefore, by implication, the references to Christ at the head 

of each of the letters suggest the widest temporal perspective: they relate to one 

28 Bauckham (I 993b), p. 125. 
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whose existence is everlasting. This is explicitly underlined in the letter to Smyrna: 

T('XBF- Xýyet 6 lrpffroq ic(A 0 E', 'aXccToq, o"S iycveco veicp6q icccl ci'ýijaev (2: 8). It 

is I think also strongly suggested in the letters to Philadelphia and Laodicea 
. 
29 The 

idea is less immediately present in the designations used of Christ in the other four 

letters, but in each case the description of Christ refers explicitly back to the vision 

of 1: 12-18, and therefore to the one who is 6 npCocoS ical 6 E'aXwroS? O 

Moreover, all four descriptions use a construction of definite article and present 

participle (eg 6 icpwrWv... O' irepinwr(Ov in 2: 1) which suggests a continuous state. 

The second temporal component in each letter is a reference to the current 

situation of the church. This takes the form of encouragement or criticism in 

relation to the present conduct of each community, always introduced by 0*18cc, I 

know. In the cases of Ephesus (the testing of false apostles), Pergamum (the 

martyrdom of Antipas), and Philadelphia (the keeping of Christ's word), this 

reference explicitly takes in the conduct of the community in the recent past as well 

as the present. The emphasis is however firmly on the present context. I argued in 

section 4.3.3. that the seven letters begin to develop a sense of spatial tension 

between the reality of God and Christ, to which 1: 1-20 points, and the earthly 

situation of the church in its difficulty and complexity. This spatial tension is both 

heightened and paradoxically gradually resolved through the remainder of the book 

until it is finally removed with the descent of the New Jerusalem and the abolition 

of the distinction between heaven and earth. The seven letters play a similar role in 

29 In the letter to Philadelphia, Christ is described as 6 &votyo)y ical oi)8e1q ickd= icotl ickEtcoy 
icccl oýSd; &voiyet. This carries the implication that the actions of Christ have an everlasting 
validity. This verse and the one following have occasioned debate among commentators. Caird 
and Ladd represent the school of thought which takes the reference to an open door to mean 
opportunity for mission, as in 1 Cor. 16: 9. Given the context of the letter to Philadelphia, which 
stresses the preservation of the saints, looking forward to the ultimate future in the New 
Jerusalem, the alternative view of Beasley-Murray, Roloff, Mounce and others, to the effect that 
the door represents access to the kingdom of God, seems preferable. In the letter to Laodicea, 
Christ is described as h &pXh %Aq icricrEmq -zA oEou^: most commentators take this to refer to the 
idea of Christ as the origin and source of creation (cf Swete, 1906, pp. 58f, Charles, 1920, vol. 1, 
pp. 94; Ladd, 1972, p. 65, Mounce, 1977, p. 124). 

30 2: 2 (Ephesus) refers back explicitly to 1: 13 and 1: 16.2: 12 (Pcrgamum) refers to 1: 16.2: 18 
(Thyatira) refers to 1: 14f, and 3: 1 (Sardis) to 1: 4 and 1: 16. 
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respect of the temporal dimension of the text. As I noted in the previous 

paragraph, each letter begins with a reference to the figure of Christ, which is set in 

the present, while also locating what follows in an ultimate temporal context 

(Christ is 6 7rpG)ioq iccdt 0 EaXmroq). In each case, this is then juxtaposed with a 

reference to the present situation of the church. Although the sovereignty of Christ 

is a present reality which stretches back and forward to ultimate temporal horizons, 

there is a sense in which it is not yet fully manifest in the present experience of the 

church. In the church's present, there are still persecutors, false prophets, and the 

internal enemies of lukewarmness and lack of love. Yet the text constantly urges 

that this state of affairs is not permanent. 

The third temporal element in each letter is a reference to the penultimate 

future. This can include references to the need to withstand coming tribulation 
(e. g. 2: 10; 3: 10) as well as warnings about impending divine judgment (2: 5,16; 

3: 3,16). In section 5.2.2. (i) above I mentioned the important role played by the 

terms vix6co, ionogovil, and nlpEco in John's portrayal of the penultimate future: 

all three feature in the seven letters. In each letter, an eschatological promise is 

made to 6 vud0v (2: 7,11,17,26; 3: 5,12,21). It is those who overcome in the 
forthcoming, and penultimate, test who will inherit in the ultimate future. This is 

made particularly clear in the letter to Thyatira, where 6 vtxQ-3v is described as 6 

, n1p6v (XpXt rE'. Xouq r6c Epya gov (2: 26) .31 TilpLo occurs also in 3: 10, in the 

context of Christ's preserving the faithful through the tests to come.. 'Ylcogovh is. 

mentioned in 2: 2,19 and 3: 10: while in each case the immediate reference is to 
Christ's commendation of the church's demonstration of patient endurance in the 

past leading into the present, the nature of the quality of ibnogovh, and the context 

of con-dng tribulation, also suggest the relevance of ibnogovh to the penultimate 
future. The one who overcomes will be the one who endures. 

Fourth, in each letter, following the references to the everlasting Christ, the 

present situation of the church, and the penultimate future, there come references 
to the ultimate future. In the last four letters (Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, 

31 Here I follow Mounce (1977) in taking the =1 which follows 6 vucG)v epexegetically 
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Laodicea) this reference precedes a final exhortation to listen to what the Spirit 

says to the churches, while in the first three letters, this order is reversed. Either 

way, the reference to eschatological blessing for the one who overcomes serves to 

place each letter in the widest temporal framework. The dissonance between these 

promises and the present situation of the church produces a sense of eschatological 

tension which will be resolved only with the descent of the New Jerusalem. I 

noted in my previous chapter the strong connections between the promises in the 

letters and the New Jerusalem. The promises are not conceived only in the spatial 

dimension, but also temporally. They are explicitly eschatological. 
Finally, the repetition in all the letters of the exhortation o 'E. 'X(ov ovs 

6ocouca, r(o 6 c6 nve%ta Xýyct ra-tq ýxicXijaiatS brings the focus explicitly back 

to the present. One of my main contentions about the text is that while its 

temporal horizons extend - to the ultimate future (and the primordial past), it 

remains focused on the present, so that, for example, the New Jerusalem represents 

a starting point as much as a telos. In a sense, each of the letters reproduces this 

pattern in microcosm. The references to the penultimate and ultimate future in 

each letter are there to enable the community to see the present in wider 

perspective. 

5.3.3 The Revelation of the Heavenly Perspective (4: 1-11) 

The vision of the heavenly court in 4: 1 ff is one of the pivotal points of the whole 
text. Seen in the context of the letters to the seven churchesP it provides a stark 
contrast between the way things are in heaven, under the manifest sovereignty of 
the creator, and the way things appear to be in the earthly present, represented by 

the situations of the seven churches. This juxtaposition produces tension at a 
spatial level (the apparent limitation of God's sovereignty in the earthly sphere) and 
also at a temporal level (is this discrepancy permanent? ). The tension is in fact 

reinforced by the recurrence in 4: 1-11 of features from the promises in seven 
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letters, suggesting that resolution of the dissonance may be possible, although it is 

not manifest on earth. 
The vision of heaven is introduced by a voice saying to John "Av('Xp(x (08c, x(A 

864a) crot & Beit yevic; Occt licrC'C uxbra (4: 1). This formulation has caused 
disagreement among commentators about the temporal setting of the vision. 
Some, taking the introduction rigidly to refer to what follows, assume therefore 

that the vision of heaven in 4: 1 -11 must be located at a point in the future. 32 This 

approach seems to me, however, misguided. As I argued earlier, it is simply not 

possible to assign large sections of the text solely to the past, present or future: its 

treatment of time is more complex than that. Following a second group of 

commentators '33 1 take the vision in 4: 1-11 to possess a timeless quality which 

suggests that the scene of worship is continuous in heaven. Elements of the 

description clearly imply that it is a glimpse of a continuous picture of heavenly 

worship. John says that the living creatures 6cv&nccx)atv obic E"Xoi)atv ijgcpcCG 

ical vvivr6G in their worship (4: 8). 34 They praise God as 6 T'Iv icalt 6 c5v mA 6 

ipX6gcvoG in 4: 8, and in 4: 10, the elders worship the one who lives EIS TOUS 
rX CO ca ovc(S rCov cd ' mv. Yet this continuous (and present) reality is yet to be 

manifested explicitly on earth. 
God is everlasting and his sovereignty is permanent. Yet this appears to be 

contradicted by the state of affifts, in the earthly present. The seven letters have 

promised to the faithful a share in God's kingdom made manifest, but in the 

present situation of the churches the hand of God may appear hidden. How is this 
tension-to be resolved? The appearance of the Lamb in 5: 6ff begins to point to a 
solution. As I discussed in section 4.3.5, it is misleading to drive a wedge in the 

narrative between 4: 1-11 and 5: 1-14: there are important features common to 
both. Perhaps the most helpful way of conceiving the relationship between them is 

32 See Swete (1906), pp. 65f-, Charles (1920), p. 109; Mounce (1977), p. 133. 
33 E. g. Beasley-Murray (1978), p. 111; Roloff (1993), p. 69. 
34 Note the ironic contrast with the punishment of the worshippers of the beast: -icccl 0, ýK 
Ixowtv av6nauctv ipipa; icccl wivOG-(14: 11). 
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that with the appearance of the Lamb, a new element is introduced into the existing 

scene as described in 4: 1-11. However, this does not imply chronological 

progression from one to the other. Rather, as Hurtado suggests, the progression is 

a logical one, between complementary scenes in the same vision. 35 

5.3.4 The Lamb: the Possibility of Divine Intervention in Human History 

(5: 1-14) 

The appearance of the Lamb begins to answer the problem posed at the end of the 

previous section. He is deemed to be worthy to open the scroll in 5: 5, from which 

flow the events associated with the opening of the seven seals, trumpets and bowls 

and the visions of the church's struggle in 11: 1 - 13 : S. 36 Spatially, this is 

significant, as I noted in my previous chapter, because at this point the spatial 

coverage of the narrative begins to reach downwards from heaven to embrace 

earth. In the same way, the appearance of the Lamb begins the process of the 

resolution of the temporal (now/not yet) dissonance, caused by the juxtaposition 

of, on the one hand, the description of the earthly present and, on the other hand, 

the future promises to the faithful in 2: 1 - 3: 22 and the vision of heaven in 4: 1 -11. 

For while 4: 1-11 is essentially a timeless vision of heaven, the appearance of the 

Lamb in 5: 6ff ýrings with it references to events in the historical past, which 

represent divine intervention in human history. Thus the Lamb is described as d)G 

co(paylIvov (5: 6), and rO' &pviov rO' iayayýmvov (5: 12), a. clear reference to the 

death and resurrection of Christ. And it is through his death that Christ has 

37 overcome (iviicijaev, 5: 5). This resonates with the promises in the seven letters 

33Hurtado (1985), p. 117. See the discussion in section 4.3.5. above in relation to the different 
views of this question put forward by Hurtado and Rowland (1982). 

36 See the discussion in section 4.3.5. (n. 43) above. 
37 The death of the Lamb is elsewhere seen in a perspective which goes beyond simply the 
historical past. See especially the much-debated reference in 13: 8: iccxl npoC1KUACoVCtv cd: n6v 
n6mcES ol icacouc4v-zE; int cAS yAq, ot o-b ygyp(mmat c6 6voga (xiko, 3 kv rG) PtPMCq -rfiq 
; ct)Aq rob apvtou ro43 kc(paWtvou &-x6 icac4oXfiq ic6cgou. The debate revolves around 
whether the verse should be read with 17: 8, and interpreted as meaning that it is the writing of 

Continued 
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to 0 vtic8v. Christ has overcome as a pioneer: the faithful are called to follow him, 

to death if need be. In 5: 9f, the four living creatures and the 24 elders sing a new 

song, praising Christ as worthy to break the seals of the scroll, because of his 

redemptive death. 

The death of Christ is therefore seen not only as an event in earthly history, 

but also an event in the wider cosmic drama. As the one able to open the seals of 

the scroll, the Lamb triggers the whole process of judgement and salvation which 

now forms the substance of 6: 1 - 20: 15, in preparation for the consummation in 

21: 1 - 22: 5. The hymns of 5: 9f, 12,13 illustrate this point, with their references 

both to the historic death of Christ and - proleptically - to ultimate 

eschatological triumph . 
38 As I shall argue in 6.4.3, there are striking parallels here 

with the role of prolepsis in the theologies of both Pannenberg and Moltmann. 

the names in the book of life which is from the foundation of the world (thus Swete, 1906, p. 164; 
Ladd, 1972, p. 18 1), or whether the word-order in 13: 8 should be followed closely, so that it is the 
slaughtering of the Lamb which is from the foundation of the world (thus Charles, 1920, vol. 1. 
p. 354; Beasley-Murray, 1974, pp. 213f; Caird, 1984, p. 168; Giblin, 1991, pp. 133f). The second 
solution is preferable on grammatical grounds. It need not however lead to the kind of 
interpretation suggested by Thompson, to the effect that the crucifixion should not be seen as a 
specific event, but rather as a recurring element in the deep structure of the text (1990, p. 85). It 
may simply suggest a sense of fore-ordination in the death of the Lamb (Charles, 1920, vol. 1. 
p. 354; Sweet, 1979, pp. 21 If; Giblin, 199 1, pp. 133f). 
38Seej6MS(I97I, p. I68). In the context of discussion of cschatological tension in the text, the 
variant readings of PaatXeqa]ox)atv (5: 10) are of interest. Nestld Aland 26 and UBS 4th edition 
both decide in favour of the future tense, and the manuscript evidence suggests that this 
judgement is probably right. However, many commentators have preferred the harder reading of 
the present tense. Swete (1906, p. 80), and Sweet (1979, pp. 130ff) prefer fý=40ovetv as the 
harder reading, describing the reign of the saints begun in the present, in the life of the Spirit, 
although yet to be fully manifested. Charles (1920, vol. I. p. 148) also opts for Oacrt4i)ovatv, 
albeit as a proleptic reference to the millennial Idngdom, as does Harrington (1993, pp. 85f). In 
contrast, Beasley-Murray (1978, p. 128) agrees with Nestld Aland, preferring the future tense. 
Whatever the correct textual conclusion, it seems to me that the concept is difficult to pin down 
temporally with precision. Given the context of redemption through Christ's death and 
resurrection, and the reference earlier in 5: 10 to the creation (EnotTlact;, aorist, implying that it is 
already achieved) of a Idngdom and priests, it is difficult to assign the concept purely to the 
fature. This is certainly the view of Caird (1984, pp. 76f), who argues that whatever reading is 
adopted, the sense is of a present reality, extending into the future. 
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5.3.5 The Outworking of Divine Initiative in Earthly History (1) (6: 1 - 9: 21) 

The appearance of the Lamb in 5: 6ff begins to build bridges between the spatial 

planes of heaven and earth and also to indicate a possible resolution of the now/not 

yet temporal tension in the text. The central sections of the book, 6: 1 - 20: 15, now 

recount the process of judgement, persecution and vindication through which the 

ground is laid for the eschatological resolution in 21: 1 - 22: 5. The way in which 

the whole of this section deals with temporal categories is of great importance. 

John interweaves references to the penultimate future with references to the 

ultimate future and references to ultimate (past and future) temporal horizons. 

John is describing a process of judgement, persecution and vindication. Yet this is 

not to be taken as a chronological account; rather, it is the inter-relationship of 

different temporal categories which underlies the temporal development of the 

material in 6: 1 - 20: 15. 

In my previous chapter, I argued that the section 6: 1 - 9: 21 juxtaposes 

material in two spatial categories: first, material describing action which takes 

place on the earthly plane as a result of divine initiative (the first four and the sixth 

seals in 6: 1-8,6: 12-17, and the first six trumpets, in 8: 6 - 9: 21); and second, 

material which spreads its spatial coverage across both heaven and earth (the fifth 

seal in 6: 9-11P the visions of the 144,000 and the great multitude in 7: 1-17, the 

opening of the seventh seal in 8: 1-5). The juxtaposition of these two spatial 

categories is designed to herald forthcoming divine judgment on the earth while 

providing assurance to the faithful. The faithful suffer on earth, but divine 

protection, applicable in both heaven and earth, catches them up into the ultimate 

positive purposes of God, to be consummated at the descent from heaven to earth 

of the New Jerusalem. By contrast, the enemies of God will be subject to divine 

judgement which originates in heaven with earthly effect. Similarly, at a temporal 
level, the text oscillates between different temporal categories in order to reinforce 
its message. A key feature is the juxtaposition of references to the penultimate 
future and references to the ultimate future. Warnings of forthcoming judgement 
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are intertwined with assurances that the faithful will be preserved through it, and 

ultimately vindicated. 
The section begins with the opening of the first six seals (6: 1-17). 1 take the 

first four seals to refer primarily to the present. In so doing, I am accepting the 

consensus among many commentators, who have followed Swete in seeing in the 

first four seals 'the condition of the Empire as it revealed itself to the mind of the 

seer %39 The tribulations of the present - war, economic distress, death - are 

placed in the context of ultimate divine control. While the fifth seal (the martyrs 

under the altar) also seems to be set in the present, the material contains within it a 

clear forward dynamic. The martyrs demand vengeance, and are told to rest for a 

limited period: the passage therefore anticipates further divine action. The sixth 

seal, with its description of cosmic judgement, drawing on traditional prophetic and 

apocalyptic motifs relating to the day of the Lord, is best understood as a reference 

to the penultimate future. 40 The overall effect of the first six seals is to expand the 

temporal horizon of the reader forwards into the penultimate future (and in 6: 9-11, 

with its sense of vindication, implicitly into the ultimate future). This is achieved 

not through the tracing of a chronological account, but through the juxtaposition 

of references to the present and the penultimate future. 

With the account of the two groups of the faithful in ch. 7, the focus Wfts 

away from divine -judgement to the related, and intertwined, theme of the 

preservation of the faithful. In terms of temporal categories, the action at first 

continues to deal with the penultimate future with the account of the sealing of the 
144,000 in 7: 1-8, but then presses on to the ultimate future with the vision of the 

numberless multitude in 7: 9-17. The question of the identity of the two groups in 

ch. 7 and their relationship to one another has caused much discussion among 
commentators. On balance, the most convincing explanation is that both groups 
represent the entire church, first before the final tribulation, and then seen in the 

39 Swete (1906), p. 87. See also Ladd (1972) pp. 98ff-, Caird (1984), pp. 78ff; Sweet (1979), 
pp. 136ff-, and Roloff (1993), p. 87. Ladd's comment that the first four seals are 'preliminary 
troubles marked by evils in human society and in nature' is representative. 
40 Compare for example Isa. 2: 10,19,2 1; 13: 10; 34: 4. 
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perspective of the ultimate future .4' The key point is that the assurance to the 

faithful that they will be preserved through judgement and persecution is traced 

through the penultimate to the ultimate future. The subsequent accounts of 

tribulation, persecution and judgement in 8: 1 - 20: 15 are therefore placed in 

perspective. The faithful have been promised in 2: 1 - 3: 22 that they will have a 

place in God's ultimate future, and 7: 9ff offers a vision of this, in confirmation that 

they will ultimately be vindicated. The close textual links between 7: 15-17, the 

description of the condition of the great multitude, and the accounts of the New 

Jerusalem in 21: 1 - 22: 5 are therefore highly SignifiCant. 42 

The section recounting the sounding of the first six trumpets (8: 6 - 9: 21) raises 

the question of the temporal relationship between the sequences of sevenfold 

actions in the text (seals, trumpets and bowls). These-three sequences are not to 

be considered as a chronological progression. Rather, in some sense, they 

represent parallel - though progressively intensifying - accounts of the end-time 

41 There are broadly three main positions on the identity and relationship of the two groups. 
First, some have argued that the two groups are distinct, with the 144,000 representing the final 
generation of Christians, on the eve of the final tribulation, and the great multitude of vv. 9ff 
representing the entire church across all generations. Commentators holding this view include 
Swete (1906, p. 97), and Mounce (1977, pp-164ff). A second interpretation is that the two groups 
both represent the entire church, from two viewpoints, before and after the final tribulation (or, in 
our terms, in the penultimate and ultimate future). This interpretation is held by, among others, 
Charles (1920, vol. I. p. 188ff), Ladd (1972, pp. 1160, Beasley-Murray (1978, pp. 139f[) and Roloff 
(1993, pp. 97f). Third, some commentators, including Caird (1984, pp. 94ff) and Bauckham 
(1993b), have argued that while the two groups are certainly identical, they should be taken as 
representing the martyrs only, and not the entire church. The first solution is the weakest of the 
three, since a distinction between a final generation of Christians and the church across the ages 
is surely alien to John's scheme. As Beasley-Murray (1978, p. 140) rightly comments, 'So far as 
John is concerned the Church of his day is the Church of the last day. ' Both the other solutions 
are plausible, but on balance it seems to me that Beasley-Murray is again right to argue (pp. 145ff) 
that there is no clear evidence in the passage to suggest that only martyrs are in view. 
42 Note the fbHowing pamllels between 7: 15-17 and 21: 1 - 22: 5: 

Icalt kacp6ouctv aino hVipaq ical v-oxr6; (7: 15); ical ot SoUot ainolb Xacpe6aouctv 
aino (22: 3). (These are the only two oc=ences of Xcapelbo) in the text). 

6 icccOhgFvoq int r4 OpOvou ciMv6aet in" ccino6q (7: 15); i8ob h axIIA 'ro'D E)EO, 3 gET& 
&vOp7c6mo)v. ical ciMvibeet ILEc' ainCov (21: 3) 

Olu 7EEMCGODOW 9Tt ObU 81AVACOUCIV-1cal 6811YACEI abcob; W ýCOA; lmybL; WVTCOV 
(7: 16,17); iyco ci$ 8tvj6lvtt 86)aco ix cAq "yýq colB t8cccoq cAG ; coAq 8COPE6cv (21: 6) 

itakdyct 6 Oe6q ndv B&icpuov ix cfov 6p0akg8v ab-%8v (7: 17); itaket, 4et 7cav 
B&icpwv bc ti%v 6(pOa). g&v abtft (21: 4) 
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events. Several commentators, have detected a pattern in which the trumpet visions 

are to be seen as somehow comprehended within the seal visions, and the bowl 

visions within the the trumpet visions. 43 The apocalyptic imagery of the trumpets 

sequence suggests that the seer is envisaging the penultimate future, characterized 
by divine judgement. This judgement should not however be seen in a completely 
deterministic context. 9: 20-1 appears to envisage an opportunity for repentance, 

albeit one which is not taken. 44 

5.3.6 The Scroll brought down from Heaven (10: 1-11) 

I remarked in section 4.3.7. on the importance of this passage in terms of the 

development of the spatial dimension of the text. The descent of the C'Me oS 
icrXup6q from heaven to earth marks an important new phase in the resolution of 

the spatial tension between the manifest sovereignty of God, represented by the 

vision of heaven in 4: 1-11, and its apparent limitation in the immediate earthly 

situations of the seven churches . 
45 The passage (especially w. 5-7) is also of great 

importance in the temporal structure of the book, for two reasons. 

First, the angel proclaims on earth the rule of God in ultimate temporal terms: 

Kal 6 c"cyyF-Xoq, oy ETSoy icrona tnt rfý Oa%&croTg ical Jul ct yt, 
-Vý TUXV Thv XCIPOC ainol) 'TI'JV 8eýt&v Ei; r6v oi)ýv6v 

icccl cogooEv iv rG, ) ; G)vrt F-1; cobS (xi(j)va; cc-6v a't6vcov, 

" See, for example, Larnbrecht (1980). 
"The ob gF-, cF-v61jcav of 9.20 and 21 is later repeated in respect of the fourth and fifth bowls of 
judgment (16: 9,11). See the earlier discussion about the genre of Revelation in section 3.4.2., 
and the support which elements of conditionality in the text may be held to give the view that the 
work is at least partly a prophecy. 
45 Following Bauckham (1993a, pp. 243-57), I take the PtPXccp't8tov of 10: 2 to be the same scroll 
as the OtDXtov of 5: 2, which the Lamb alone is worthy to open. Thus the appearance of the 
strong angel in 10: lff is linked closely with the beginning of the process of spatial and temporal 
integration begunwith the appearance of the Lamb in ch. 5. 
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8; F-icumv T6v oi)ýv& ical r6c & aio-Tc-p icall "'v yilv ical r& & ai)TT-. 1 

ical rh 06ckaaaav icalt r6c iv ainfi... 71V 

Just as the descent of the angel to earth symbolizes the ultimate spatial compass of 

divine power, so the proclamation of God's everlasting power and the reference to 

his acts of creation stress the ultimate temporal compass of his sovereignty. Thus 

the expansion of spatial and temporal horizons are closely intertwined at this point. 

The sealing of the 144,000 in 7: 4-8, and their re-appearance later in the chapter 

beyond the tribulation, as the great multitude before the throne, offered assurance 

about divine protection during the trials of the penultimate future. The message is 

implicitly repeated here. The scroll delivered to John is the call of the church to 

the task of witness, to be discharged in 11: 1- 13: 18. The persecution into which 

that witness will lead the church is to be seen - despite outward appearances in 

the penultimate future - in the context of the ultimate faithfulness of God, 

proclaimed by the strong angel. 

Second, the passage includes an important statement about the temporal 
dimension of the book. In 10: 6, the strong angel says that O', ct Xp6voq obxýrt 

ca, rcct. In the early centuries of the church it was popular to interpret this 

statement as signifying the end of time itself. 46 Most modem commentators 
however take the statement to be an expression of the imminence of God's 

forthcoming action, translating XpovoG as 'delay'. Sweet and others link the 

statement to Hab. 2: 3: 'For there is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks of 
the end and does not lie. If it seems to tarry, wait for it; it will surely come, it will 
not delay. ' Sweet also rightly argues that the statement is more plausibly seen as 
an answer to the cry of the martyrs under the altar in 6: 9-11 C'Ea)G 7z&cc, 6 
5ccm6, cijs 6 aytoS icccl &%TjOtv6S ... ), rather than as a kind of metaphysical 
proclamation about the nature of eternity. 4' Thus the episode offers a double 

46 Swete (1906, p. 126) cites Bede as an example of this interpretation. 
47 Sweet (1979), p. 179: see also Mounce (1977), pp. 2 1 Of. 
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reasssurance: God's sovereignty is everlasting, and he is poised to intervene 

decisively and imminently to vindicate the faithful. 

5.3.7 The Witness of the Church on Earth (11: 1 - 13: 18) 

There now follows a triptych of visions, the two witnesses, the dragon and the 

woman, and the two beasts, each dealing with the witness and resultant 

persecution of the church in the penultimate future. Each involves the period of 

three and a half years. 48 As many commentators have noted, the idea of three and 

a half units of time is a reference back to Daniel 7: 25 and 12: 7 ('a time, times and a 

half) . 
49 Swete therefore argues that: 'The time-fimit serves of course no further 

purpose than to synchronize the several periods, and to compare them with the 

greatest crisis through which the Jewish people passed between the Exile and the 

Fall of Jerusalem [ie the persecution under Antiochus]'. 50 However, in the context 

of the temporal structure of the text, the duration of Ws period of activity in the 

penultimate future surely has an additional purpose. The use of 31/2must be seen in 

addition as in contrast to the perfection and completeness of the divine action in 

the text, so often delineated by the figure seven. Roloff notes that the duration of 

31/2is connected in Daniel with the reign of the oppressing prince for the first half 

The idea of three and a half appears at several points in chs. I 1- 13: 

The nations are to trample over the holy city for gAv(xq macep6ocov'rcc U (42months, ie3Y2 Vo 
years) in 11: 2. 

The two witnesses have authority to prophesy for ipipaq xt%ta; 8tcococta; i4TIKovzo: (1260 
days = 42 months = 3V2years) in 11: 3. 

The witnesses are dead for ijgEpoc; rpCt; ical ý tav (3Y2 days) before God raises them 

The woman is nourished in the wilderness for fpipcc; xWocq Staxocrituu; fAAKovro: in 12: 6. 
In 12: 14, that same period is referred to as Katp6v ic(xl icatpobs ical 1"111tcru icatpob. 
The beast from the sea is allowcd to exercise authority for gAvccq rEcrcrap&covax &6o in 13: 5. 

49As Mouncc (1977, p. 221) comments, it became 'a conventional symbol for a limited period of 
time during which evil would be allowed free rcin'. 
so Swetc (1906), p. 13 1. 
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of the final week of the 70 weeks of history at the end of Dan 9: '... [in Daniel] the 

persecution is not only limited in time, it does not complete the time period 

provided and planned by God but rather is surrounded by it. In this sense John 

also uses the mysterious number: the three and a half years (and its equivalents) 

symbolize an epoch of affliction, limited by God and surrounded by his plan of 

salvation. 's 1 

Thus the period within which the three visions are for the most part 

encompassed is inherently characteristic of the penultimate future. 52 Moreover, as 

Sweet perceptively comments, the time period also conveys the paradoxical 

situation of the church, being at once assured of salvation in the ultimate future, 

and at the same time vulnerable in the penultimate future to the effects of 

persecution. 53 It is also worth noting the appearance of rnpho, vuc6cco, and 

wiogo"I, words which, as I noted earlier, are characteristic of John's handling of 

the penultimate future. " 

Just as the appearance of the great redeemed multitude in 7: 9-17 served to 

provide the assurance of salvation in the ultimate future in the midst of the divine 

judgements associated with the seven'trumpets, so there are glimpses of the 

ultimate future, embedded in the penultimate context of the visions of the church's 

witness. The clearest is in the passage in 11: 15-19, where the action switches to 

heaven. Loud voices proclaim that: 
'E ycvp-, rq ii PacnWta r&b 16%tou rob icuptou ip&v icaý r4 Xptcnoýb ctý, rdb, 

ical PacnXtOkEt cIS robG a! G)va; ccov alcomv (11: 15), 

51 Roloff (1993), p. 13 0. 

52That is not to say that there are not also references to other temporal categories in these 
chapters. For example, 12: 1-4 recalls the primordial myth of divine victory over the chaos 
monster, while the defeat of the dragon in 12: 7-9 appears closely linked to the death and 
resurrection of Christ: see Bauckham. (1993 a), pp. 185-98. 
53 Sweet notes that in the story of the two witnesses, the figure 3Y2 is used to denote both 
invulnerability (11: 3-6) and eclipse (11: 7-9): the implication is that both are of the church's 
essence (1979, p. 183). 
54 In 12: 11, the saints are said to have overcome (iviialcav) the dragon through the blood of the 
Lamb and the word of their testimony. In 12: 17, the dragon makes war on those who keep 
(mpo, &vccov) the commandments of God. In 13: 10, there is a call for the endurance (bnogovh) of 
the saints. 
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and the twenty four elders sing: 
Ei)XaptcrTobjl6v crol, impte 1) ocol; 6 7tccvToicp6, ro)p, 6 &v ical 6 iýjv. 

O'cl, E-I%ilVa; rljv 8-0'vagiv ao-o cT'IV jieyc'(%ijv ical ipacrtevaa;. (11: 17) 

Many commentators rightly take this passage as a proleptic vision of the ultimate 

triumph of God. Charles, for example, comments that the proclamation from 

11: 15 is celebrating the ultimate divine conquest as though it is already achieved, 

and heralding the advent of the everlasting kingdom of 2 1: 1 ff. 55 

5.3.8 The Lamb and the 144,000 on Mt Zion (14: 1-20) 

In both spatial and temporal terms, the location of the vision in this passage is 

ambiguous. Interpreters have however often attempted to pin the vision down to a 

particular temporal and spatial location. One position is to see the vision of the 

Lamb and his followers as a proleptic vision, looking forward to the ultimate 

victory and the New Jerusalem. 5' 
, 
Others have argued that the vision is best 

understood as representing the present, earthly church, in a way which emphasizes 
its ultimate divine protection in the midst of persecution. 57 In other words, in the 

53 In fact, although Charles' comments in respect of this passage per Se are correct, he sets it in. a 
misleading overall context of a chronological progression in the narrative of the text as a whole. 
11: 15-19 should not be seen as proleptic in the sense of looking forward from one point in a. 
continuous, chronological narrative sequence to a later point, but rather in the sense of looking 
forward from the midst of one temporal category (the penultimate future) to another (the ultimate 
future). Other examples of commentators interpreting this passage proleptically include Ladd 
(1972, pp. 161ff) and Harrington (1993, p. 127). Caird's argument that in 11: 15-19, 'futurity is 
caught up in the eternal present' (1984, p. 14 1) dissolves too far the distinctions between temporal 
categories which the text preserves. Similarly, Roloff's comment that '... the circle begun in ch. 4 
is now closed: there, praise of the Creator was at stake, but here the don-dnant theme is 
thanksgiving that this Creator has not deserted his creation but rather has established his justice 
in its sphere' (1993, p. 136) needs the important qualification that the vision at this point remains 
a proleptic one. 
56 See e. g. Ladd (1972), who locates the vision in the New Jerusalem, and Mounce (1977, 
pp. 266ff), who sees the 144,000 as corresponding to the great multitude in the second half of 
ch. 7, standing secure in heaven, beyond the final tribulation. A variant on this proleptic view is 
to see the vision as pointing forward to the millennium (eg Charles 1920, vol. 11. p. 4). 
51 See e. g. Swete (1906, p. 174), and Roloff (1993, pp. 169ff), who link the vision to that of the 
144,000 sealed on earth in 7: 4-8. 
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temporal categories I am adopting, it is arguable whether this is a vision of the 

present, the penultimate future, or the ultimate future. Some have tried to get 

round this ambiguity by locating the vision outside the categories of space and time 

used in the rest of the text. Thus Giblin speaks of 'a metahistorical, supra- 

historical place equivalent to heaven itself. " It is possible that the setting is 

deliberately ambiguous. The triumphant nature of the scene, and the fact that the 

144,000 are in the physical presence of the Lamb, having been redeemed from 

humankind (14: 4), suggest a setting in the ultimate flature": yet the textual 

situation of the passage (immediately following the visions of persecution in 11: 1- 

13: 18, and within a section of the book where much of the concern is with the 

penultimate future) tends to pull its significance back towards the present. At the 

same time, the passage also seems to stand within a forward dynamic including the 

144,000 of 7: 4-8, sealed on earth out of the twelve tribes of Israel in advance of 

the tribulations of the trumpets, the 144,000 here, standing in an ambiguous spatial 

and temporal location, and the New Jerusalem, upon whose gates are inscribed the 

names of the twelve tribes (21: 12), and which symbolizes the ultimate spatial and 

temporal resolution of the book. 'O 

If the exact sense of 14: 1-5 in terms of spatial and temporal categories is 

ambiguous, the visions of the two eschatological harvests in 14: 14-20 are clearly 

references to the imminent parousia. The message is that God's ultimate 

eschatological act, through the twin initiatives of final vindication (14: 14-16) and 
judgement (14: 17-20), is now at hand. 

58 Giblin (1991), p. 137. In a similar vein, Fiorenza (1991) describes the setting as neither 
historical nor heavenly, but rather 'an eschatological place of protection and liberation'. 

59 Note in this context the use of =M; to describe the song sung by the 144,000 in 14: 3. In 
section 5.2.2. (ii), I suggested that in Revelation icoctv6q is always associated with the ultimate 
future. 
60 This sense of a forward progression is emphasized by the description of the 144,000 as &xapxh 
(first fruits) in 14: 4. 
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5.3.9 The Outworking of Divine Initiative in Earthly History (2) (15: 1 - 
19: 10) 

This section of the text recounts the fulfilment of divine judgement on earthly 

history, with the sequence of the seven bowls of judgement (16: 1-2 1), the demise 

of Babylon (17: 1 - 18: 24) and the subsequent rejoicing in heaven (19: 1-10). For 

the purposes of my analysis of the text, the spatial features of this section (such as 

the pouring down from heaven to earth of the contents of the bowls, and the 

casting down of Babylon in 18: 21) are perhaps of more immediate significance 

than its temporal features. Nonetheless, a few points are worth noting here. 

In considering questions of history and temporality, it is important to examine 

the role played by the opening of the sequence, the vision of heaven and the singing 

of the 'song of Moses' in 15: 1-8, and its relationship to the visions of judgement 

which follow in 16: 1 - 18: 24. The song is important in continuing to set the 

narrative in a wide temporal framework. In 15: 7, God is described as the one who 

lives for ever and ever. " And although the 'song of Moses' recorded here does 

not tally with any particular passage from the Pentateuch, the reference to Moses 

serves to establish resonances with redeeming works of God in the historical past. 

The description of the song as the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb is 

noteworthy in this respect, as it ranges across divine actions in different historical 

periods. Especially important in the overall temporal shape of the text is that such 

expressions of a very wide temporal frame, which we have noticed right through 

the text, are now explicitly combined with a specific statement that in respect of 

the seven bowls of God's wrath held by the angels, iv ccbrcats ý, rekkcrOil 6 eug6S 

'rolbo Ocobu (15: 1). In other words, 15: 1 asserts that the penultimate future, 

characterized by the judgement of God and the persecution of the church, is shortly 

to end: the promised ultimate future is therefore at hand. The temporal tension 

61 The emphasis on the widest possible temporal frame would be strengthened by the alternative 
reading of 6 PaciXEir, -zCov aiv6vcov in 15: 4, although on balance the manuscript evidence 
suggests that the reading of i6v&v, preferred by Ncstld-Aland, is correct. 
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caused by the dissonance between 'what is, in the eternal purposes of God, and 

'what appears to be', in the earthly present, is soon to be finally resolved . 
`2 

A second important role played by IS: 1-8 relates to the content of the Song of 

Moses and the Lamb, and in particular the statement in 15: 4 that n6vrcc T& Fi-'O" 

ý4ovotv ical 7rpoaicuvhc; ouatv ivdmt6v aou. Bauckham. argues that the Song of 

Moses in 15: 34, with its echoes of Jer. 10 and Ps. 86, stands in 'the most 

universalistic strain in Old Testament hope', and 'the effect is to shift the emphasis 

in the significance of the new exodus, from an event by which God delivers his 

people by judging their enemies to an event which brings the nations to 

acknowledge the true God'. 63 This anticipation of universal praise to be offered to 

God seems in tension with the visions of apparently final and uncompromising 

judgement which follow, in 16: 1 - 18: 24. Some commentators have argued that 

this section of the text provides evidence that the view of history espoused by John 

is marked to some extent by conditionality rather than by determinism. 64 

62 Sweet writes perceptively about the way in which the penultimacy of the power represented by 
the beast and its allies is described in this section. His view of the mysterious number 666 in 
13: 18 is that it should be taken in contrast to the perfect, complete number seven (or 777), so that 
it represents 'penultimacy intensified, and "the pcnultimate claiming ultimacy"'(1979, p. 215). 
He argues that the sixth king, now reigning, in 17: 10, should similarly be taken to represent the 
tpenultimatc moment', given that the seventh is to last only a short time. There is also a sense of 
gathering momentum and finality through the sequence of the seven bowls and the judgement of 
Babylon. Two aspects of the structure of the text are worth noting here. The first, often 
mentioned by commentators, is that whereas in both the seals and the trumpets sequences, there 
is a pause between the sixth and seventh elements (7: 1-17 stands between the sixth and scvcnth 
seals, and 10: 1 - 11: 14 between the sixth and seventh trumpets), the seven bowls follow one 
another in quick succession in ch. 16. The second, not to my knowledge mentioned in any 
treatments of the text, relates to the interesting use of different tenses to convey onward temporal 
movement in the judgement of Babylon in 18: 1-24. In 18: 9-19, three groups, the kings of the 
earth, the merchants of the earth, and shipmasters and seafarers, witness the demise of Babylon. 
First, in 18: 9, it is said that the kings of the earth iAcr6croveiv mxl 16Vovroct in' cxinhv (future 
tense). Then, in 18: 11, the merchants iActioxviv ical nzvGoýDctv in' ccinhv (present tense). 
Finally, in 18: 17, the seafarers garna(xv (aorist) ical 9icpo:; ov (imperfect). The effect of this 
backward shift in tense is to give the reader a sense of movement through the events. At the 
outset, the den-dse of Babylon is still in the future, but by the end of the chapter, the reader's 
standpoint has shifted so that the fall of Babylon is now viewed as a past event. 
63 Bauckham (1993b), p. 10 1. 
64 As I argued above (section 3.4.1), the use of a contrast between determinism and conditionality 
as a means of distinguishing between the outlooks of Revelation and JeNvish apocalyptic can be 
ovcrplaycd. Nonetheless it remains the case that elements of conditionality can be found in 
Revelation, not least here, in chs. 15-19. 
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Bauckharn suggests that following the dual imagery of eschatological harvest, 

representing salvation, and the gathering of the vintage, representing judgement, in 

14: 14-20, John now sets ideas of universal conversion (15: 4) and universal 

judgement (the bowls sequence) side by side. Thus the choice facing humankind in 

response to the the divine initiative (mediated through the witness of the church) is 

posed starkly, but that choice is a real one. 

5.3.10 The Outworking of Divine Initiative in Earthly History (3) (19: 11 - 
20: 15) 

This section represents the culmination of the process of judgement which begins 

in 6: 1 ff. I suggeted in section 4.3.11 that spatially, the reach of God's judgement 

is now extended to the utmost bounds of the cosmos, as the eschatological enemies 

lying behind earthly reality are finally conquered and consigned to destruction, and 

as the old heaven and earth flee, clearing the way for the descent of the New 

Jerusalem in 2 1: 1 ff. 

On the temporal plane, the section also plays a pivotal role in preparing for the 

resolution in 21: Iff, in two respects. First, the final defeat of the eschatological 

enemies marks the end of the penultimate future. The removal of the beasts, the 

dragon, Death and Hades from the scene removes the source of persecution of the. 

church, as well as marking the completion of the judgement of God. The key 

features which have characterized the penultimate future are hence at an end, and 

the way is open for the resolution of the temporal dissonance between heaven and 

earth, in 2 1: 1 ff. 

Second, if the defeat of the eschatological enernies in 19: 11 - 20: 15 suggests 

an element of discontinuity between the penultimate and the ultimate future, then 

the much-discussed episode of the millennium (20: 4-6) may provide an element of 
continuity. These three verses have probably occasioned more debate than any 
others in the text, far beyond their importance in the context of the rest of the 
book. I do not propose here to venture in among the various detailed attempts to 
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interpret these verses. 65 My purpose is simply to argue that John uses the 

traditional idea of the messianic kingdom to make a theological point which relates 

in important ways to the temporal framework of the text as a whole. Although the 

idea of the millennium per se is absent from the Old Testament, the general 

expectation of the falfilment of divine promises within history is a basic component 

of prophetic hope, and one of the features which distinguishes it from apocalyptic. 

The picture in 20: 4-6 is clearly an earthly one, since the city is still open to attack 

by Satan and the nations in 20: 7-9. The old earth and heaven do not disappear 

until 20: 11. To that extent, the millennium is still part of earthly history. At the 

same time, the situation has clearly moved on from the long description of the 

present and penultimate future in chs. 6-19, characterized by judgment and 

persecution. The beasts are in the lake of fire: the saints are ruling with Christ, and 

are in fact no longer vulnerable to attack (in 20: 9b, fire consumes their enemies 

before they can attack the beloved city). Hence the use of the idea of a preliminary 

messianic kingdom is particularly apt, standing as a bridge between the penultimate 

and the ultimate future. 66 Moreover, the status of the millennial kingdom, as part 

of earthly history and yet also marking a move beyond the penultimate future, 

65 A good recent survey of different approaches is in Mealy (1992), chs. 1-3. Mealy distinguishes 
four basic approaches: to take the verses at face value (an approach common today among 
Protestant Fundamentalists, especially those influenced by Dispensationalism); to allegorize them 
(an approach Mealy sees as dominant from Augustine to the 18th century); to explain the verses 
by assuming they are the result of the author's using different source materials, perhaps in a 
haphazard way (Charles, 1920, is the classic example); or, more popular today among 
mainstream scholars, to recognize that John is using traditional language relating to an expected 
messianic age in order to make a primarily theological point. I favour the last of these 
approaches, as does Mealy himself, although his analysis is unconvincing in some important 
aspects (see n. 67 below). Clouse (1977) provides a collection of essays outlining the various 
dogmatic schemes (premillennial, postmillcnnial, and amillcrinial. ) which have been developed as 
attempts to account for the passage. 
66 Compare the prophecies relating to an intermediate messianic Idngdom in 4 Ezra 7: 28ff. 
Beasley-Murray (1978, pp. 288f) suggests that the period of 1000 years may be derived from the 
idea of a Sabbath of history, before the onset of a timeless age. He rcfcrs in particular to 2 En. 
32-3 and the Epistle of Barnabas 15, both of which appear to work with a scheme in which the 
overall frame of history is represented by a weck whose days each consist of 1000 years. There 
are clearly similarities with 20: 4-6, though any direct linkage is difficult to determine, especially 
in the case of 2 Enoch, given the obscurity of its date. 
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enables it to serve the important purpose in the narrative, of reflecting God's 

judgement upon history as a whole. 67 

5.3.11 The New Jerusalem and the Epilogue (21: 1 - 22: 21) 

in this chapter, I have sought to explore two important and dynamic aspects of the 

temporal dimension of the Book of Revelation. First, the text seeks to enable 

readers to perceive their present situation in the light of a wider context of God's 

sovereignty over the whole of time. Second, the text operates in a framework 

moving from dissonance to resolution. It establishes in 1: 1 - 4: 11 a powerful 

degree of temporal tension between God's sovereignty, which is always valid, and 

the present (which ought to be manifestly subject to God's rule, but appears not to 

be); chs. 5-20 are a sustained description of the process of divine judgement and 

vindication in the midst of persecution, necessary to resolve this tension; the 

: Iff 68 resolution itself now takes place in 21 In the following section I shall 

examine the ways in which these two processes culminate in the New Jerusalem. I 

shall also try to show that the interaction of these two key processes means that 

there is more to this apparent resolution than may at first appear. On one level, the 

New Jerusalem represents a culmination of the expansion of temporal horizons - 
into the ultimate future - and the resolution of the dissonance between 'what is' 

and 'what appears to be'. But this should not be taken to mean that the text offers 

67 It is this theological importance of the millennium in John s overall temporal scheme which 
makes Mealy's re-assessment of the significance of the millennium rather unsatisfying. 
Essentially, he argues that the parousia and the descent of the New Jerusalem should be seen as 
different views of the same event. This leaves no space for an intermediate role for the 
millennium. And although his is a stimulating attempt to engage with the passage on a 
theological level, it depends on interpretations which seem to go against the natural flow of the 
text (for example, his assertion, that 20: 7-10 and 20: 11-15 are parallel views of the same event: 
Mealy, 1992, pp. 177-89). 
6" This process should be seen as working in parallel with the spatial dynamic in the text, in 
which the initial dissonance between 'what is', represented by the rule of God in heaven, and 
6 what appears to be' in terms of earthly reality, is resolved, culminating in the abolition of the old 
heaven and earth and the descent from heaven of the New Jerusalem. 
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an escapist, future vision. The whole point of revealing ultimate temporal horizons 

is to equip readers to live in the present; and while the New Jerusalem appears to 

be the culmination of the argument of the book, it is also a starting-point, if 

anything posing the dissonance between 'what is' and 'what appears to be' all the 

more sharply, as readers seek to assimilate the message of the book into their 

understanding of present experience. 

The passage with which this section opens, 21: 1-8, is arguably the most 

important in the entire text. O'Donovan suggests that in hearing the words of God 

in 21: 3-8. 'we stand in the sanctum sanctorurn of history'. 69 In a detailed and 

careful study of the literary structure of Revelation, Hellholm concludes that the 

words of God himself, in 21: 5-8, represent the deepest level of communication in 

the text. He argues that the importance of this text is emphasized by the 

observation that it is central not only to the pragmatics (i. e. communication 

embedment) of the text, but also to the semantics (i. e. positive and negative 

propositions) of the text. God himself is speaking words which are ittcrrol 1cc(I 

6kil0tvoi, and which summarize the consequences of the choices facing 

humanity. 7' And in terms of the temporal categories with which I have been 

analysing the text, the passage is of great significance. I argued in section 5.2.2. (ii) 

that John adopts the term iccctv6q when referring to the ultimate future. Four of 

the nine instances of this word in the text of Revelation occur in 21: 1-5, describing 

the new heaveti and new earth (21: 1), the New Jerusalem (21: 2), and in the 

climactic word of God in 21: 5. '18ob iccavck noto) n6wccc. The message could not 

be clearer: with the descent of the New Jerusalem we have moved from description 

of the penultimate future to description of the ultimate future 
. 
71 But this is an 

69 O'Donovan (1986), p. 94. 

loHellholm (1986, pp. 43f). Hcllholm's argument has much to commend it, despite the 
reservations of Yarbro Collins in her introduction to the same Semeia volume (pp. 1-1 1). 
" In this context, it is interesting to compare the description of the New Jerusalem in Revelation 
with the various other surviving traditions of the New Jerusalem, from the Old Testament and 
from Jewish apocalyptic. It is possible to detect three main strands of eschatological expectation 
associated with the appearance of a new or renewed Jerusalem. The first strand involves the 
restoration of the existing earthly Jerusalem in the end times (see e. g. Isa. 62; Tobit 13: 9-18; 
2 Bar. 32: 2ff). The second envisages a perfect heavenly Jerusalem, to which the just ascend (see 

N Continued 
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ultimate future of profound significance for the present. Several commentators 

have remarked on the use of the present tense not(b, arguing that it should be taken 

to refer to God's re-creating activity in the present, as well as in the future. 72 

(i) The Resolution of Temporal Dissonance 

In the New Jerusalem, the dissonance between the everlasting sovereignty of God, 

and its apparent contradiction in the earthly present and penultimate future is 

resolved. In the ultimate future of 21: 1 - 22: 5, the life of God and the life of 

humankind are brought into a unity where such discrepancies cannot exist. The 

background of the traditions surrounding Mount Zion is important here. Passages 

such as Ezek. 28: 13-14 draw clear links between the mountain of God and the 

paradise of Eden, with the implication that the restoration of Jerusalem will mean a 

return to a different plane of temporality. As Levenson writes: '... at the cosmic 

mountah the axis of the world, the act of creation is shielded from the ravages of 

time and of the decay time measures. On that mountain the divine creative energy 

remains intact. 73 The link with the primordial past is explicit in Revelation: see 

e. g. 2 Bar. 4: 1-7; 4 Ezra 8: 52; 4 Bar. 5: 35; Heb. 12: 22). Neither of these traditions corresponds 
exactly to Rev. 2 1: Iff. Closer perhaps is a third strand of tradition, also present. in 4 Ezra, which 
describes the building on earth of a New Jerusalem by divine agency (4 Ezra 7: 26,10: 25-54, 
13: 36), but this has no mention of the city's -descending from heaven, a central feature of the 
account in Revelation. Moreover, the assumption behind this section of 4 Ezra appears to be that 
the New Jerusalem represents a complete break with the past (4 Ezra 10: 54: '... no work of human 
construction could endure in a place where the city of the Most High was to be TcvealccL' The 
view of Revelation at this point appears to affirm an element of continuity with what has gone 
before: see for example 21: 24-6, in which the glory of the nations is brought into the city. The 
overall image seems to be one of transformation. 
72 See especially Caird (1984), pp. 265L 
73 Levenson (1985), p. 127. In his discussion of the relationship between the earthly and heavenly 
Jerusalem in Old Testament tradition, Levenson concludes that 'it is clear that we are dealing 
with a world picture which is composed essentially of two tiers. The upper tier represents 
ultimate reality; it is the realm of God and his retinue. The lower tier is that of mundane reality, 
which is vulnerable to time, change, and flux, in short, open to history. ' (p. 14 1). For other 
examples of traditions linldng the expected New Jerusalem with Paradise, see 2 Bar. 4: Iff, 
1 En. 90: 33ff, 4 Ezra 8: 52. 
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especially 22: 1-5. In her study of the symbol of the New Jerusalem in Revelation, 

Deutsch concludes that in this passage, 'End time has become primeval time, 

assuring communities under crises of the ultimate meaning of life and order. 274 

In rhetorical terms, the effect of the vision of the New Jerusalem is partly to 

reassure the reader of God's ultimate purposes, and therefore to enable a greater 

understanding of the realities underlying the crises of the present and the 

penultimate future. To an extent, therefore, the conclusion of the text offers a 

resolution for the present, given the possibility of anticipating the splendour of the 

New Jerusalem now. Thus Rissi argues that for John, the parousia enables the 

manifestation of the true nature of the church as she now is: 'the church can 

demonstrate the reality neither of her kingship nor of her priesthood during the 

time of her pilgrimage. Only the great moment of Christ's revelation will bring 

what she really is to light. M The expansion of temporal horizons, a key feature of 

the text as a whole, has reached its culmination in the vision of the ultimate future: 

all other times, including the present, are therefore now seen in that perspective. 

(ii) The Intensification of Temporal Dissonance 

However, to regard the New Jerusalem merely as a means of resolving temporal 

tension would be to over-simplify the complexity of the role the image plays in the 

structure of the text. In addition to the dynamic in the text pushing outwards 

towards an ultimate temporal horizon, there is a counter-movement back into the 

present. An important role of the New Jerusalem is therefore in a sense to 

intensify a sense of tension in present experience, by revealing all the more clearly 

the dissonance between the reality of God's sovereignty, and its apparent 

contradiction in present experience. This feature of the operation of the text is one 

14 Deutsch (1987), p. 117. 
15 Rissi (1972), p. 34. 
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of the main reasons why the interpretation of Revelation as an escape from history 

is so inadequate. 

I have discussed earlier the ways in which images and symbols in the text lead 

from the present through the penultimate future towards the ultimate future. 

However, in the epilogue at the end of the book, the reverse process is clearly also 

present. The focus shifts from the ultimate future in 21: 1 - 22: 5 back to the 

penultimate future and the present in 22: 6-21, with the stress on instruction, 

encouragement and warning about the community's behaviour and the imminence 

of the coming of Christ. This transitional quality of the epilogue is emphasized by 

the way in which it is connected both to the vision of the ultimate future in the 

New Jerusalem of 21: 1 - 22: 5. and also to the description of the present in 1: 1- 

3: 22 . 
76 Thus the epilogue forms a bridge between the ultimate future of 21: 1 - 

22: 5 and the present. Its function is to turn the reader's attention back to the 

present situation, but now in the light of the vision of the New Jerusalem. 

This move back from the ultimate future to the present occurs of course not 

merely within the text itself, but also in the context of the implied rhetorical 

situation in which the text operates. The communities to whom John wrote were 

76 The links back to 21: 1-22: 5 include: 

the designation of God and Christ in temporal terms, as "A%4pa icccl z6 11, h &pXh KcEI -r6 
, cikoq. (22: 13 and 21: 6); 

the two, similar, lists of those forbidden from entering the New Jerusalem, in 22: 15 and 21: 8; 

the promise of the gift of 1hring water in 22: 17 and 21: 6. 

The links back to chs. 1-3 include: 

the statement of the imn-dnence of the events of the book: 86; at retq SoUotG ccinob at WE 
yfvicroat ivcftet in 22: 6 and 1: 1; and o iccup6q y('xp iyyx); iaclv (22: 10, cf 1: 3) 

the imminence of Christ's coming (Ipxogcu rax, 6), in 22: 7,12,20 and in 2: 16 and 3: 11. 

the warning of impending judgment: C'MoSobvcu bc&=p k r6 9pyov kcrclv (%'ý-Tob (22: 12); 
cf 86co) i)4'tv Eic6corq) ic(x'Z('X r& Ipya ibli&v (2: 23) 

again, the designation of Christ in temporal terms, 6 7cpChoS ical 6 &rX(%, ro;, in 22: 13 and 
1: 17; 

the promise of the eschatological gift of the morning star, linked to the person of Christ himself 
(22: 16 and 2: 28). 
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still situated in the turbulence and impending crisis of the present, and reading the 
77 

book would not have altered that. So the city symbolizes the 'not yet' as well as 

the 'now, and provides a focus for tension between hope and unfulfilment. 

One way of setting this in context is to refer to the ideas relating to the 

possession of the land in Israel. In his seminal study of the land, Brueggemann 

notes that: 'The Bible is the story of God's people with God's land. It is the agony 

of trying to be fully in history but without standing ground in history. To be in 

history means to be in a place somewhere and answer for it and to it. But Israel's 

experience is of being in and belonging to a land never fully given, never quite 

secured. 78 

It can be argued that in Revelation, the New Jerusalem plays this role of the 

place reserved for the faithful, towards which they live, and in respect of which 

God makes promises to them, but which they do not yet fully possess. 79 

Brueggemann's basic thesis with regard to the land in scripture is that it is always 

to be seen as divine gift, and never to be taken for granted: hence, for example, the 

tendency in the settled kingdoms to forget the great works of Yahweh (Deut. 

6: 12ff, 8: 11-17). Thus Israel rightly understands her true position when she knows 

simultaneously the sense of belonging and yet also the sense that the land is not 
fully hers, but rather a divine promise, to be fulfilled. 80 This background helps to 

explain why the element of irreducible temporality in the Book of Revelation is so 

11 136cher (1983, pp. 164ff) brings out quite clearly the sense in which although the eschatological 
hope represented by the New Jerusalem offers hope, it must also be seen in the present context of 
unftMIment and persecution. 
78 Brueggemann (1978), p. 13. He later argues that '[apocalyptic] rhetoric rejects seeing land as 
free space and insists that land is seen as gift, as arena for holy intervention, transformation, and 
the keeping of promises. ' (p. 164). 
'9 Compare the interesting combination in Hebrews of the sabbath rest which remains for the 
people of God (4: 9), and the idea that the church on earth has no lasting city, but rather looks for 
the city that is to come (13: 14). 
so In a trenchant attack on a Bultmannian approach with its stress on existential encounter, 
Brueggemann states that 'The central problem is not emancipation but rootage, not meaning but 
belonging, not separation from community but location within it, not isolation from others but 
placement deliberately between the generation of promise and fulfilment. ' (1978, p. 187). 
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important, and why interpretations which assume either an attempt to escape from 

history, or an attempt merely to convey timeless principles, will not do. 

5.4 CONCLUSIONS 

At the end of chapter 3 of the thesis, I concluded that John's primary aim was to 

encourage his readers to live faithfully and to avoid damaging compromise with the 

prevailing political, economic and religious climate of their times. In order to 

achieve this rhetorical impact, John uses the device of first enabling his readers to 

place the earthly present within an ultimate perspective, and second, re-focusing 

attention back on to the earthly present, to intensify the impact of his exhortation. 
In chapters 4 and 5,1 have sought to demonstrate how this two-fold dynamic 

actually operates in the spatial and temporal dimensions of the text. The symbol of 
the New Jerusalem acts to resolve spatial and temporal dissonance, reinforcing the 

message of divine judgement and the assurance of salvation which runs through the 

text. At the same time, as we have seen, the symbol serves to intensify dissonance 

because the readers now see the ambiguity and anticipated tribulation of their 

current position within an ultimately salvific context. The cry of the martyrs under 
the altar - how long, 0 Lord? - is intensified because the resolution has been 

glimpsed in thiý foretaste of the New Jerusalem, but still not yet attained. The 

rhetorical impact of the text is thus to inspire hope and to guard against 
complacency. 

John is not interested in the categories of time and space for their own sake: 
he uses them as a framework within which to make theological, ethical and 
pastoral points about the judgement of God on his enemies, the need for the 
faithful to avoid compromise, the expectation that this will lead to persecution, and 
the ultimate assurance of God's vindication of his people. The spatial and 
temporal categories I have used in analysing the text are therefore of course 
heuristic, designed to enable clarification of John's message. It is most important 

not to separate the dimensions of space and time artificially. I have treated them 
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separately in chapters 4 and 5 for the sake of clarity, but their interrelatedness is 

shown by the striking parallels I observed in those two chapters between the 

development of spatial and temporal dimensions in the text. This leads me to make 

two further comments before turning back to contemporary theology in the next 

chapter. 
First, the interrelatedness of the spatial and temporal dimensions of the text 

serves to reinforce the unitive nature of the seer's vision. In a particularly 

important passage, Thompson seeks to show how these two dimensions, spatial 

and temporal, interrelate to guard against dualism: 

A radical transcendence which could sever heaven from earth is tempered by 
the future transfortnation of earthly into heavenly existence; and a radical 
transcendence which could sever this age completely from the age to come is 
tempered by the presentness of the age to come in heaven. Thus, the presence 
and interplay of spatial and temporal dimensions in transcendence prevent 
a thoroughgoing dualism in which the revelation of transcendence would 
become a separate set offorces without present effect on everyday human 
activity. 31 

So the treatment of each dimension, spatial and temporal, serves to guard against 

tendencies towards dualism in the other. The anticipation that the New Jerusalem 

will descend out of heaven, and that the current radical distinction between earth 

and heaven will ultimately be transformed, prevents the vision of sublime worship 
in heaven in 4: 1-11 from being seen as ultimately separate from the earth. 

Similarly, the vision of continuous present worship in heaven prevents the promise 

represented by the New Jerusalem from being seen as purely in the future. Thus 

there is a sense in which the pron-dse associated with the ultimate future is also 

present, precisely because it is ultimate. 82 

81 Thompson (1990) p. 31 (my italics). 

82 Lincoln (1981) makes some interesting parallel points about Paul's contrast between h VU 
'IEPo=x%iVt and h &v(o 'IF-paucaMp in Gal 4: 25-6. The 'present' Jerusalem is not only 
present but also by implication earthly, since it is contrasted with the Jerusalem 'above'. The 
Jerusalem 'above' is not only heavenly but also by implication future, since it is contrasted with 
the 'Present Jerusalem'. (p. 2 1). 
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Second, in the narratalogical and eschatological dynamic of the text, space and 

time are interdependent. The spatial dissonance suggested by the contrast between 

earthly reality and the heavenly scene in 4: 1 -11 is resolved in the ultimate future: 

spatial dissonance is resolved by the activity of God over time. The temporal 

dissonance suggested by the juxtaposition of the reality of the earthly present and 

divine claims to everlasting sovereignty is resolved when the New Jerusalem 

descends from heaven, transforming the spatial distinctions between heaven and 

83 earth. 

83 Ellul makes some illuminating comments in this regard, arguing that Revelation 'seeks to 
disclose to [the reader] the "mysterious richee' of the present, the hidden dimension of this world 
in which he finds himself..... therc is ... a more profound, more essential reality than that which wc 
see immediately, and this reality can be comprehended only starting from a consideration of the 
end time' (1977, p. 24). 
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CHAPTER 6 

TWO CONTEMPORARY APPLICATIONS OF 

APOCALYPTIC TO THE THEOLOGY OF HISTORY: 

REFLECTIONS IN THE LIGHT OF THE BOOK OF 

RJEVELATION 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

i 

In 1972, an influential book by the German Old Testament scholar, Klaus Koch, 

appeared in English as 7he Rediscovery of Apocalyptic. Koch charted the way in 

which theologians ftom different disciplines - both biblical studies and systematics 

- had begun to rediscover apocalyptic texts as a resource for contemporary 

theological reflection. He paid particular attention to two German systematicians, 

Wolfhart Pannenberg and JOrgen Moltmann, both of whom had worked extensively 

on the relationship between theology and history, using apocalyptic texts as 

exegetical support. The work of Pannenberg and Moltmann has often been 

characterized as a reaction against a de-historicizing tendency evident in the 

dialectical theology of a previous generation of theologians, represented most 

clearly by Rudolf Bultmann. In fact, the original German title of Koch's book, 

Rallos vor der Apokalyptik (which may be loosely translated as 'At a Loss Over 

Apocalyptic') indicates something of the awkwardness and embarrassment 

apocalyptic had caused this earlier generation. In the face of the Bultmannian 

stress on the overwhelming importance of the present moment, and its dismissal of 
historical fact as a basis for faith, both Pannenberg and Moltmann have re-affirmed 
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the centrality of history in theological understanding, and have used interpretations 

of apocalyptic in so doing. 

Although the work of Pannenberg and Moltmann. has important common 
features (for example, their interest in apocalyptic, their reaction against dialectical 

theology, and the strong orientation of their theology to the future), there are also 
important differences of emphasis. Pannenberg is concerned to emphasize the 

overall unity and coherence of history as the self-revelation of God. Therefore, 

apocalyptic is a useful resource for him because of its postulation of ultimate 
horizons within which all events should be seen. Moltmann, on the other hand, is 

concerned to stress the contradiction between the coming reality of God and 

present historical reality. For him, therefore, the attraction of apocalyptic lies in its 

vision of a new inbreaking of God's sovereignty which contradicts the present 

reality of suffering and injustice. Bauckharn brings out well this essential 
distinction between Pannenberg and Moltmann: '[for Moltmann] it is not simply 

the unconcluded nature of present reality which requires God's self-revelation to 

be eschatological, as is the case for Pannenberg. Rather it is the suffering and 

godforsakenness of present reality which makes it incapable of revealing God. In 

distinction from Pannenberg, Moltmann holds the revelation of God to be not only 

eschatological, but dialectical. " 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the contributions Pannenberg and 
Moltmann have. - continued to make in this area, and to relate their conclusions to 

my reading of the Book of Revelation. Their early published work provoked 

vehement discussion in the 1960s and early 1970s, some of which consisted of 
fairly negative assessments by biblical scholars of the use they had made of 

2 apocalyptic. Much of this criticism was based on the assumption that apocalyptic 
writers were not interested in human history for its own sake at all, and that the 
central premise of Pannenberg and Moltmann was flawed. This assumption has 

1 Bauckham (1987), p. 36. 
See for ex=ple Murdock (1967); Betz (1969); Baff (1975); Laws (1975). 
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been questioned by recent apocalyptic scholarsbip', and it is therefore an 

opportune time to re-examine the extent to which Pannenberg's and Moltmann's 

conclusions can be justified from the apocalyptic tradition. The Book of 

Revelation is of particular importance in this regard. It represents by far the most 

sustained piece of apocalyptic writing in the New Testament. It is the paradigmatic 

example of the transformation of the Jewish apocalyptic tradition in the light of the 

Christ event: as such, it is of prime significance for considering the relevance of 

apocalyptic for contemporary Christian theology. Yet, perhaps surprisingly, no 

detailed attempt appears to have been made to date to assess the work of 

Pannenberg or Moltmann in the light of the Book of Revelation. 4 

I begin with two preliminary questions, which have arisen particularly in 

Pannenberg's writing: the nature and the appropriation of divine revelation. I then 

turn to consider the contributions of both Pannenberg and Moltmann in the further 

key areas of the dynamics of history, proleptic revelation, eschatological 

consummation, and the relationship of the present to the eschatological horizon. 

6.2 PRELIMINARY QUESTIONS: THE NATURE OF DIVINE SELF- 

REVELATION AND ITS APPROPRIATION 

6.2.1 Revelation as History: the Nature of Divine Self-Revelation 

The Proposals of the Tannenberg Circle' 

The book Revelation as History, which is often considered to have represented the 

manifesto of the so-called Pannenberg circle, included a key section by Pannenberg 

3 Among others, Rowland (1982), and Bauckham, (1993b), have both sought to stress the interest 
of apocalyptic in the present as well as the eschatological future. My analysis of the treatment of 
space and time in the Book of Revelation in my previous two chapters took close account of 
recent scholarly study of the text. 

Laws (1975) is an exception, albeit on a small scale: her conclusions are fairly negative. 
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himself, entitled 'Dogmatic Theses on the Doctrine of Revelation'. 5 These seven 

theses provided a framework within which to consider the proposals of the group, 

and have continued to form the basis of Pannenberg's own thinking on the question 

of faith and history. He has returned to them again in his most recent work, where 
6 

it is clear that he still regards them as central to his argument, three decades on. 

The first thesis concerns the nature of revelation: "The Self-Revelation of God in 

the Biblical witnesses is not of a direct type in the sense of a theophany, but is 

indirect and brought about by means of the historical acts of God. 97 In arguing 

that the locus of divine self-revelation is the events of history, the Pannenberg 

group is seeking to rehabilitate the idea of the realm of events as divine 

communication, over against the stress in certain strands of dialectical theology 

upon a distinction between the plane of faith commitment and the world of 

historical events. 

Pannenberg and his colleagues provided a considerable amount of scriptural 

evidence for their position. In support of his first thesis, Pannenberg used the 

exegetical conclusions from elsewhere in the volume to trace an overall 
development in scripture of the idea of indirect divine self-revelation through the 

events of history! This begins with references to God's revelation through the 

specific event of the Exodus: Pannenberg cites Exod. 14: 31 as an example, of 

which he comments that: 'Jaithful trust was effected by the evidence of historical 

facts that brought about salvation and revealed Jahweh's deity and power. '9 Later, 

the tradition moved from concentration on single events to the Deuteronomic 

concern with the occupancy of the land and the close linkage between the 

The original German, Offenbarung als Geschichte, appeared in 1961. The contributors to the 
volume, apart from Pannenberg himself, were Ulrich Wilckens, Rolf Rendtorff and Trutz 
Rendtorff, who, respectively, provided essays from the perspectives of New Testament studies, 
Old Testament studies, and ecclesiology. 
6 Pannenberg (1991), pp. 243-50. 
7 Pannenberg (1969a), p. 125. 
8 Pannenberg (1969a), pp. 125ff. 
9 Pannenberg (1969a), p. 126. 
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obedience of Israel and the subsequent faithfulness of God demonstrated in history; 

Pannenberg gives Deut. 4: 37-40 and 7: 7-11 as evidence. The ultimate 

development of this tradition in the Old Testament is the dramatic shift in the later 

prophetic literature, notably Deutero-Isaiah, towards an expectation of the fitture 

demonstration of divine glory, in an eschatological perspective. 10 This tradition is 

intensified and heightened in the apocalyptic literature, in such passages as 4 Ezra 

7: 3742. 

Turning to the New Testament, Wilckens' essay in Revelation as History 

sought to demonstrate a Pauline emphasis on a balance between past, present and 

future, illustrated by the threefold stress in I Corinthians on the past event of 

Christ's death and resurrection, the present authority of Paul to proclaim the 

gospel as Christ's apostle, and the future eschatological hope. " For Wilckens, this 

synthesis began to fragment with the second generation of New Testament writers, 

who provided a less balanced account, Luke concentrating on the life of Christ in 

the past, John on the present experience of the believer, and Hebrews on the 

future. Pannenberg used Wilckens' conclusions to argue that the overall shape of 

the New Testament witness served to guard against any gnosticizing over- 

emphasis purely on the present, which would have led to a dissolution of the 

temporal dimension of reality. 12 

"In this respect, Pannenberg cites Isa. 40: 5 and 66: 18f (1969a, p. 128). On pp. 27ff of Revelation 
as History, Rendtorff offers a more detailed consideration of the development of the idea of 
revelation in the Old Testament. 
11 Pannenberg (1969a), pp. 87f. 

12 Pannenberg (1969a), pp. 128-31. Although, as wc shall see, Moltmann's view of the 
relationship between faith and history is markedly different from that of Pannenbcrg in certain 
important respects, he too has been concerned to stress the importance of history as a medium of 
revelation. His particular concern has been to emphasize the dynamic of pron-dse and fulfilment 
in the biblical idea of revelation. He sets this in opposition to a more static, 'cpiphanic' view of 
revelation, which depends on self-revelation of the divine in the present moment. See, for 
example, Moltmann (1967), pp. 40-2. 
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00 Critiques of Pannenberg's Position 

Pannenberg's original formulation of the nature of revelation as history has 

attracted a good deal of criticism, partly on the grounds that it appears to make 

divine communication much less direct than the biblical witness often seems to 

assume 13 
, and partly on the grounds that it was too crudely drawn, and failed to 

recognize the variety of different ideas within scripture about the nature of 

revelation. "' Ironically, the very genre to which Pannenberg attaches particular 

weight - apocalyptic literature - appears to call his original scheme into 

question. To take the Book of Revelation as an example: it may be true that 

revelation is still expected to take place through the future events of history, in the 

sense that God's action will be seen in the expected events of judgment and his 

glory will be definitively revealed with the descent of the New Jerusalem. Yet 

what of the communication to the seer on Patmos? Surely this must be seen as 

revelation in some sense, and yet how far can it really be seen as revelation as 

history? 

Thus, in a particularly trenchant critique of Pannenberg's approach, W. R. 

Murdock argues that far from supporting the idea of revelation in history, 

apocalyptic literature in fact provides evidence to the contrary, in two main 

respects. 15 First, the typical view in apocalyptic literature was that the eschaton 

would represent a termitrus of history, not its telos. Its view of history was an 

essentially pessimistic one, looking forward to the destruction of this age, and of 

the godless powers who were in conflict with God. I will consider this criticism in 

more detail in the section on universal history. For the moment, Murdock's second 

13 As Dulles (1988, p. 177) comments, the very term 'indirect revelation' could imply that God is 
not positively trying to communicate with humanity, but rather that humans manage to infer his 
activity by accident. 
14 Brown (1988, pp. 70-1) attacks Pannenbcrg's earlier writings for their tendency to regard word 
and event as mutually-exclusive media of revelation. He argues that a coherent account of both is 
required. As I argue below in section 6.2.1 (iii), Pannenbcrg has now refined his arguments to 
deflect the force of this line of criticism. 
13 Murdock (1967). 
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criticism is more relevant: given its pessimistic view of this age, apocalyptic would 

hardly locate God's self-revelation in the events of history. Rather, apocalyptic 

revelation came through visionary experience, with the communication of secrets 

and mysteries such as described in 2 Bar. 54: 1-6. So, although Murdock accepts 

that the apocalyptic writers envisaged continuity between the revelation of secrets 

granted in this age and the eschatological revelation to come, any revelation in the 

present took the form of a literary report of visionary experiences, not historical 

events. 

Murdock's critique opens up the whole question of the relationship between 

word and event in revelation. If Murdock is correct, would it not be appropriate 

to conclude that revelation in apocalyptic literature is a matter of verbal 

communication from God to the seer, rather than God"s self-revelation in the 

events of history? For a defence of Pannenberg's position on this question, we 

need to examine some of his most fundamental thinking about the nature of 
history. 

(iii) A Defence of Pannenberg's Position 

A consistent theme in Pannenberg's whole approach has been his rejection of the 
Neo-Kantian bifurcation between fact and value which had so influenced dialectical. 

theology. One of the ways in which this emerges in Pannenberg's thought is his 

assertion that events and their meaning are inextricably entwined. On the one 
hand, history cannot be seen as mere brute facts: events always occur within a 
wider context of meaning. On the other hand, the meaning of events must be 

sought in the events themselves and the context within which they occur: it cannot 
be imported from elsewhere. " Pannenberg is therefore highly critical of the 

approach of, for example, Kahler and Bultmann, for whom reports of historical 
facts are accompanied by testimony to their revelatory value, which is 

16 See Pannenberg (1 969a), pp. 152-3. 
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supplementary to the events in themselves, and which exists for faith alone. 17 He is 

strongly influenced by the work of von Rad, and in particular his idea of history as 

the transmission of traditions, in which Israel understands its faith to be firn-dy 

based on historical facts, but open to re-appraisal and development as God's hand 

is perceived at work in subsequent acts. At work is 'a hermeneutical process 

involving the ceaseless revision of the transmitted tradition in the light of new 

experiences and new expectations of the future'. " 

This is a significant point of difference between Pannenberg and Moltmann. 

The latter is also indebted to von Rad's idea of the transmission of traditions, but 

whereas Pannenberg emphasizes the role of historical experience in re-shaping the 

tradition, Moltmann uses von Rad differently, arguing instead that promises within 

the tradition continue to apply, but are simply re-actualized in each new present, so 

that old promises may be fulfilled in new ways. 19 For our immediate purposes, 
however, the important point to note is that Pannenberg is not satisfied with any 
hermeneutic which assumes a self-revelation of God in the form of a verbal or 

other means of communication floating free from the world of historical events. 20 

But the challenge of Murdock's critique remains. Even if Pannenberg's 

approach could be held to fit the process by which past events in the history of 
Israel are interpreted, does it not fail to explain the particular genre of apocalypse, 

17 Pannenberg (1970), pp. 85ff-, sec also Panncnbcrg (199 1), p. 250. 

18 Pannenberg (1970), p. xviii. 
19Moltmann (1967), pp. 109ff. Maltmann has commented more recently that: 'In the historical 
religions [ie Judaism, Christianity and Islam], the precedence of the horizon of expectation over 
the sphere of historical experience is based on the surplus of promise, which exceeds the 
historical fulfilments of pron-dse. This surplus for its part is founded on the inexhaustibility of 
the creative God, who "arrives at his resr only when heaven and earth arc in complete 
correspondence with him' (1990, p. 238). For a discussion of the different uses Moltmann and 
Pannenbcrg make of von Rad, see Meeks (1974), pp. 64-76. 
20 See Pannenberg's strong critique of various ways in which God's self-revelation has bcen 
understood as the Word of God (1991, pp. 241ff). As an example, he cites the appearance of 
Christ as the Word of God in Rev. 19: 13, arguing that 'the rider on the white horse, Jesus Christ, 
is called the Word of God as the one who fuTl Is the prophetic words ofpromise ... The world order 
that is manifest in Jesus Christ is thus a historical order, the order of the divine plan for the 
redemption of the world which is revealed in him. The actualization of the order also takes place 
through historical events' (199 1, p. 255; my italics). 
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with its future orientation, coupled with its apparently pessimistic view of human 

history? I believe that Pannenberg's position can be defended, to an extent, against 

this criticism. Part of this defence needs to relate to the content of apocalyptic 

attitudes towards history (are they positive or negative? ). 21 Part of the defence 

relates to the question of whether divine self-revelation in apocalyptic can be said 

to be linked inextricably to historical events - albeit future ones - or whether it 

must simply be regarded as visionary experience (in other words, a kind of verbal 

revelation, divorced from history). 

In this respect, Pannenberg's return to the subject in his Systematic Theology 

is important. He provides a considerably more complex account of the biblical 

concept of revelation, without however conceding ground on his fundamental point 

that revelation is through history. He remains committed to the importance of 

revelation through events: '... the fact of an experience of revelation does not 

guarantee the reality of the God from whom it is received or to whom it is 

ascribed ... above all it depends on whether what is revealed, or what follows 

therefrom, is broadly confirmed in the realm of experience. 22 However, his 

analysis of the variety of different modes of revelation in scripture is more 

sophisticated than his previous attempt. Pannenberg now detects five forms of 

revelation in the Old Testament tradition: intuitive manticism, - 
involving divine 

inspiration rather than the seeing or hearing of God; occasions where God is seen, 

such as the patriarchal theophanies, or Isa. 6: Iff; the revelation of the divine name 
to Moses; the revelation of the will of God in the law at Sinai; and the prophetic 

word of demonstration. But events remain the primary source of God's self- 

revelation. Pannenberg argues that the first four forms of revelation listed above 
do not represent instances of God revealing himself for the first time. Rather, they 
function as God communicating knowledge on the basis ofprior acknowledgement 
of who he is on the part of the recipient. Thus, argues Pannenberg, God's 
identification of himself to Moses in Exod. 3: 6 as 'the God of your father, the God 

21 See the discussion in sections 3.4.1. and 6.3.1 (i). 
22 Pannenberg (199 1), p. 19 1. 
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of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob' is not 'a basic self- 

declaration but an identification by appeal to prior events that were known from 

the tradition'. 2' Nor do these different modes of revelation represent definitive 

divine self-revelation. Even in the case of the imparting of the divine name in 

Exod. 3, which Pannenberg concedes is a self-declaration of God in a general 

sense, the actual focus of revelation continues to be in the historical acts of God, 

through which his statement that 'I am who I am' (or, as Pannenberg prefers, 
following von Rad: 'I will be who I will be') will actually be verified. 24 It is the 
fifth category, the prophetic word of demonstration, and its subsequent 
development into apocalypticism, which is particularly relevant for this thesis. 

Pannenberg repeats his argument that apocalyptic represents a development 

ftom classical prophecy, in which the experience of exile and the lack of a glorious 

restoration of the fortunes of Israel led to the development of an eschatological 

expectation of a final actualizing of the kingdom of God at the end of time. He 

argues that the focus of God's revelation remains in historical events, although the 

events to which prophecies refer often lie in the future. Although in apocalyptic 
the focus shifts from anticipation of earthly events to eschatological expectation, 
there are basic similarities with the prophetic hope. Both forms consist of 'a word 

which points toward future events as a self-demonstration of the power and deity 

of God ... For as all that happens in the world has its beginning in the word but a 

manifest end, so are the times of the Most High. Their beginning takes place in 

word and sign, their end in acts and wonders. 25 Pannenberg suggests that 

apocalyptic texts speak of revelation in two ways: 

First there is the disclosure of the eschatological future (and the way to it) by 
the vision which is communicated to the seer. This aspect corresponds to the 
experience of revelation in intuitive manticism and also to the prophetic 
reception of the word. But then there is the future occurrence of what is seen, 
the final manifestation of what is as yet still hidden in God. As in the 
expectation that comes to expression in the prophetic word of demonstration, 

23 Panncnberg (199 1), p. 204. 
24 Panncnberg (1991), p. 205. 
25 Pannenberg (199 1), p. 208. 
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this will also involve a knowledge of God. With the end-time revelation of 
what is now hidden in God will come a manifestation of God's own glory 
(Syr. Bar. 21: 22ff-, cf. Isa. 60: 19-20; 4 Ezra 7: 42). The material basis here is 
the idea of a self-revelation of God by future events. 26 

Pannenberg goes on to show how the New Testament writers take up this 

two-fold framework of present provisional and future universal disclosure, 

adapting and transforming it in the light of the Christ event: this will be discussed 

in more detail in the section on prolepSiS. 2' For the moment, I want to note the 

way in which Pannenberg has now sought to defend his view of revelation as 
history in a way which gives a more convincing role to verbal communication 

within his overall scheme. In developing this line of approach, Pannenberg draws 

on Ebeling's work in seeking to elucidate the concept of the 'Word of God'. 

According to Ebeling, the word is characterized by 'an ability to make what is 

hidden present, especially what is past and future. By making what is not there 

present, it frees us from bondage to what is there. M To this insight, Pannenberg 

adds the idea (developed also by Ebeling) that 'talk about God has the totality of 

the world as its theme as well as God's own existence ... the Word makes both the 

past and the future present by setting them in relation to the totality of human life 

and the world through the connotative references which the spoken Word brings 

with it'. The word therefore 'articulates the hidden link that connects things and 

events". It performs an essential mediatory role in anticipating the totality of truth 

which will be complete only in the future. 29 It can be properly understood only in 

this light. -For these reasons: 

... we do not make the concept of revelation more precise by means of the 
concept of the Word of God. We do so when we use revelation for the 
manifestation of the future which was announced by the prophets and the 
apocalyptic seers and which the prophetic word of demonstration related to 

26 Pannemberg (1991), p. 208. 
27 See section 6.4 below. 
28 Pannenberg (199 1), p. 252, drawing on Ebeling's Gott und Mort. 
29 Pannenberg (199 1), p. 253. 
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the thought of the self-demonstration of God. 'Ibis is a revelation of the 
contents of the end-time event which is now hidden, and also of the glory of 
God. In this light we may then define mantic experience of revelation as 
provisional disclosures of that which will be made manifest at the end. 30 

With this line of argument, Pannenberg has, I believe, gone some considerable 

way to defend his position against Murdock's criticism that revelation in 

apocalyptic is purely a matter of visionary experience rather than anticipation of 
future divine action. He has transcended the critique by incorporating a role for 

verbal communication, including visionary experience, within a framework which 

remains true to his original concept of revelation as history. 31 

(iv) Reflections in the Light of the Book ofRevelation 

Pannenberg is now offering a formal mechanism, in which the word may be 

considered as the essential means of mediating the reality of historical events as a 
whole. This provides a stimulating framework within which to consider the Book 

of Revelation. In my analysis of the temporal dimension of the text, I have sought 
to emphasize that the text relates the present to the horizon of the ultimate future. 

Thus the text plays a role which mediates to the reader the hidden linkages 
between past, present and future: linkages which for the moment remain hidden in 
God, but which are ultimately to be manifested at the consummation of history 

with the descent of the New Jerusalem. 

A striking feature of the text is the way in which God defines himself in terms 
with a strong temporal component. This feature is already evident in the opening 
few verses of the text, as the action is set in the context of an ultimate temporal 
horizon (1: 8: iy6 eigt c6 "A%(pa ical u6 %2). This is one of only two instances 

30pannenberg (1991), p. 256. 
31 This is also the view of Grenz (1990), p. 37. 
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in the book where God himself speaks: the other is 21: 5-8. It is especially striking 

that both of these statements have a strong temporal content (see particularly 21: 5, 

18ob icatv& notCo n6cvra, and 21: 6, ty(o [cigtl r6 "A%(po: ical rO' '12, h &pXh 

ical -c6 ri%oS). It is also striking that on the two occasions that God speaks he 

identifies himself by reference to his involvement in the creation and the 

consummation of the cosmos. The divine word is being used precisely to reveal 

linkages within the totality of historical events. God is not defining himself in a 

way which diverges from the historical process. 

I noted in section 5.4 the interdependence of the spatial and temporal 

dimensions in the development of the text. One key element in this is the way in 

which the seer looks forward to the final consummation by means of access to the 

heavenly plane . 
32 For example, in the seven letters (2: 1 - 3: 22), eschatological 

pron-dses are given by the Son of Man, who transcends the boundary between earth 

and heaven. 33 And the linkages in the text between those promises and the 

heavenly court scene of 4: 1 - 5: 14 suggest that the expansion of the spatial horizon 

heavenwards in the present reveals a guarantee of vindication at the ultimate 

temporal horizon. 34 In addition, worship, which has an important role in the text in 

transcending the spatial boundary between heaven and earth, has a powerful 

proleptic role, looking to the eschaton . 
35 So visionary experience - the revelation 

of hidden dimensions of reality by the transcendence of spatial boundaries - is tied 

to future fulfilment in history. It is critically important that this link to fulfilment 

exists. Access to heavenly secrets would be gnosticism were it not linked to 

history. As Thompson comments in respect of Revelation, 'A radical 

transcendence which could sever heaven from earth is tempered by the future 

transformation of earthly into heavenly existence. 36 

32 See my discussion of the idea of ascent to receive heavenly secrets (section 4.2.1). 
33 See my discussion of the Son of Man figure in section 4.3.2. 
34 See section 4.3.4, n. 3 1. 
35 This is particularly clear in the sequence of hymns in 5: 9-14, where ever-widening circles of 
praise look forward to the ultimate triumph of God and the Lamb. See section 4.3.5. 
36 Thompson (1990), p. 3 1. 
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A particular example of the linkage of verbal and visual revelation to fiiture 

vindication is the proclamation made by the mighty angel in 10: 6-7. This is an 
important episode, since the themes of expansion of the spatial horizon and of the 

temporal horizon are explicitly intertwined. Just as the descent of the angel to 

earth symbolizes the ultimate spatial compass of divine power, so the proclamation 

of God's everlasting power and the reference to his acts of creation stress the 

ultimate temporal compass of his sovereignty. The divine initiative to restore just 

rule to the cosmos started with the Lamb's enabling the process to begin by 

unsealing the scroll in 5: 7, and continued with the contrasting accounts of 
judgment and eschatological preservation in chapters 6: 1 - 9: 21.10: 1ff now 
introduces a new phase of the narrative. Just as the extension of the spatial 

coverage of the text from heaven to earth began with the appearance of the Lamb, 

and the introduction of earthly spatial references into the heavenly scene in 5: 1-14, 

so now an actual descent by the strong angel from the heavenly plane to the earthly 
begins the new phase, in which the role of the church as God's witness becomes 

more prominent. In 5: 1-14, the action was in heaven. Here, the strong angel is 

making a highly public proclamation to the whole of the cosmos that: Xp6voS 

016KCU E'arat, WW cv uc-tq Tlgipatq rýq Wvi-lS rob ipMgou 6cyyi%o% 6, rccv 

[10AIn craXiciýctv, iccft ke), iaeil r6 ýLuachptov roi-) OEob, &S Ei)'nyy6%taFv 

, cobq iccurob Soib%ouS robS npo(phTaS. (10: 6b-7). 

Bornkamm: argues that the term Ituarhptov in the New Testament is drawn 

from Jewish apocalyptic ideas about the revelation of God's plan of salvation. He 

therefore suggests that 10: 7 represents a proleptic invocation of the fulfilment of 
the hidden eschatological plan of God declared to his servants and prophets. 37 

Assuming Bornkamm's assessment to be correct, the passage may be said to 
function on at least three different levels. First, it looks forward to the final 

consummation, the manifestation of the guarhptov, which in 10: 6-7 is still in the 
future. Second, the gucthptov is anticipated in the proclamation of the angel (in 

37 Bomkamm (1967) p. 824. 
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Bornkamm's words a proleptic invocation). Third, the angel refers back to an 

earlier level of anticipation in the revelation of the Rixmllptov to God's servants 

the prophets. " The reality which links together the three levels of proclamation is 

the anticipation of the event of the eschatological consummation: the reality of this 

connection is mediated by the word of proclamation. 

This section has dealt in general terms with Pannenberg's central contention 

that God reveals himself through the events of history. I have argued that there are 

important similarities between Pannenberg's model of revelation as history (as 

refined in his Systematic Yheology) and the spatial and temporal development of 

Revelation as I have analysed it in chapters 4-5 of the thesis. I argued in chapter 3 

that the apocalyptic character of Revelation is reflected in the way it relates present 

experience to ultimate spatial and temporal horizons. Pannenberg's arguments 

from Revelation as History onwards also rely on the use of an apocalyptic 

framework. And the interplay between the seer's vision and the ultimate horizons 

to which it relates has affinities with Pannenberg's model of the relationship 

between verbal proclamation and historical falfilment. This brings us to the related 

question of the actual appropriation of revelation, an area where Pannenberg's 

views have proved controversial. 

6.2.2 The Appropriation of Divine Revelation 

(i) Pannenberg's Position 

In this section I move from the question of the nature of revelation in the biblical 

text itself, to the question of the appropriation of that revelation by the reader. 39 

38 The reference to prophets could be taken as referring generally to both Old Testament and New 
Testament prophcts. (Mouncc, 1977, p. 213), or more particularly to Christian martyrs (Caird, 
1984, p. 129). 
39 Of course, the line between these two subjects is not a hard and fast one: there %vill inevitably be 
some overlap between the argument here and that in the previous section. For example, for 
Pannenberg and Moltmann, the questions of the relationship between faith and reason in 

Continued 
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One of the most distinctive features of Pannenberg's theological enterprise is his 

wholehearted embrace of historical criticism. FEs response to the challenge laid 

down by Ernst Troeltsch at the turn of the century is not (as many seem to have 

done) to seek to insulate faith from the effects of historical criticism, but rather to 

accept many of Troeltsch's conclusions and incorporate them. Pannenberg rejects 

the idea that the world of reason, represented in this context by historical critical 

thinking, and the world of faith are somehow on two separate planes. This is of 

course another manifestation of his fundamental reaction against the Neo-Kantian 

separation of fact and value. 40 

The third of Pannenberg's Dogmatic Theses on the Doctrine of Revelation 

states that: 'In distinction from special manifestations of the deity, the historical 

revelation is open to anyone who has eyes to see. It has a universal character. '41 

As scriptural evidence for this claim, Pannenberg refers to passages in the Old 

Testament which envisage the historical acts of God as manifesting his glory not 

merely to Israel, but also to all other peoples as well, regardless of faith 

background . 
42 He also cites 2 Cor. 4: 24, in which Paul speaks of the truth being 

commended to the conscience (cruveiSilatG) of everyone in the sight of God; that 

some may be incapable of discernment is because they have been blinded by the 

god of this world. Unless people have become blinded, the truth is in principle 

accessible to them through their natural reason. 43 Pannenberg accepts that this 

thesis was one of the most hotly-debated parts of Revelation as History. ' Since it 

appropriation (the subject of this section) and the relationship between word and event in 
revelation (the subject of the previous section) both arise in the context of their reaction to the 
Neo-Kantian distinction between fact and value. 
40 This reaction against Neo-Kantianism. is of course shared by Moltmann (see e. g. 1967, p. 65). 
41 Pannenberg (1969a), p. 135. 
42 In fact, some of the references from Isaiah given to support this argument in Panncnberg 
(1969a), at p. 136 n. 10, appear to bear little relevance to the matter. Pannenbcrg's more recent 
citation of Isa. 40: 5 and Ps. 98: 2-3 (1991, p. 246 n. 151) is more helpful. The tradition of the 
glory of God being made manifest to all nations certainly eýdsts. 
43 Maurer (1971, p. 917) defines the Pauline use of a-uvEtSijatq as 'the central self-consciousness 
of knowing and acting man'. 
44Pannenberg (1991), p. 249. 
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relates to the whole question of the relationship between perception and reality, it 

is highly relevant to the interpretation of how the Book of Revelation seeks to 

reveal layers of reality beyond the appearances of earthly history. 

It is important to be clear exactly what Pannenberg is saying at this point. He 

is not, as some cntics have argued, claiming that faith is somehow superfluous, and 

that true knowledge of God is possible by the exercise of reason alone. Rather, he 

is arguing that since God reveals himself in the events of history, it is legitimate to 

stake one's faith in the future firn-Ay on the basis of historical facts. His concern is 

to refute views that faith requires some form of supplementary inspiration, 

structurally separate from the historical events on wl-&h faith is based 
. 
45 This is 

not to deny the role of faith or the inspiration of the Spirit: rather it is to say that 

the activity of the Spirit is inextricably bound up with the event, and is not to be 

regarded as separate from it. He clarifies this point in his recent Systematic 

Aeology: 'The thesis that we may know eschatological revelation without any 

supplementary inspiration is 
... 

directed against views which regard the Spirit as 

outside the content of the Word and additional to it, as though the apostolic 

`46 kerygma were not Spirit-filled in virtue of its content. 
If Pannenberg is saying that faith and knowledge are not the same thing, but 

that nonetheless they should not be separated, how then precisely do they relate to 

one another? He argues that trust (fiducia) is based on knowledge (notitia) and 

assent (assensus); together, these comprise the classical definition of faith. 47 To 

assume the priority of faith in the sense of fiditcia, so that it becomes the basis 

45 Part of Pannenberg's concern here is to counter what he sees as an authoritarian streak in 
dialectical theology, which he sees as imposing an interpretation on events from outside. 
Interestingly, Moltmann, who shares some of Pannenbcrg's antipathy towards the Nco-Kantian 
inheritance of dialectical theology, accuses Pannenberg of simply substituting one unwarranted 
authority for another at this point. 'It is not a liberating change when belief in God's promise 
and pardon is replaced by a world view based on a Christian version of universal history which 
seeks to exact faith through pressure for a logical assent in the wake of information ... Christian 
proclamation can neither set up authoritarian assertions and demand blind faith, nor can it offer 
"total" interpretations of the world and seek to compel agreement. ' (Moltmann, 1977, p. 2 IS). 
46Pannenberg (1991), p. 250. 
47 Pannenberg (1971), pp. 30ff. 
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upon which knowledge is grounded, is for Pannenberg 'only the perversion of a 

correct understanding of Christian faith'. On the other hand, he adnýiits that trust 

can in a sense run ahead of knowledge, assuming that knowledge will subsequently 

become clearer, and he accepts that not every believer need or can prove the 

trustworthiness of knowledge . 
48 Hence, 'psychologically speaking the decision of 

faith can well have the form of an anticipation of future insight, or of simply resting 

on the presupposition of the truth of what is believed. But logically, it must remain 

grounded upon possible insight' . 
49 Knowledge is not a condition for participating 

in salvation (Pannenberg is anxious to avoid any charge of gnosticism), but it has 

an indispensable role in assuring faith about its basis. 50 

Therefore, it is quite wrong, argues Pannenberg, to seek to insulate faith from 

the exercise of reason. In particular, faith cannot and should not be protected from 

the findings of historical criticism. Hence, with certain qualifications, Pannenberg 

accepts Ernst Troeltsch's principles of criticism and correlation, although he has 

more doubts about Troeltsch's principle of analogy. 51 He goes on to argue that 

faith is able to withstand revisions to our knowledge which emerge from advances 

in historical research: 'The knowledge of God's revelation in the history 

demonstrating his deity must ... 
be the basis of faith. Faith does not need to worry 

that this knowledge has been altered because of shifts in historical research, just as 

long as this current image of the facts of history allows [the Christian] to reassess 

and to participate in the events that are fundamental to it., 52 
. 
Thus'. although faith 

springs out of knowledge, it also transcends it, looking as it does to the future. 

48 It is important to grasp the subtleties of Pannenberg's position at this point. The critique by 
Fuller (1968, pp. 177-87) of Pannenberg's early writings appears to over-simplify matters. Fuller 
attacks Pannenberg for assuming that access to revelation can be attained only by the sifting of 
historical evidence, leading to the creation of a 'priesthood of historians'. This ignores the 
careful distinctions Pannenberg, makes betwecnfiducia and notitia. 
49 Pannenberg (1971), p. 34. 
'0 See Pannenberg (1967), p. 270C 
51 See my discussion of Pannenberg's view of Troeltsch in section 1.4 above. 
52 Pannenberg (1 969a), p. 13 8. 
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For Pannenberg, 'there is no essential contradiction in basing a sure trust on an 

event which we can know historically only with probability. 53 

Pannenberg's desire to keep faith and reason together in this way makes him 

reject the distinction made by Bultmann and others between Historie, as the study 

of events in themselves, and Geschichte, as the study of the faith significance of 

events. For Pannenberg, Historie in this sense is inevitably concerned exclusively 

with the past, and therefore leaves open the question of the final meaning or 

essence of the realities it is investigating. Since the ultimate meaning of any event 

can be seen only in the context of the whole of reality, including the anticipated 
future, something more than a purely historisch approach is essential to make 

sense of an event . 
54 On the other hand, Pannenberg is certainly not seeking to re- 

import a supernaturalist understanding of divine action which would undermine his 

commitment to historical criticism: 'if religious or theological elements are to be 

reintroduced into the reconstruction and re-presentation of history, that cannot be 

done in terms of authoritative statements of faith that would not be open to critical 
historical examination'. 55 

(ii) An Influential Alternative: Van Harvey 

This leads us right into what Van Harvey termed 'that swampy ground which 
borders both theology and the philosophy of history', relating to 4systematic 

reflection on the nature of historical judgement itself. " Harvey's book, Ae 
Historimi and the Believer, though published thirty years ago, is still an important 

point of departure for considering the relationship between faith and history. The 
book's dedication to Rudolf Bultmann and Harvey's acknowledged debt to 

53 Pannenberg (1967), p. 273. 
54 Pannenberg (1976), pp. 69t 
55 Pannenberg (1977), p. 87. 
5's Harvey (1967), p. xdii. 
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Schubert Ogden illustrate the influences which shaped his arguments. His views 

represent a clear and sustained challenge to those of Pannenberg. Harvey certainly 

shares Pannenberg's openness to historical criticism. However, his conclusion is 

different from Pannenberg's. While Pannenberg regards faith and reason as 

inextricably bound together, Harvey aims to keep them distinct. It is crucially 

important for Harvey that, regardless of one's beliefs, honest and open debate can 

take place at the level of the assessment of warrants (or justifications) for historical 

explanations. He argues that the intrusion of faith into this debate often merely 

clouds the issues. Faith is legitimate, but it 'has no function in the justification of 

historical arguments representing fact'. 57 He comments provocatively that 'the 

basic but unspoken issue between the historian and the believer is a difference 

concerning intellectual integrity, the morality of knowledge'. 5' This leads him to 

argue in favour of an approach he terms 'soft perspectivism'. By this, Harvey 

means that the Christian historian uses the same tools as other critical historians, 

but unlike them is committed to discerning the deeper meaning events have for 

faith. 59 Therefore, it is possible to hold meaningful dialogue at the level of 

historical warrant because everyone is playing by the same rules, even though the 

believer may want to detect a deeper meaning in the events themselves. In this 

connection, Harvey refers to H. Richard Niebuhr's distinction between external 

and internal history. 60 Niebuhr seeks to escape from having to resort to two 

different realities (natural and supernatural) in analysing religiously significant 

historical events. Niebuhr's conclusion is that we are in fact dealing with the same 

event seen from two different perspectives (the external, dealing with ideas, 

objects, relationships, effects, etc; and the internal, dealing with the inner impact 

57 Harvey (1967), p. 112. 

58 Harvey (1967), p. 47. 
59 Harvey contrasts this with the approach of 'hard perspectivism', which assumes that all 
historical judgment is a matter of interpretation, bound up with the historian's presuppositions. 
For Harvey, the problem with hard perspectivism is that its thoroughgoing relativism makes open 
debate about the warrants for historical explanations impossible. (1967, pp. 205-8). 

6OHarvey (1967), pp. 234ff, drawing on Niebuhr's The Aleaning of Revelation (New York: 
Macmillan, 1946). 
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the event has on human selves and communities). Harvey is ultimately attracted to 

this kind of solution since it allows open discussion according to the canons of the 

morality of knowledge, at the level of external history, leaving faith to explore the 

meaning of internal history. 61 

However, Pannenberg rejects any attempt to divide history into internal and 

external elements: 'The events in which God demonstrates his deity are self-evident 

as they stand within the framework of their own history. It does not require any 
`62 kind of inspired interpretation to make these events recognizable as revelation. 

In a sense, Pannenberg transcends Harvey's alternatives of soft and hard 

perspectivism. By rejecting the fact-value distinction 
, 
which lies at the heart of 

Harvey's position, Pannenberg is turning his face against the soft perspectivism 

which Harvey supports. Yet Pannenberg is certainly not a hard perspectivist as 

defined by Harvey, since he is committed to the thoroughgoing use of the historical 

critical method; and his emphasis on provisionality in making judgements - 
historical and otherwise - place him a long way from those who would flee into 

an insulated ghetto, despairing of the attainment of universal truth. Harvey 

ultimately argues that honest openness to debate on the basis of the morality of 

knowledge requires as a pre-condition the retention in some form of the Neo- 

Kantian distinction between fact and value. While Pannenberg shares Harvey's 

goal of openness, he regards the distinction between fact and value not as a 

necessary precondition, but as an obstacle which must be removed. 

61 The problem with Harvey's approach is that it ultimately runs the risk of cutting the link 
between faith and particular historical events. He concludes that 'the significance of Jesus lies 
precisely in the relevance of his image for understanding that final reality which confronts men in 
all events. Christians turn to Jesus not in order to rehabilitate any exclusive claim that a 
defensive Christianity wishes to make but because it understands that human beings only seem to 
decide concerning the truth about life in general when they are confronted by a life in particular. ' 
(Harvey, 1967, p. 288. ) Cairns (1968) comments that Harvey's conclusions are very close to those 
of Bultmann's 'left-wing' critics, such as Schubert Ogden, in radically diluting the uniqueness of 
Christ. 
62 Pannenberg (1969a), p. 155. As Pannenberg explains (1970, pp. 90f), part of his attraction to 
von Rad's model of history as the transmission of traditions is that it serves to remove the 
distinction between 'inner' and 'outer' history. 
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(iii) Other Critiques of Pannenberg 

Pannenberg's view of the relationship between faith and reason has been the 

subject of a wide variety of other critiques, from different - and sometimes 

contradictory - angles. Some critics have accused him of underestimating the 

importance of faith, others that despite his protestations he drives a wedge between 

faith and reason, and still others that he uses unwarranted presuppositions which 

derive from faith. 

C. B. McCuflagh has attacked Pannenberg for underestimating the importance 

of faith. 11is opening salvo is uncompromising: 'One can hardly exaggerate the 

importance of Wolfhart Pannenberg's critique of the Bultmann school, nor the 

inadequacy of his attempt to improve upon their work. 63 For McCullagh, 

Pannenberg's insistence on using apocalyptic as the context for consideration of 

the resurrection of Christ is unhelpful, since apocalyptic categories hold little 

credibility today: Pannenberg has therefore totally failed to meet the challenge of 

the Enlightenment. As a result, his claim that historical revelation is open to 

anyone who has eyes to see is void. McCullagh actually prefers Oscar Cullmann's 

salvation-history approach, which assumes that a right interpretation of the biblical 

events requires faith, and is not self-evident: 'To Cullmann ... 
biblical history is not 

of present significance as proof of God's existence and nature, as Pannenberg 

thought, but as offering an account of history in which people might well 
believe. '64 McCullagh accepts the existence of Lessing's ditch between the 

accidental truths of history and the necessary truths of reason, although he also 

accepts that history might be able to show that faith in God and the divinity of 
Jesus is 'not entirely unreasonable'. 63 The ultimate importance of biblical history 

lies in its theological significance, not its historical or existential significance. 

63 McCullagh (1971), p. 513. 
64 McCullagh (197 1), p. 517. 
65McCullagh (1971), p. 517. For a brief discussion of the significance of Lessing for the area 
covered by this thesis, see section 1.3 above. 

221 



On the other hand, as I noted earlier, Pannenberg is not seeking to eliminate 

the need for faith. He does not simply equate faith and reason, and, as we have 

seen, accepts that 'sure trust' may be based on historical judgements, which in 

themselves can deal only in probabilities. " However, this distinction between faith 

and reason in appropriation leaves Pannenberg open to attack from another angle. 

Is he not simply re-introducing by the back door a variant of the fact-value 

distinction he has fought so hard to repel from the front door? Holwerda argues 

that Pannenberg's position here is essentially incoherent, since he never resolves 

the question of how faith can be built upon foundations of historical probability. 67 

He concludes that either Pannenberg must think that faith knows more than reason, 

or that he lapses into subjectivism: if either of these charges could be made to 

stick, Pannenberg would indeed be seen to have contradicted his basic position. 

Holwerda suggests the possibility of a third way lying between the opposite poles 

of subjectivism (which he describes as Pannenberg's 'ultimate fear) and reliance 

on reason alone (into which he argues Pannenberg flees to escape subjectivism). 

This would seek to correlate faith and reason together, in a way which Pannenberg 

cannot, because under the influence of the Enlightenment, he has wrongly assumed 

that reason is autonomouS. 68 Holwerda's argument certainly has force. I-Es 

66 PannenbeTg (1967), p. 273. 
67 HOINVCTda (1983). 
68 It may in fact be the case that Panncnbcrg's position has the resources within it to sumount' 
this difficulty. In an interesting article, Harder and Stevenson (1971) suggest that because of his 
rejection of distinctions between fact and value, his theology offers an opportunity to develop a 
holistic experience of reality, not limited solely to intellectual abstractions. They argue that 
behind Pannenberg's programme is 'nothing less than an effort to close the gap, which has 
existed at least since the time of Descartes, between phenomenal reality and our perception of that 
reality' (p. 34). They identify some key strengths of Parincriberg's theology in this respect. First, 
he takes human entanglement in the process of history with a radical seriousness which unites 
form and content in history: God's presence in history enables us to apprehend events as they are 
in themselves, without the need to penetrate beyond them to some abstract principle in order to 
endow them with meaning. Second, they characterize the orientation to the future in his 
approach as the 'eros for the not yet': for Panncnberg, history has an unfinished quality, %Nith 
other dimensions of which we are dimly aware. However, Harder and Stevenson regard 
Pannenberg's view of the transition from facts to faith in appropriation as unclear. Sometimes 
Panncnberg appears to suggest that we use reason to ascertain facts before reaching faith 
conclusions based upon those facts, while at other points he sees reason and faith as 
interpenetrating. Harder and Stevenson conclude that the second of these possibilities is in fact 
truer to the spirit of Pannenberg's total programme, given his commitment to the unity of fact 

Continued 
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conclusion is that Pannenberg is open to attack on two grounds: first, that he re- 

introduces a bifurcation between faith and reason which contradicts his basic 

position; and second, he lapses into a kind of subjectivism, in which faith 

commitment comes to dominate reason. 

Indeed, in a sharp critique of Pannenberg's views, lain Nicol argues that 

Pannenberg does rely on faith pre-suppositions in a way which undermines his 

professed commitment to the historical critical method. 69 Mcol identifies two 

principles underlying Pannenberg's treatment of theology and history, which 

represent presuppositions derived from faith. The first is that humanity's innate 

openness to the future (and hence to God) is the context within which the 

resurrection of Christ is to be seen. The second is that the framework of 

apocalyptic has a permanent and enduring validity. Nicol suggests, in relation to 

these two points, that while it is widely accepted that human beings 

characteristically hope beyond their immediate situation, it is less clear that this 

necessarily entails a hope for life beyond death, and less clear still that it is natural 

to formulate this orientation in apocalyptic terms. He therefore sets out two 

unclarities at the heart of Pannenberg's thought. First, it is not clear whether 

Pannenberg's case for the objectivity and universality of revelation rests more on 

facts or on meanings assigned to those facts deriving, for example, from an 

apocalyptic world-view. " Second, it is not clear whether Pannenberg is genuinely 

using historical research to verify the claims of faith, or whether instead, history is 

being made to conform to the presuppositions of faith 
.71 He certainly sets out to 

and value, and this is why they argue that his theology pro"ides a path towards a holistic 
interpretation of reality. At the same time, they remain uneasy that Pannenberg's a prior! 
assumption that God reveals himself in history is itself an act of faith. 
'69 Nicol (1976). 

70 Pannenberg would presumably respond that Nicol is malcing a false distinction here, and argue 
that in any case his view of history as the transmission of traditions transcends any division 
between fact and meaning. Nicol might in turn reply that Pannenberg has not convincingly 
shown the distinction between fact and meaning to be illegitimate. 
71 For a more specific application of this criticism to Pannchberg's treatment of the resurrection, 
see Carnlcy (1987), pp. 81-95. Carnlcy argues that despite Pannenberg's apparent comn-dtment to 
historical criticism, his insistence that the resurrection of Christ must be seen in the context of 
apocalyptic expectation amounts in fact to a prior faith-commitmcnt. 
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achieve the former, but, argues Nicol, appears to end by lapsing into the latter. 72 

Of these various criticisms of Pannenberg's view of the relationship between 

reason and faith, the one which carries the most force is the contention of Nicol 

(also observed by Harder and Stevenson) that Pannenberg may - despite his 

protestations to the contrary - be allowing faith pre-suppositions to dictate the 

outcome of historical investigation. It is on this particular point that I shall focus 

consideration of the Book of Revelation in this section. Clearly, Pannenberg's 

approach to the question of the relationship between reason and faith draws on 

many different resources apart from apocalyptic literature. Nonetheless, the 

central role he accords the apocalyptic tradition in underpinning his arguments 

suggests that it is at least reasonable to explore whether his conclusions are 

compatible with apocalyptic (for our purposes the Book of Revelation). 

(ty) Reflections in the Light of the Book of Revelation 

As I explained in section 6.2. L, Pannenberg's recent reformulation of the 

relationship between word and event gives a clear role to revelation through word 

and vision, while retaining the controlling idea of revelation as history. My 

conclusion was that Pannenberg's use of apocalyptic literature to argue that God 

reveals himself in the events of history could be defended with reference to the 

Book of Revelation. Revelation comes to the seer through visionary experience, 

and he proclaims his message to the churches as a result; but the truth of his 

message will ultimately be vindicated only by events yet to come. In chapters 3-5 

of the thesis, I noted that the rhetorical impact of the text is based on a two-fold 

72 A related problem in Pannenberg's thought which Nicol identifies is specifically related to the 
use of apocalyptic. It is axiomatic for Pannenbcrg that all interpretations are provisional and 
open to modification. Yet he appears to give an unwarranted privilege to the apocalyptic world- 
view by exempting it from this openness to change (Nicol, 1976, p. 13 8). This is a fundamental 
criticism of Panncnberg's method from the standpoint of systematic theology. However, an 
analysis of this Idnd of criticism lies outside the scope of this thesis, which is concerned NNith the 
relationship between Pannenbcrg's theology and apocalyptic. 
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dynamic: an outward movement to ultimate spatial and temporal horizons, and an 

inward movement back to the earthly present. In examining Pannenberg's ideas of 

revelation as history in section 6.2.1., 1 found considerable affinity with the 

outward movement of this dynamic. 

However, the position is different when it comes to the appropriation of 

revelation. For this must be related more specifically to the present life of the 

believer. The events which ultimately prove the rightness of faith may indeed lie in 

the future, but the question of the present appropriation of the revelation by the 

believer remains. Therefore, in comparing Pannenberg's thought with Revelation 

at this point, we need to turn our attention not merely to the outward movement to 

ultimate spatial and temporal horizons, but also to the inward dynamic we have 

observed, the rhetorical impact which comes from the text's refocusing back to the 

earthly present of the reader. 
One rather obvious potential difficulty in comparing the Book of Revelation 

with Pannenberg's formulation of the appropriation of revelation ('the historical 

revelation is open to anyone who has eyes to see') is that one of the fundamental 

features of the Book of Revelation is the expansion of the reader's spatial and 
temporal horizons to reveal dimensions of reality which are not otherwise visible. 
An 6c7roK6c%uxVtS reveals to the faithful things which are not visible to 'anyone' 

who has eyes to see. John has been shown the ultimate context within which the 

earthly presentis to be seen. But as yet this is hidden from Ahe perspective of the 

earthly present. In the meantime, the believer is to be sustained by faith and by 

worship in the context of the Christian community. 
For example, the vindication which God brings about for his followers is as yet 

hidden from the perspective of the earthly present. It is ultimately assured, and will 

manifest itself in God's action in history, but as yet can be glimpsed only in 

anticipation. Meanwhile, the present, and the expected tribulation in the 

penultimate future, are characterized by the apparent victory of the church's 
enemies. One of the terms I have identified as marking the penultimate future in 
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the text is viiaVo. Generally, this term is applied to the church in exhortations to 

remain faithful in the present and the penultimate future. 73 In the three visions 

using the time-frame of 3V2(the two witnesses, the woman and the dragon, and the 

two beasts), vticaco is however used in a particular, ironic way, to underline the 

transient nature of the enemies' victory in the face of the ultimate vindication to be 

wrought by God. Thus, in 11: 7, the two witnesses are killed by the beast: r6 

Oilpiov rO' 6vapativov 6c rfiG &Pbacrau nothcret ai), r(Ov n0x1iov ical 

vtichaet abrobq ical &7coivrcvCT abcoi)q. But the apparent triumph lasts only 31/2 

days (11: 9), after which the two witnesses are raised to heaven, and judgement 

falls on the city in the form of an earthquake. In 12: 11, it is said of the asex(Pot 

that they have conquered (kvtid1aav) Satan by the blood of the Lamb and by the 

word of their testimony, for they did not cling to life even in the face of death. In 

other words, they appeared to have been defeated by being killed, but ironically 

this actually represented their victory. In 13: 5-7, the beast is given authority for 42 

months, during which time it is allowed to make war on the saints and conquer 

them (notficat n6Xegov ge%& r(Ov &yio)v ical vticfiac(t aikol)q - note the 

similarity of wording to 11: 7), but again, this is a limited and transient victory. The 

point here is that to the public eye the enemies' victory is indeed complete: it is 

only in the context of faith (admittedly on the basis of past divine action and 

anticipated future verification) that the transience of their triumph is discerned. 

So the text calls for the believer in the earthly present to distinguish between 

the apparent nature of events and their tnte significance. The seer does not of 

course deal in the categories of faith and reason, or fact and value: they are modem 

currency, and it would be anachronistic to impose them on Revelation. But John's 

framework of apparent (visible) reality and true (as yet hidden) reality, and his call 
to the believer to discern truth in events which apparently have the opposite 

meaning, may be relevant to the discussion earlier in this section about the 
distinction between fact and value. In particular, it could be argued that the effect 

of the combination of apocalyptic and prophecy in Revelation is to create an 

73 So 2: 7,11,17,26; 3: 5,12,2 1; 12: 11; 15: 2; 21: 7. 
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epistemological division between historical events on the one hand and their faith- 

significance on the other. Are there formal similarities here, for example, with Van 

Harvey's use of fact/value or internal history/external history distinctions? 

If this were the case, it would expose clear tensions between the text and 

Pannenberg's model. However, the position is more complex than it appears. I 

argued in chapter 3, following Thompson, that the seer is not seeking to offer a 

glimpse of a reality separate from the empirical world, but rather a vision of what 

the whole of reality is like. The seer's vision of reality is ontologically and 

cosmologically unitive, not dualistic (although epistemologically, there is clearly an 

implied distinction between the perception of appearances and the inspired 

perception of underlying truth). So the meaning of an event, such as the death of a 

martyr, can be discerned only within the vision of the whole of reality offered by 

the 6cnoic6c%-oxVtS. Otherwise, the picture is partial - the spatial dimension of 

present divine sovereignty in heaven, and the temporal dimension of expected 

vindication are ornitted - and the true nature of the martyrdom (victory) remains 

hidden. Ultimately, the true nature of the martyr's death will be manifest, and 

ultimately there will be no separation between its apparent meaning and its true 

meaning. Moreover, its true meaning will be seen to have been its true meaning all 

along. 

Therefore, on one level, Pannenberg's model is parallel to that in Revelation: 

truth is as yet hidden and will be revealed. The difference is that, for John, the 

present hiddenness of truth is represented by the spatial distinction between heaven 

and earth. Pannenberg concentrates on the temporal dimension: God is the power 

of the future. I shall return to this question in my discussion of retroactive 

ontology in section 6.3.2. However, some tensions remain in Pannenberg's 

thought here. Nicol's criticisms carry some force: there is a givenness about some 

of Pannenberg's assumptions which sits uneasily with his radical commitment to 

historical criticism. Interestingly, that sense of givenness, in a context where the 

true meaning of events is nonetheless obscured, is characteristic of apocalyptic 
literature, including Revelation. At its root, the residual tension in Pannenberg's 

thought at this point reflects the combination of his determination to operate as a 
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modem theologian accountable to post-Enlightenment canons of rationality, and 

his equal determination to structure his theology within an apocalyptic framework. 

These two concerns are not incompatible, but there will probably always be a 

degree of tension between them. 

6.3 THE DYNAMICS OF HISTORY 

6.3.1 Unity and Coherence in History 

(i) Universal History 

The concept of universal history, that is, the concept that history has an overall 

unity and coherence, is crucial to Pannenberg's argument. In one of his earliest 

published works, he claims that: 'History is the most comprehensive horizon of 
Christian theology. All theological questions and answers are meaningful only 

within the framework of the history which God has with humanity and through 
humanity with his whole creation - the history moving toward a future still hidden 

from the world but already revealed in Christ. 74 

Pannenberg marshals scriptural evidence to support this conclusion. Once 

again, he traces the development of the Old Testament tradition which sees God 0 
revealed in the events of history, beginning with individual events, with the exodus 

14 Pannenberg (1970), p. 15. The essay, 'Redemptive Event and History', in which the sentence 
appears, was originally published in German in 1959. This key argument was repeated in 
Panncnberg's second thesis on the concept of revelation (1969a, p. 131). Panncnberg 
acknowledges Dilthey's influence here, citing his statement (from the Gesammelte Schrij? en 1171) 
that: 'One would have to wait for the end of a life and, in the hour of death, survey the whole and 
ascertain the relation between the whole and its parts. One would have to wait for the end of 
history to have all the material necessary to determine its meaning. ' Panncnbcrg returns several 
times to this same sentence (see 1970, p. 163, in a discussion of hermeneutics; and 197 1, p. 6 1, in 
a discussion of faith and reason). From the perspective of this thesis, it is interesting to note the 
argument of Finger (1991, p. 4) that the ultimate eschatological horizon posited by the New 
Testament, with the implication of ontological unity, justifies the quest of the discipline of 
systematic theology, which aims for coherence in the understanding of God. 
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as the paradigm (eg Exod. 14: 3 1), moving through the more complex 

Deuteronomistic picture, in which God reveals himself through Israel's occupancy 

of the land, to the fall of Judah and the subsequent location of the decisive event of 

salvation in the future. This tradition is substantially sharpened in the apocalyptic 

literature: 

For apocalyptic thought, the present is filled with tribulation. It is only in the 
time of the eschatological inauguration of the new aeon that the meaning of 
the present time is revealed. The destiny of mankind, from creation onward, 
is seen to be unfolding according to a plan of God. The apocalyptic thought 
conceives of a universal history. Thus, the revelation of God and his glory is 
transferred to the end of all events. That the end will make manifest the 
secrets of the present is also the presupposition of primitive Christianity. " 

The idea that apocalyptic literature is concerned with seeing human history as 

a coherent whole has been roundly criticised fforn various quarters. A good 

example is the critique of Pannenberg offered by W. R. Murdock. 76 Murdock 

argues that apocalyptic is-in fact characterized by determinism and ontological 
dualism, in which this age is seen in profoundly pessimistic colours. The emphasis 
is therefore not on detecting meaning in history, but in expectation of a new age 

which would destroy history. Even in cases such as Dan. 2, where the dream of 

the statue appears to offer a scheme of historical ages, Murdock argues that the 

aim is to assure readers that they are living in the last days, rather than to provide 

75 Pannenberg (1969a), pp. 132L Pannenberg's early thought on this point owes a considerable 
debt to a study of apocalyptic by his colleague at Heidelberg, Dietrich Rossler, Gesetz und 
Geschichte: Untersuchungen zur Theologie der Jüdischen Apokalyptik und der Pharisäischen 
Orthodoxie (1960). R6ssler's study was based on a distinction between two supposed views of 
history and the law: the rabbinic (including the pharisaic), which atomized both, seeing history as 
a series of individual episodes, and the law as a matter of observing individual commandments-, 
and the apocalyptic, which viewed history as a unity, shaped by God's election of Israel, and 
viewed the law as a unity, with the stress laid on its overall role as national identity marker, 
rather than on the individual commandments which constituted it. Rossler has in fact been 
heavily criticized, both for his methods and his conclusions, and whatever one makes of the 
conclusions of the 'Pannenbcrg group' more generally, its reliance on Msslcr's study has 
provoked hostile reactions. See, for example, Betz (1969). On the other hand, in returning in his 
Systematic Theology to the issues raised originally in Revelation as History, Panncnberg has 
continued to draw on apocalyptic without reference to R6ssler. 
76 Murclock (1967). 
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an overall account of history. 77 For Murdock, the apocalyptic writers saw the 

eschaton as the manifestation of the new aeon, not the culmination of the old: its 

relationship to human history is as terminus, not telos. The apocalyptic attitude to 

history in this age is that it represents the expression of a demonic will in conflict 

with God, and it is therefore to be destroyed with the establishment of the eternal, 

unchallenged rule of God. So human history cannot be the medium of divine self- 

revelation. " 

Murdock's view of the apocalyptic attitude to history as pessinýistic is 

however open to challenge, as I explained in my discussion of the genre of 

apocalypse . 
79 Recent scholarly discussion of the Book of Revelation tends to 

support the thesis that the seer is indeed interested in history. For example, 

Bauckham concludes that: '[the seer] is given a glimpse behind the scenes of 

history so that he can see what is really going on in the events of his time and 

place. He is also transported in vision into the final future of the world, so that he 

can see the present from the perspective of what its final outcome must be, in 

God's ultimate purpose for human history. "O My analysis of the text of Revelation 

has also served to underline the unitive nature of the seer's vision of reality and of 
his conception of history. Providing an overall vision of human history which is 

unified and coherent is crucial to the rhetorical aim of the seer. It provides an 

ultimate framework within which the true nature of the present can be seen. 

77 See the extended discussion of the genre of Revelation in section 3.4.1 make particular 
reference to Murdock in the present chapter because his article is specifically a critique of 
Pannenberg's position. 
78Murdock (1967), p. 187. Unease at a more general level with the use Pannenbcrg has made of 
apocalyptic has been expressed by Baff (1975). Barr's principal complaint is that both 
Pannenberg and Moltmann have imposed their own theological ideas onto the texts, rather than 
allowing the texts to speak on their own terms. 
79 See section 3.4 above. 
'30 Bauckham (1 993b), p. 7. 
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(ii) Openness or Determinism? Moltmann's Challenge to Pannenberg 

However, even if one accepts that it is legitimate to interpret apocalyptic texts such 

as the Book of Revelation as offering a view of history as a whole, which resonates 

with modem ideas of universal history, is Pannenberg's version of universal history 

the most appropriate one? Airgen Moltmann thinks not. Moltmann certainly 

accepts of course that Christianity is future-orientated: his theological programme 

is built on that basic premise. His early statement that 'From first to last, and not 

merely in the epilogue, Christianity is eschatology, is hope, forward looking and 

forward moving, and therefore also revolutionary and transforming the present" 

might be taken as a guiding principle throughout his work. " He shares 

Pannenberg's distrust of theologies constructed on the assumption that the present 

moment is of overriding importance. 82 However, his commitment to the concept 

of hope in the promise of God is such that his vision of history is fundamentally 

dynamic, and this leads him to distinguish his position from that of Pannenberg. 

Moltmann agrees that Pannenberg is right to start with the basic Old 

Testament insight that history is a process of promise and fulfilment, but disagrees 

with the results arrived at by the 'Pannenberg group": 

... the basic Old Testament insight that 'history is that which happens between 
promise and fulfilment' - the insight from which Pannenberg and Rendtorff 
set out - is ultimately abandoned in favour of an eschatology which is 
expressed in terms of universal history and which proves itself by reference to 
&reality as a whole' in an effort to improve on Greek cosmic theology ... the 
thought structures of Greek cosmic theology remain in principle, and are 
simply given an eschatological application. 33 

81 Moltmann (1967), p. 16. 
82 See Moltmann's recent criticism of Barth, Althaus, and Bultmann in this regard (1996, pp. 13 - 
22). 
83 Moltmann (1967), pp. 78-9. Moltmann's own alternative is to argue for a different 
interpretation of apocalyptic, in which the cosmos is actually taken up into history and is 
rendered eschatological, so that cschatological movement, rather than a destination, is primary 
(1967, pp. 136ff). 
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This is an important line of criticism. In effect, Moltmann is accusing Pannenberg 

of rediscovering the importance of history in biblical faith, only to re-impose a 

framework of understanding which is basically static rather than marked by 

historical flux. Moltmann suggests that Pannenberg's cominitment to the idea that 

history is moving toward a universal felos imposes a false sense of order on the 

historical process. Moltmann's objection at this point is that it is impossible for any 

human observer to attain a vantage point from which the concept of universal 

history can be verified. In other words, to view history from Dilthey's projected 

moment at the end of history would actually involve viewing history from a point 

outside history, and that is impossible. " This is a common philosophical and 

historiographical objection to the idea of universal history, and in my view reflects 

a fatal weakness of attempts to provide comprehensive explanations of the 

historical process. 
However, Pannenberg's account of universal history avoids many of the 

difficulties associated with speculative philosophies of history, since he does not 

pretend to have reached an Archimedian point from which all events can be 

understood. That lies in the ultimate future, and until it is reached, all judgements 

are provisional. Moltmann's criticism of Pannenberg is not, therefore, well- 
founded. 85 Pannenberg responds further to Moltmann's criticism by reinforcing his 

argument that history should not be seen as a self-contained construct representing 

the sum of human finitude, but rather as the self-revelation of God himself. 

84 Moltmann (1985), p. 128. 
"Tupper also defends Pannenberg against Moltmann's criticism at this point (1974, p. 259). In 
fact, it is possible to accuse Moltmann of falling into the same trap as he claims Pannenbcrg does. 
For example, Otto argues that Moltmann's idea that God 'pulls' history from the future by 
opening up possibilities actually re-introdaccs a sort of Barthian transcendentalism, albeit rotated 
by 90 degrees so that it becomes a horizontal, future, not vertical, present, phenomenon. Otto 
goes as far as to say that Moltmann's God becomes essentially a platonic construct, never 
involved in history because he is always ahead of it (1991, pp. 1 14fl). Otto may have a point here, 
although some of his criticism of Moltmann is extraordinarily intemperate - he concludes for 
example that 'Moltmann has through his sinful reason and idolatrous imagination fonnulatcd. a 
theology that appeals to the rebellious desires of man to be as God'l (p. 232). 
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Pannenberg is therefore not postulating a static vision of reality, onto which divine 

action is overlaid. Rather, the dynarnic activity of God constitutes history. 86 

In a related argument, Moltmann suggests that Pannenberg's view of universal 
history is too simple. History is not merely one process: rather, different historical 

events have different pasts, presents and futures. Thus, the 'present present' is 
87 different from how it appeared in the past when it was still in the future. 

Moltmann is absolutely right to draw attention to this level of complexity in the 

historical process, although in fact Pannenberg's scheme can absorb such 

complexity relatively readily, because of his stress on the provisionality of 

judgment. 

This leads us to one of the key areas of difference between Pannenberg and 
Moltmann: how far is the future genuinely open? Both are clearly committed to 

the idea of an open future, but Moltmann argues that Pannenberg's scheme is in 

fact tinged with determinism. Pannenberg is at pains to argue that the future is 

open. Yet it is sometimes difficult to reconcile this apparent radical openness with 
his conviction that there will be a consummation at which the whole of history will 
be seen to be a meaningful unity. David Polk considers whether Pannenberg's idea 

of God as the power of the future entails 'soft' determinism, in which the future 

ascertains the true character of reality, and decides what history means, or 'hard' 

determinism, in which 'the power of the future is a genuine force of creativity out 

of which history is fully and concretely constituted. '" Polk's conclusion is that 

Pannenberg's concern to protect the sovereignty of God leads him to tilt 
inexorably towards 'hard' determinism, even though Pannenberg himself ostensibly 
favours an open future. Part of the problem here lies in a tension between two 

fundamental principles in Pannenberg's theology. On the one hand, he is 

committed to the contingency of an open future. On the other hand, the future is 

86 Pannenberg (1967), pp. 253ff. 
87 MoltMann (1995), p. 128. 
88 Polk (1988), p. 160. 
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God's revelation of himself, and Pannenberg is not a process theologian: he sets his 

face decisively against any notion of development in God. " 

Moltmann perceives this problem, and traces it partly to the use Pannenberg 

has chosen to make of apocalyptic. Moltmann regards Pannenberg's view of 

apocalyptic eschatology as essentially an 'unveiling" of an existing reality, or an 

understanding of an existing reality. For Moltmann, this operates as a limiting 

framework, which rules out potentialities, and which therefore tends towards 

determinism rather than openness. 9' In this context, Moltmann expresses 

reservations about the way in which Jewish apocalyptic can be seen as transmitting 

some overall divine plan of history, since this would call into question his basic 

conviction of the need to emphasize a sense of divine contradiction of present 

reality, rather than continuity. 'The Christian consciousness of history is not a 

consciousness of the millennia of all history, in some mysterious knowledge of a 

divine plan for history, but it is a missionary consciousness in the knowledge of a 

divine comn-dssion, and is therefore a consciousness of the contradiction inherent in 

this unredeemed world, and of the sign of the cross under which the Christian 

mission and the Christian hope stand. 91 He has recently reinforced this by making 

an important distinction between an apocalyptic world-view, which sees 

89Pannenberg's own answer to this apparent incoherence in his thought is a highly complex 
argument based on the identity yet distinctiveness of the Immanent Trinity and the Economic 
Trinity. Essentially he argues that God is not bound to the historical process, because the eternal 
reality of God, the Immanent Trinity, governs the events of history: but at the same time, what is 
ultimately true of God is only decided by the unfolding of history due to the work of the 
Economic Trinity in the world, which then determines reality retrospectively. Pannenbcrg's 
doctrine of God lies beyond the scope of my thesis; for a good discussion of the point, see Grenz 
(1990), ch. 2. See also the discussion below (section 6.3.2) of the related issue of retroactive 
ontology. 
9OMoltmann (1967), pp. 277ff. Related to this point is Moltmann's concern that viewing the 
eschaton as the unveiling of present reality leads to a concentration on the making manifest of the 
salvation of the individual believer, rather than on the implications for the world as a whole. 
91 Moltmann (1967), p. 195. His suspicion of schemes which appcar to limit future potentialities 
leads Moltmann to reject philosophies of history which rest on the idea that there is some kind of 
immanent principle underlying historical development. He dismisses approaches as diverse as 
those of Ranke, F. C. Baur, Droysen, Dilthey and Heidegger as all ultimately representing 
variants of the Greek idea of the logos underlying reality (1967, pp. 246ff). Instead, he is heavilv 
indebted to the Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch, to whose work he has looked from 7heologv 
Hope onwards (see section 1.5 above). 
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eschatology as 'the last things', and what he sees as the Christian eschatological 

view (represented, he argues, by the Book of Revelation), which stresses instead 
92 

the idea of new creation, not necessarily limited to the end times. 

Ultimately, however, it is difficult to sustain Moltmann's case that 

Pannenberg's theology is necessarily deterministic, because of the central role 

which Pannenberg accords the idea of an ontology from the future (see section 

6.3.2. below). Pannenberg's scheme is designed precisely to protect the sovereign 

freedom of God as the power of the future, and to avoid any sense that the future 

is predetermined by the past. 

NO Reflections in the Light of the Book of Revelation 

The question of the extent to which the Book of Revelation envisages an open or 
determined future is complex, and has produced varying reactions among scholars 

who have sought to assess its theological message. One view is that the text is 

essentially determinist, and cannot therefore be legitimately used to support the 

kind of approach favoured by either Pannenberg or Moltmann, with their emphasis 

on an open future. 93 In chapter 3,1 discussed at some length the opposing view, 

adopted recently by Mazzaferri. 94 He concludes that the determinism which 

commentators often detect in the Book of Revelation is only surface-deep, and that 

in fact, the view of history in the text is strongly marked by conditionality. This is 

92Moltmann (1996), p. xi. 
93 Laws (1975) considers the use which Pannenberg, Moltmann and Braaten have each made of 
apocalyptic. One of her conclusions is that New Testament apocalyptic (she uses Mark 13 and 
Revelation as particular examples) stresses the imminence of the end, and a definite 
consummation, to the extent that Moltmann's radically open scheme cannot legitimately be based 
on these texts. Anderson (1976) also urges caution in the use of the Book of Revelation in 
contemporary theology, on the grounds that it represents a fundamentally pcssimistic, 
deterministic view of this age. 
" Mazzaferri (1989). 
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part of his more general thesis that Revelation does not stand in the tradition of 

apocalyptic at all, an argument which in the end fails to convince. 95 

A more promising explanation of the balance between openness and 

determinism is offered by Bauckham, in his discussion of the role of chapters 15-19 

in the text. He argues that the juxtaposition of the universalist Song of Moses in 

15: 3-4 with the visions of judgement in 16: 1 - 18: 24, coupled with the dual 

imagery of eschatological. harvest and judgement in 14: 14-20, implies the posing of 

a fundamental choice for humankind. 96 This element of conditionality also runs 

through the letters to the seven churches, which, as we have seen, play a critical 

role in the rhetorical structure of the text. The commands in the letters require 

responses (such 'as repentance): the nature of the responses will be decisive in 

deterniHng whether the community is blessed or punished. 97 These features 

would suggest a considerable element of conditionality in the theology of the text, 

albeit still within an overall framework which envisages an ultimate consummation 

brought about by the sovereign action of God. The balance between openness and 

determinism in the text would therefore be closer to that struck by Pannenberg (a 

contingent future within an overall perspective of universal history) than to the 

more radical openness postulated by Moltmann. 

This is also the assessment of Stephen Travis, who regards Pannenberg's 

approach as the only substantial example currently available of a systematic 

theology which manages to assimilate apocalyptic. He regards the deterministic 

strand in the apocalyptic tradition as less marked than is sometimes claimed, but 

still sufficiently strong to make Moltmann's interpretation difficult to 

accommodate. 98 Travis is right that Pannenberg's position offers a stimulating 

95 See my critique in section 3.4.2. 
96 See section 5.3.9 above. 
91 Thus the calls to repent, in 2: 5 (Ephesus), 2: 16 (Pcrgamurn), 3: 3 (Sardis), 3: 19 (Laodicca). 
The other three letters also include commands to hold fast, or to be faithful, with the implication 
that to do otherwise will bring judgement. See also the opportunities given for rcpcntance amid 
judgement, at 9: 20-1 and 16: 9,11. 
98 Travis (1980), p. 59. 

236 



framework, from within systematic theology, for accommodating apocalyptic 

eschatology. Apart from anything else, it ensures that the element of openness 
(which Bauckham and others have demonstrated to exist in Revelation) is not 

overlooked. However, the interpreter must beware imposing an anachronistic 
framework onto the text. John appears to believe that the question of whether 
God's initiative will result in judgement or salvation in particular cases depends on 
human response. But that is not the same thing as a radically open future. As we 

shall see in the section on provisionality (6.6.1), John regards the restoration of 

divine sovereignty over the earthly plane as non-negotiable. 

6.3.2 Retroaction and Anticipation 

For both Pannenberg and Moltmann, the orientation of theology to the future leads 

to radical results in the way they conceive reality. Even though Moltmann's 

criticism about Pannenberg's emphasis on unity at the expense of openness may 
have some justification, Pannenberg's view of the way reality is constituted is in 

fact extremely radical. In a crucial passage in Jesus - God and Man, Pannenberg 

explains that his view of the future orientation of theology has implications which 

are not merely epistemological but ontological. Seeing history against a universal 

eschatological horizon does not just mean that at the eschaton the whole of reality 

will be understood in a way that it cannot be understood before then. Rather, 

universal history has profound implications for the way in which reality is actually 

constituted. Pannenberg begins his argument by claiming that the resurrection has 

retroactive power: '... the resurrection has retroactive force for Jesus' pre-Easter 
activity, which taken by itself was not yet recognizable as being divinely authorized 
and its authorization was also not yet definitively settled. However, this has been 

revealed in its divine legitimation in the light of Jesus' resurrection. '" 

" Pannenberg (1968), p. 135. 
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Pannenberg argues that thisfetroactive effect in the ministry of Jesus is in fact 

not unique, but 'involves a matter of basic ontological relevance': 

... for thought that does not proceed from a concept of essence that transcends 
time, for which the essence of a thing is not what persists in the succession of 
change, for which, rather, the future is open in the sense that it will bring 

unpredictably new things that nothing can resist as absolutely unchangeable 
- for such thought only the future decides what something is. Then the 
essence of a man, of a, situation, or even of the world in general is not yet to 
be perceived from what is now visible. Only the future will decide it. "O 

Thus the historical process is marked not by an organic, teleological development, 

driven forward by an immanent principle (as in, for example, Hegel), but rather by 

a retroactive process, in which fresh backward links are constantly made and 'the 

continuity of history is constantly re-established'. 101 

Pannenberg's most radical application of the idea of retroactive ontology 

comes in its implications for his doctrine of God. He bases his argument on 'Jesus' 

understanding that God's claim on the world is to be viewed exclusively in terms of 

his coming rule. ' Pannenberg goes on to suggest that therefore 'it is necessary to 

say that, in a restricted but important sense, God does not yet exist. Since his rule 

and being are inseparable, God's being is still in the process of coming to be. ' 102 

However, Pannenberg is not a process theologian, and rules out any notion of 
development in God. Although 'only in the future of his Kingdom come will the 

statement "God existe' prove to be definitely true ... what turns out to be true in the 

future will then be evident as having been true all along. ' 103 

looPannenberg (1968), p. 136. 
101 Pannenberg (1970), p. 76. In a helpful discussion of this area of Panncnbcrg's thought, Allan 
Galloway offers three lines of defence. First, the principle of defining things in terms of what 
they eventually become is in fact an extremely common one. He gives as an example the 
statement that Scotland's greatest poet was born on 25 January 1759. The meaning of the 
statement is obvious, yet Bums did not become a great poet until rather later in lifel Second, 
Galloway argues that the concept becomes more theologically comprehensible when considered 
together with the doctrine that the whole of time is compresent to God (see further on this in 
section 6.5 below). Third, there is scriptural warrant for the concept from the Hebrew notion of 
truth as that which happens, rather than a timeless abstraction. (Galloway, 1973, ch. 5). 
1 02 Pannenberg (1969b), p. 56. 
103 Pannenberg (1969b), pp. 62-3. 
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The analogous concept in Moltmann is the distinction he draws between 

extrapolation and anticipation. Moltmann distinguishes between two different 

ways in which we speak about the future. On the one hand, it is possible to regard 

the future as that which emerges out of the present. He terms this extrapolation, 

and links it semantically to the German Fulur. For Moltmann, the future in this 

sense cannot be the ground of Christian eschatology, since it tends merely to 

prolong the present, and rule out the radically new. 104 On the other hand, one may 

speak of the future as anticipation, which Moltmann links to the German Zulhinft 

and the Latin adventus - that which is con-fing. Because the dynamic of 

anticipation moves from the future into the present (unlike extrapolation, which 

moves from the present to the future), it cannot be dominated by the present. It is 

this sense of the future which Moltmann sees as the ground of Christian hope. In 

support of his argument, he cites the description of God in Rev. 1: 4 as 6 

Epxom6s. 'God's future is not that he will be as he was and is, but that he is on 

the move and coming towards the world. "03 So God's being is in his coming, not 

in his becoming: his activity in history comes from the future, rather than growing 

out of the present. Unlike extrapolation, future in the sense of anticipation can 

never be overtaken so that it becomes the present and then the past. It always 

transcends the present. Moreover, it always transcends our present concept of 

what the future might be. "" Moltmann therefore attaches fundamental importance 

to the category novum. God's action does not emerge from the past, but is a new 

creation (although it does also gather together the old), In this context, Moltmann 

claims exegetical support from Isa. 43: 18f and 2 Cor. 5: 17. He argues that the 

term icatwq, which of course occurs in both 2 Cor. 5: 17 and at critical points in 

104'Fundamentally speaking, extrapolation is not knowledge about the future at all; it is the 
calculated continuation of the present into the future ... Extrapolation sees the future as an 
extrapolated and extended present and it hence kills the very future character of the future. ' 
(Moltmann, 1979, p. 43). Moltmann also makes the point that this feature of extrapolation makes 
it the tool of those who wish to preserve the political and social status quo as opposed to those 
who seek the transformation of society. 
105Moltmann (1996), p. 23. 
"06MOltmann (1985) 5§5(3); (1996), pp. 22-9. 
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Revelation, notably in 2 1: 1 ff, has a fundamentally eschatological significance: 'The 

new thing, the xatv6q, the nov7tm ultimum, is the quintessence of the wholly other, 

marvellous thing that the eschatological future brings. ' 107 

Both Pannenberg and Moltmann therefore envisage the future in a radical way, 

seeking to avoid the possibility of the future being dominated by the present. In 

both cases, reality in effect comes from the future rather than developing out of the 

past. If there is a difference between them, it is that Moltmann, as elsewhere, has a 

harder-edged political motivation to his argument. I-Es future confronts and 

contradicts the present, whereas Pannenberg's future constitutes the present. 108 

Reflections in the Light of the Book of Revelation 

How far might a reading of the Book of Revelation support this radical future 

orientation? In my analysis of the text, I have sought to stress the way in which 

ultimate reality, as it is conceived by the seer both spatially and temporally, is 

juxtaposed with the earthly present. God, the coming one, brings about a 

transformation of the earthly present (chs. 6 - 19) in order to achieve the 

consummation of chs. 21 - 2. The process does not grow out of earthly reality: it 

comes from the ultimate to transform the earthly present. Thus, spatially, the 

process consists of the extension of manifest divine rule downwards from heaven 

to embrace the rest of the cosmos. Temporally, the process consists of the 

107 Moltmarm (1996), p. 28. See my discussion of iccnv6-;, with a similar judgement about its 
significance, in section 5.2.2(ii). 
log See section 6.6.2 on the ultimacy of divine justice. An interesting comparison can be made at 
this point between both Pannenberg and Moltmarm and Rahner. Rahner argues that '... biblical 
eschatology must always be read as an assertion basscd on the revealed present and pointing 
towards the genuine future, but not as an assertion pointing back from the anticipated future into 
the present' (1966, p. 337). This appears on the surface to argue the reverse of both Pannenberg 
and Moltmann. However, closer examination reveals more common ground. Rahner is reacting 
against views which offer aa detailed picture of a closed future, rather in the manner of 
contemporary premillennial fundamentalism. His concern is to preserve the openness of the 
future -a concern equally shared by both Pannenberg and Moltmarm. 
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transformation of the present, via the penultimate future, to bring it into line with 

the peace and justice of God's kingdom in the ultimate future. 

However, although this reading of Revelation implies the earthly manifestation 

of God's rule in the future, it is not immediately apparent that it implies a coming 

ftom the fLiture in quite the way assumed by Pannenberg or Moltmann. 109 

Hamerton-Kelly picks up this point in his discussion of Pannenberg. In particular, 

he finds difficulty with Pannenberg's argument that 'in a restricted but important 

sense, God does not yet exist. "10 Hamerton-Kelly suggests that this position is in 

fact close to process theology, and that Pannenberg's attempt to distance himself 

from process theology leads to incoherence. Hamerton-Kelly concludes that: 'It 

seems to us that the primitive conceptuality of apocalyptic is more adequate to 

Pannenberg's metaphysical proposal than his own structures. Apocalyptic 

recognizes God as "the power of the future", whose rule is not yet established over 

the earth. It maintains, however, the distinction between God's power and His 

being. God is present to the world as the power of the future. ' III 

Hamerton-Kelly's difficulty with Pannenberg"s formulation is understandable, 

and he is right to draw attention to the distinction between apocalyptic and 
Pannenberg's idea of retroactive ontology. In Revelation, God is certainly 

represented as present (although the manifest acknowledgement of his sovereignty 
is spatially limited, an obstacle which will be overcome in the course of the text). 

In Pannenberg; there is a sense in which God is not yet present, since he comes 
from the future. There is therefore an important conceptual difference between 

Pannenberg and the text. However, I am not sure that Hamerton-Kelly's critique 

109For example, I noted earlier in this section Moltmann's citation of the description of God 
' 
as 6 

ipX6gEVO; (Rev. 1: 4,1: 8,4: 8). This term is clearly connected to the coming of Christ (1: 7, 
2: 5,16; 3: 11; 22: 7,12). And it certainly implies an interventionist picture of God, coming from 
heaven to earth. It is not clear, however, that it implies a comingfroin the future. On the other 
hand, at least one commentator does interpret Epx6gevo; in something like Moltmann's sense 
(Beaslcy-Murray 1974, p. 54). 
"OThe quotation is from Pannenbcrg (1969b), p. 56. See the discussion of Pannenberg's doctrine 
of God earlier in this section. 
111 Hamerton-Kelly (1973, pp. 277f). 
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quite grasps the full implications of Pannenberg's thought here. Pannenberg is not 

actually saying that God does not exist in the present. As Pannenberg argues, the 

consequence of a thoroughgoing ontology from the future is that 'God was present 

in every past moment as the one who he is in his futurity. He was in the past the 

same one whom he will manifest himself to be in the future. " 12 As an 

interpretation of apocalyptic for use in modem theological debate, Pannenberg's 

proposal is perhaps closer in spirit to first-century apocalyptic than Hamerton- 

Kelly acknowledges. 

6.3.3 Moltmann's Reinterpretation of Apocalyptic Cosmology 

Moltmann has devoted considerable thought to the question 'of the relationship 
between heaven and earth , and how this might be expressed in categories which are 

non-deterministic, and which make sense in twentieth-century terms. His 

arguments in this area are rather speculative, but do possibly provide a helpful 

resource for examining the spatial and temporal dimensions of the Book of 
Revelation. 

For Moltmann, the traditional three-decker universe assumed by the New 

Testament writers is no longer a tenable proposition for the twentieth century. 
Nonetheless: 'The experience of transcendence, the experience of. the boundary,, 

and religion in the general sense of the word are just as relevant today as they ever 

were. It is just that we no longer find them in the places where they used to be. ' 113 

Moltmann argues that the breakdown of Cartesian subject-object dualism has 

led to an increasing sense of helplessness on the part of men and women in the face 

of a world they cannot control. Any sense of inward transcendence, which 

previously could have been expressed in terms of powerful subjectivity over 

against an objective world, now seems mere impotent escapism. At the same time, 

112 Pannenberg (1969b), p. 63. 
113 Moltmann (1979), p. 5. 
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human beings still experience a strong desire to transcend their particular situation, 

which manifests itself in an orientation towards the future. This desire can be 

fulfilled only by the discovery of a 'qualitatively different, transforming and new 

future', which contradicts the historical present. Moltmann characterizes this 

contradiction as that between eschatology and history. ' 14 It is in this context that 

the idea of heaven becomes particularly relevant to Moltmann's theology of 
history. 

In discussing the relationship between heaven and earth, Moltmann rejects 
Barth's proposal that the relationship is a parable of the divine/human relationship, 

on the grounds that this model is too hierarchical. ' 15 This leads him to argue for a 

trinitarian view of the relationship, in which heaven is seen as the chosen dwelling 

place of the Father, earth as the chosen dwelling place of the Son, and in which 

'the chosen place of the Holy Spirit must be seen in the coming direct bond 

between heaven and earth in the new creation, as whose energy the Holy Spirit 

already manifests himself now, in the present'. Hence it is appropriate to speak not 

of a contrast between heaven and earth, but rather of a 'complementation' between 

them. 116 

Moltmann goes on to develop his view of what heaven might mean for us 
today. Underlying his argument is the concept, derived from Bloch, of creation as 
copen system'. Moltmann suggests that the earth represents the determined side of 
this system, and heaven the undetermined side, which is open to God: '... earth 

means the reality of the world which is knowable because it is real, and definable 

because it -is definitive; whereas heaven means God's potentiality for the earth, 

which is unknowable and indefinable but defining. ' 117 

114MOltmann (1979), pp. 6-9. 
"SMOltmann (1985), p. 161, citing Barth, Church Dogmatics, 111/3, p. 419. 
116 Moltmann (1985), p. 162. 
117 Moltmann (1985), p. 165. 
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Heaven is 'the kingdom of potentialities'. By this Moltmann does not simply 

mean the potential of the earth per se, but rather its potential as determined by 

God. "' Heaven is already present in the life of the church as the coelum gratiae, 

perceived in God's initiative towards the redemption and liberation -of the world in 

the Christ event, framed by the incarnation and the ascension. It is yet to be 

manifested in the coelum gloriae, the coming of the triune God and the creation of 

a new heaven and new earth. In discussing the nature of the coehim gratiae, 

Moltmann stresses the cosmic significance of the Christ event, drawing on such 

passages as the angels' proclamation to the shepherds in Luke 2: 9-15, and the 

opening of heaven at the baptism of Jesus (Matt. 3: 16 and pars. ), together with 

Eph. Uff and Col. 1: 15-20, which explicitly set Christ in a cosmic context: 'The 

risen One rules, not only over the church, but over heaven and earth as well. The 

Creator has given him the lordship over his world. That is why he fills heaven and 

earth with the glory of his resurrection life and will renew the universe ... the 

movement of God in the raising of Christ and his ascension into heaven sets the 

whole universe on the move towards the coming kingdom of glory. ' 119 

Reflections in the Light of the Book of Revelation 

Moltmann's discussion of the relationship of heaven and earth offers a stimulating 

comparison with the spatial dimension of the Book of Revelation. His re- 
interpretation of heaven as the realm of creative potentialities has affinities VAth the 

process of judgment, preservation and vindication set out in chapters 6- 19 of the 

118 In a passage which clearly shows Moltmann's debt to both Bloch and to process theology, he 
argues that all processes involve connections between reality and potential. These are 
encompassed by creative potentialities, which surpass in quality the actual maldng-possible of the 
potentialities inherent in the processes themselves. These creative potentialities constitute 
heaven, and they are determined by God in order to seek to bring constructive, rather than 
destructive results. Perversions of these creative potentialities, which result in destruction, may 
arise because God does not impose his will autocratically. Such perversions represent what might 
be called the demonic or the Satanic (Moltmann, 1985, pp. 168f). 
119 Moltmann (1985), p. 172. 
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text. I have argued that this section of the text represents a series of divine 

initiatives designed to bring about the possibility of the consummation of the union 
between heaven and earth in the New Jerusalem. To that extent, Moltmann's view 

of heaven as creative potentiality encountering the historical present bears some 

similarity to the way in which the relationship between heaven and earth is 

conceived in Revelation. 

However, in my analysis of the spatial dimension of the Book of Revelation, I 

argued that heaven represents a wider, deeper reality within which present, earthly 

reality is to be seen. To that extent, heaven is not merely a kingdom of 

potentialities: for the seer, there is a powerful stability as well as dynamism about 
the vision of heaven. 120 Moreover, although I would argue, following L. L. 

Thompson, that there certainly is an element of 'complementation' 121 between 

heaven and earth in the structure of the text (I have firmly ruled out a dualistic 
interpretation of the text in my analysis), there is nonetheless a clear sense of 

contrast between heaven and earth in the text. This seems to go beyond 

Moltmann's model of reality/creative potentiality. Chapters I-4 of the text 

establish a dissonance between 'what is' and 'what appears to be', part of which 
stems from the apparent mismatch between the eternal rule of God as manifest in 
heaven and the ambiguity of the earthly present. It is therefore important for the 

seer's scheme that heaven is seen as representing an ultimate reality which is 

already present(albeit hidden), and not merely a potentiality which becomes reality 
only in the ultimate future. 

120 See for example the very striking wide-ranging temporal references stretching across ultimate 
temporal horizons in the vision of heaven in chapter 4, such as: the activity of the living 
creatures: c'cv6mccvaiv oU gXowtv hgepa.; icccl vuicc6; (4: 8); the description of God as 6 i'jv 
ical 6 &v iccEl 6 ipX6ýmvoq (4: 8), and the one who lives EIS zob; otiCovcc; r& oti6wCov (4: 10). 
121 Mo, tMM, S term (1985, p. 162). 
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6.3.4 Conclusion 

In this section, I have sought to explain that while there are similarities in the 

approaches of Pannenberg and Moltmann to a theological understanding of the 

dynamic of history, there are important differences. Pannenberg stresses in 

particular the unity of history: the picture he paints is of an unfolding panorama, as 

yet glimpsed only partially, which will be fully seen at the eschaton. Moltmann, on 

the other hand, criticizes Pannenberg for presenting a picture which is too ordered 

and stable, and which - despite Pannenberg's aim - subtly undermines the 

openness of the future. 122 Moltmann's charge is that Pannenberg has 

'cosmologized' the historical process at the expense of eschatology. 123 1 have 

suggested that Pannenberg's use of the idea of retroactive ontology, and his 

commitment to the sovereign freedom of God make Moltmann's criticism appear 
less than totally convincing. 

In several contexts in this section, we have had cause to note that in the 

ontological frameworks adopted by both Pannenberg and Moltmann, God is seen 

as coming to the present from the future. This offers an explanation of the 

apparent present hiddenness of divine sovereignty within a framework which 

nevertheless foresees eschatological transformation by the intervention of God. 

121- One way of conceptualizing the differences between Pannenbcrg and Moltmann on this subject 
is to return to the influence -which Hegel has eI xerted on them. Perhaps Pannenbcrg is reflecting 
particularly the ultimate unity (synthesis) underlying Hegelian dialectic, whereas Moltmann is 
reflecting more the contradiction between thesis and antithesis within the dialectical process. See 
my discussion of Pannenberg, Moltmann, and Hegel in chapter 1. 
123 Some perceptive comments by Ellul (1977) about the overall dynamics of the text express the 
complex tensions of Revelation in a rather different way, which also sheds light on the debate 
between Pannenberg and Moltmann. Ellul suggests that '... the extreme difficulty of the 
Apocalypse is caused finally not by the obscurity of its symbols or by its mysteries, but by the fact 
that it is at the same time the static of history ... and the dynamic resulting from the presence of the 
end in history. ' The key for Ellul is the apparent contradiction between these two aspects of the 
text. The text is 'at the same time a structure, a truly monumental architecture, and a movement 
from the end toNN-ard the present' (p. 36). This theme is reflected in the title of the original French 
edition of Ellul's book, L Apocalypse: architecture en mouvement. It is arguable that, to adopt 
the terms of Ellul's suggestion, Pannenbcrg has emphasized in particular the static of history, or 
its structure, while Moltmann is more concerned to do justice to the movement from the end 
toward the present. 

246 



John of Patmos was concerned to account for exactly the same issue, and did so in 

an apocalyptic framework, expressing present ambiguity by spatial distinctions 

between heaven and earth. The temporal progression of the text resolves this 

dichotomy, ultimately with the descent of the New Jerusalem from heaven. The 

solutions offered by Pannenberg and Moltmann in the context of modem 

theological debate clearly have strong similarities with the theology of Revelation. 

Yet their reinterpretations of apocalyptic in ways which do not depend on the 

traditional three-decker universe are achieved at the cost of reducing the sense of 

the hidden presence of God"s power, which is such an important theme in 

Revelation. 

6.4 PROLEPSIS: THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE APOCALYPTIC 

FRAMEWORK 

6.4.1 Pannenberg: Proleptic Revelation in Christ 

In considering the extent to which the concept of universal history might receive 

exegetical support, we have generally turned to those features of the Book of 

Revelation which underline its continuity with Jewish apocalyptic. In turning to 

Pannenberg's concept of prolepsis, we shall need to concentrate more on those 

aspects of the text which differentiate it from Jewish apocalyptic, in particular the 

way it reflects the early Christian transformation of the apocalyptic tradition in the 

light of the Christ event. 
Pannenberg defines what he means by prolepsis in the fourth of his dogmatic 

theses in Revelation as History: 'The universal revelation of the deity of God is not 

yet realized in the history of Israel, but first in the fate of Jesus of Nazareth, insofar 

as the end of all events is anticipated in his fate. 124 To assess the significance of 

124 PannenbeTg (1969a), p. 139. Pannenberg's idea of prolepsis has been attacked from within the 
discipline of systematic theology for compromising the radical nature of his view of the future. 
See Burhenn (1975), pp. 541f, and Clayton (1988), passim. 
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this claim, it is necessary first to see how Pannenberg situates the Christ event 

within the context of apocalyptic expectation. For Pannenberg, the first-century 

apocalyptic expectation of general resurrection provides the framework within 

which the significance of Christ's resurrection was understood at the time, and 

within which it should be understood now. Pannenberg explains this most clearly 

in a lengthy passage which I cite here in full because of its importance: 

Although the apocalyptic concept of the end of the world may be untenable in 
many details, its fundamental elements, the expectation of a resurrection of 
the dead in connection with the end of the world and the Final Judgment, can 
still remain true even for us. At any rate the primitive Christian motivation 
for faith in Jesus as the Christ of God, in his exaltation, in his identification 
with the Son of Man, is essentially bound to the apocalyptic expectation for 
the end of history to such an extent that one must say that if the apocalyptic 
expectation should be totally excluded from the realm of possibility for us, 
then the early Christian faith in Christ is also excluded; then, however, the 
continuity would be broken between that which might still remain as 
Christianity after such a reduction and Jesus himself, together with the 
primitive Christian proclamation through Paul's time. One must be clear 
about the fact that when one discusses the truth of the apocalyptic expectation 
of a future judgment and a resurrection of the dead, one is dealing directly 
with the basis of the Christian faith. Why the man Jesus can be the ultimate 
revelation of God, why in him and only in him God is supposed to have 
appeared, remains incomprehensible apart from the horizon of the apocalyptic 
expectation. "' 

Pannenberg is therefore concerned to place the Christ event within an 

apocalyptic framework. At the same time, he argues that the Christ event jr" 

125Pannenberg (1968), pp. 82-3. Pannenberg's claim that the resurrection of Jesus has to be seen 
in the context of the general resurrection is open to question. For example, Koch, whose view of 
Pannenberg's use of apocalyptic is generally positive, takes issue with him here, arguing that 
Jesus' contemporaries appear to have seen his resurrection as a unique event, rather than 
necessarily the beginning of a wider process. Koch argues that the connection made by Paul in 
I Cor. 15 between the resurrection of Christ and the general resurrection is rare in the New 
Testament (Koch, 1972, pp. 105f). Steiger (1967) also questions Pannenberg's assumption of the 
link between Christ's resurrection and the apocalyptic framework Indeed, he goes further than 
Koch, and suggests that not even I Cor. 15 can be held to support Pannenbcrg's contention, since 
Paul's concern is to argue for a general resurrection of the dead on the basis of Christ's 
resurrection, whereas Pannenberg is seeking to explicate the significance of Christ's resurrection 
on the basis of an assumed general resurrection. Steiger's point is surely simplistic. Paul does not 
merely argue jrom Christ's resurrection to the general resurrection: he surely presupposes the 
background of apocalyptic expectation in order to be able to construct his argument at all. 
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transfonns the conceptual framework inherited from Jewish apocalyptic: Jesus' 

teaching is characterized by a sense of the nearness of the end and the presence of 

salvation. The essentially future orientation of Jewish apocalyptic is replaced with 

a more complex sense of eschatological tension between the 'now' and the 'not 

yet'. This feature of Jesus' teaching is widely accepted by'New Testament 

scholars. But Pannenberg presses beyond this to argue that the event of Jesus" 

resurrection has a similarly transforming impact, at the level of ontology: '-with 

Jesus the end is not only - as in the apocalyptic writings - seen in advance, but it 

has happened in advance'. 126 The resurrection of Christ is the present, anticipatory 

disclosure of what will be finally manifested, which will include the general 

resurrection. 127 Pannenberg cites the reference in Revelation 1: 5 to Christ as -the 6 

irp(t), r6, roxoG cCo'y vcicp(Ov in support of his argument. 128 

In the context of prolepsis, Pannenberg also addresses the problem of the 

delay of the parousia, which has constantly dogged attempts to incorporate the 

world-view of New Testament apocalyptic into modem theology. I have argued in 

respect of the temporal dimensions of the text that the book is best seen as 

representing a view which is definitely temporal, in the sense that it matters 

whether events are past, present, or future, but that it does not seek to offer a 

chronology of events. Although Pannenberg has not addressed himself to the 

question of the delay of the parousia in the specific context of the Book of 

Revelation, he has done so more generally. Interestingly, his conclusions are, I 

think, consistent with what I have suggested. Flis basic argument is that the 

relationship between the proleptic revelation of the Christ event and the ultimate 

consummation is a formal one, not a chronological one, so that the relationship 
between anticipation and consummation is preserved and still accessible to us, 
despite the apparent delay of the parousia and consequent loss of a feeling of 

126 Pannenberg (1968), p. 61. 
"' See also now Pannenberg (199 1), pp. 209ff. 
'28Pannenberg (1968), p. 67. In section 5.3.1,1 also argued that this phrase reflects the idea of 
Christ as the pioneer of the general resurrection, over against the view of some commentators that 
the emphasis is more on the sovereignty of Christ. 
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imminence. 129 Moreover, attempts to calculate the future timing of God's 

intervention are denials of divine freedom. 130 

6.4.2 Moltmann: The Christ Event as Anticipation and Contradiction 

Moltmann shares Pannenberg's conviction that the resurrection of Christ 

anticipates the universal eschatological horizon, and that his resurrection is 

inextricably linked to the general resurrection. 13 1 He also agrees that the Christ 

event transforms the apocalyptic framework, as its note of present fulfilment bursts 

open the scheme of two ages in the Jewish apocalyptic tradition. 32 In particular, 

however, Moltmann emphasizes the way in which the Jewish apocalyptic 

expectation of the vindication of the righteous is transformed into the divine offer 

of grace for the lost. 133 'The qualitative difference between a past determined by 

sin, law and death, and the future determined by grace, love and eternal life, is 

stressed so emphatically that there is no continuity between one and the other. The 

difference between this and the apocalyptic understanding of time lies solely in the 

fact that with Christ and in the fellowship of his people this qualitatively new future 

has already begun, in the very midst of this present age. ' 134 

Hence, it is once again evident that Moltmann's approach is coloured in 

particular by his emphasis on discontinuity between the new age inaugurated by the 

129Pannenberg(1970), p. 179, n. 44. See also Pannenberg (1968), pp. 106ff, 242f. 

130 Pannenberg (1970), p. 37. 
131 Moltmann (1967), p. 142, and especially p. 162: 'Jesus' resurrection from the dead by God was 
never regarded as a private and isolated miracle for his authentication, but as the beginning of the 
general resurrection of the dead, i. e. as the beginning of the end of history in the midst of 
history. ' 

132 Moltmann (1974), pp. 170f. 
133 Moltmann (1974), pp. 128ff. Moltmann argues that God's raising of Christ, despite his status 
as a blasphemer, transforms the means of salvation from obedience to the law, as in Jewish 
apocalyptic, to grace. See also Moltmann (1990), pp. 223f. 
134MOItMann (1985), p. 122. See Auther discussion on this point in section 6.5 below, on 
continuity and discontinuity in eschatological consummation. 
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Christ event on the one hand, and the present age on the other. This is reflected in 

his critique of Pannenberg's analysis of the relationship between the Christ event 

and the eschatological future. For Moltmann, Pannenberg devotes too much 

attention toformal questions about the anticipation of the general resurrection in 

the resurrection of Christ, and too little attention to the content of the future of 

Christ and his followers in the light of Christ's resurrection, too much attention to 

Christ as the first fi-uits of the general resurrection and too little attention to him as 

the source of risen life. 135 In other words, Pannenberg's attention has been 

distracted by the formal structures of universal history and the proleptic revelation 

of the eschaton in the resurrection of Christ, at the expense of the implications of 

the resurrection of the crucified Jesus for the present life of the believer. For 

Moltmann, Pannenberg has neglected the extent to which the believer's new life in 

Christ involves a contradiction of this present age. 

In this context, Moltmann turns to his distinction between Futur and 

Zukunfl. "6 He argues that in the Christ event, the future (bilainfl) of God affects 
history in such a way as to trigger its own future (Fulur). In other words, the 
Christ event comes from the future of God, contradicting the present age; in turn, 
its impact on the present initiates a new future which grows out of that present 
impact. As Moltmann argues: 

... the starting-point is the anticipation, the prolepsis, the sending ahead of 
God's future, or Zukunft, in the passion and resurrection of Christ ... If this 

135 Moltmann (1967), p. 82. Moltmann argues that this perspective has profound effects on the 
life of the individual believer, who lives in the context of the old age, but also in the reality of 
what Moltmann, terms 'messianic time': "... the present time of the believer is no longer 
determined by the past. It takes its definition ftom the future. The believer's present is free from 
the past and open for the future of the Messiah. It is the present of the One who is to corne. ' 
(1985, P. 123). In a related argumcntý Moltmann suggests that Pannenberg fails to distinguish 
between resurrectionftom the dead (as at the millennium in 20: 4ff), and the general resurrection 
of the dead. Resurrectionfirom the dead is characterized by I Cor. 15, where the resurrection of 
the believer is seen as sharing in the new life of Christ. Resurrection of the dead, however, 
subordinates Christology to apocalyptic cschatology. For Moltmann, Revelation uses the model 
of resurrection of the dead, of which he disapproves. He then (confusinglyl) cites Revelation 21: 5 
as support for the model of resurrectionfrom the dead. (1996, pp. 194-6). 
136 See my earlier discussion of retroaction in section 6.3.2 above, in which I explained the 
distinction Moltmann makes between Zukunft, as that which comes from the future, and Futur, as 
the future which develops out of the present. 
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future or Zukunft is made present in Christ, then, and because of that, the 
present determined by him becomes the germ of what is to come and gains a 
Futur which corresponds to this Zukunft 

... The soteriological 'descent' from 
the presence of salvation to the consummating future 

... 
is comprehended and 

enclosed by the converse theological 'descent' from the eschatological sole 
lordship of God to the provisional lordship of ChriSt. 137 

Moltmann's treatment of the timing of the parousia is complex. He asserts 

strongly the importance of the parousia, without which the Christ event would 

remain 'incomprehensible fragments'. 138 He dismisses the approaches of 
Bultmann, Barth and Althaus, which seem to reduce the parousia to a timeless 

sense of expectation, in which the parousia is not expected in time, but instead is 

somehow super-temporal. 139 On the other hand, Moltmann finds it unhelpful to 

consider the parousia as a temporal event, since that would suggest it was merely 

another event in the general flow of time, and as such marked by transience. 

Rather,, the parousia is qualitatively different from other events: 'What will come 

according to the Christian expectation of the parousia brings the end of time and 

the beginning of eternal creation ... 
As the end of time, the parousia comes to all 

times simultaneously in a single instant. For the future of Christ also brings the end 

of becoming and the end of passing away. '140 Once again, Moltmann's approach is 

influenced by his commitment to the idea of the Christ event (and hence the 

parousia) as contradiction of the present. The parousia is outside time, and %ill 
bring worldly time to an end, rather than mark the end of time. 141 

137 Moltmann (1979), pp. 30-1. 
138 Moltmann (1990), p. 316. 
139Moltmann (1990), p. 317L 
14OMoltmann (1990), p. 317. 
141 Moltmann cites Revelation 10: 6 in support of his argument (1990, p-327), suggesting that 
xp6voq O%')KkTI 9crTat should be translated as 'there shall be no more time. Most modem 
commentators would disagree with this, preferring to translate Xp6voq as 'delay. 
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6.4.3. Reflections in the Light of the Book of Revelation 

How far might the Book of Revelation provide exegetical support for the 

theological idea of prolepsis? I began this section by suggesting that the exegetical 

underpinning for this idea would come from those elements of early Christian 

apocalyptic which differentiate it from Jewish apocalyptic, rather from those 

elements which represent continuity between the two. In this respect, the Book of 

Revelation may be seen as the paradigmatic instance of the transformation of 

apocalyptic by early Christianity. While the text offers easily the most sustained 

piece of apocalyptic writing in the New Testament, it also implies the most exalted 

role for Christ, with the possible exception of the Fourth Gospel. At the same 

time, its stress on the impact of the death and resurrection of the Lamb breaks 

open the traditional two-ages scheme of Jewish apocalyptic: there is a definite 

present dimension to salvation. 142 

There are also more specific ways in which the Book of Revelation might be 

used to support the idea of prolepsis in the relationship between the Christ event 

and the ultimate consummation of history. The evidence in the text has not been 

used by either Pannenberg or Moltmann in detail at all, but I believe it is there: 

what follows is drawn out of my analyses of the spatial and temporal dimensions of 
the text. 

First, the text associates the figure of Christ, and the symbol of the Lamb 

which represents him, closely with the ultimate rule of God. Thus, expressions of 

ultimate sovereignty are associated with Christ as well as with God, for example 

the description of Christ as 67zp(oroq ical 6 F'EaXaroS in 1: 17; the ascription to him 

of eternal worship in 1: 6 and 5: 13; and doxological statements referring to his 

sovereignty in 11: 15 and 12: 10.143 , So, in terms of the temporal categories with 

which I have analysed the text, the Lamb is associated with the ultimate future. 

1 "See my discussion of the genre of Revelation, and particularly the argument that it should be 
seen as both apocalypse and prophecy (section 3.4 above). 
143 These references can also take spatial form, notably for example the association of the Lamb 
with the throne of God in 3: 21,5: 13,22: 1,3. 
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Yet he is also seen in a specific historical context, with symbolic references to the 

Christ event appearing in 1: 5,18; 5: 5,6,10,12; 11: 8; 12: 5,8. It can therefore be 

argued that the appearance of Christ in history is seen by the seer as an anticipatory 

revelation of the ultimate future. The Lamb is, with God the Father (1: 6,21: 22, 

22: 1 ff) responsible for the ultimate future, yet his historical appearance has not yet 

resulted in the unambiguous manifestation of divine sovereignty which is awaited. 

This framework might be said to correspond to Moltmann's idea of the 

'theological descent from the eschatological sole lordship of God to the provisional 

lordship of Christ'. 144 

Second, the appearance of the Lamb on the plane of earthly history has in turn 

triggered a process in which a new future grows out of the present, in a way 

analogous to Moltmann's 'soteriological descent from the presence of salvation to 

the consummating future'. 145 Thus,, as I have suggested in my analysis of the 

spatial and temporal dimensions of the text, the appearance of the Lamb in 5: 6ff 

has pivotal implications for the whole process of the subsequent resolution of the 

dissonance between the earthly present and the ultimate future. 14's 

Third, the Lamb is seen as the centre of the eschatological community in a 
proleptic sense. His sacrifice is the basis on which the community of his followers 

is constituted (1: 5f, 5: 9; 7: 14; 12: 11). He is at the centre of the community (7: 17; 

14: 1; 21: 22; 22: 1,3). Of these passages, those in chs. 1,5,7,12, and 14 are 

clearly set in proleptic contexts, looking forward to the consummation. 

6.5 ESCHATOLOGICAL CONSUMMATION 

Having examined the ways in which Pannenberg and Moltmann have considered 
the question of the overall coherence of history, and the place of the historical 

144 Moltmann (1979), p. 3 1. 
145MOltmann (1979), p. 30. 
146 See especially the discussion in section 5.3.4. 
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Christ event within it, I turn now to the ways in which they conceive the 

consummation of that process. There are similarities between their approaches, 
but as before, while Pannenberg is inclined to stress in particular the unitive nature 

of reality, and therefore the sense in which the eschaton is to be conceived as a 

consummation, Moltmann emphasizes the way in which the eschaton might be 

conceived as a contradiction of present reality. 

6.5.1 Pannenberg: Consummation as Completion 

Pannenberg has recently produced a stimulating discussion of the spatial and 

temporal implications of the eschatological process, in which he makes 

considerable use of Hegelian dialectic. His starting point is a distinction, drawing 

on Hegel, between the finite and the infinite. The infinite must be conceived as the 

antithesis of the finite. This means that the infinite is not merely that which is not 
finite: if it were, it would by definition exclude the finite, and therefore no longer be 

infinite, but merely represent another finite reality. Rather, the infinite must both 

contradict and include the finite. 

On the spatial plane, Pannenberg applies this basic idea to the relationship 
between the holiness of God and the profanity of the world. In the Old Testament 

tradition, the power of the holy threatens the world, and therefore the holy has to 

be kept separate from the profane: yet God in his mercy also elects Israel to 

participate in his holiness. "' In the postexilic period, the promise of salvation 
beyond judgement is extended to cover the whole of secular reality, so that '... the 
holiness of God both opposes the profane world and embraces it, bringing it into 

fellowship with the holy God. %148 

On the temporal plane, Pannenberg discusses the relationship between time 

and the eternity of God. In the Old Testament tradition, God is from everlasting to 

14'Pannenberg (1991), pp. 398f 
148Pannenberg (1991), p. 399. Pannenberg cites as evidence Num. 14: 21 and Zech. 14: 20-1. 
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everlasting (Ps. 90: 2). Yet, argues Pannenberg, this is not merely an expression of 

an infinitely long linear period. From Ps. 90: 4 he derives the thought that all times 

are simultaneously present to God, and links this to the tradition in apocalyptic 

literature that heaven (the dwelling of God) offers a vantage point from which the 

whole of history, from the primordial past (I En. 32: 6) to the end-times, may be 

seen. In this connection, he mentions the use of the phrase 6 np&ror, icccl 6 

EaXa, roS in Rev. 1: 17,2: 8,21: 6 and 22: 13. The juxtaposition of this phrase in 

1: 17f with Christ's self-description as 6 ýCov leads Pannenberg to suggest that its 

meaning is that Christ 'shares the life of the Father which embraces all ages'. 149 

Pannenberg argues that the influence of the Platonic tradition in early Christianity 

led to a concentration on the enduring nature of the eternity of God, over against 

the transience of the created order, missing the importance of the way in which 

'God as always the same embraces all time and has all temporal things present to 

him 
... 

God's eternity includes the time of creatures in its full range, from the 

beginning of creation to its eschatological consummation. ' 150 

Pannenberg brings together spatial and temporal aspects of the eschatological. 

consummation using the infinite-finite model I mentioned earlier. He argues on the 

one hand that the consummation will mean that historical time is contradicted by 

eternity, so that the separation between moments is abolished, reflecting the way in 

which the whole of time is present to God. On the other hand, he argues that 

historical time will be embraced by eternity, so that distinctions between moments 
in time are preserved, reflecting the way in which eternity is not simply atemporal, 
but includes time. 151 

149Pannenbcrg (1991), p. 402. 
l, 5oPannenberg(1991), pp. 403,405t See also Pannenberg (1993), pp. 652ff. 

15"With the completion of God's plan for history in his Icingdom, time itself will end 
(Rev. 10: 6f) in the sense that God will overcome the separation of the past from the present and 
the future and therefore the separation of the present from the past and the future that is a feature 
of cosmic time in distinction from eternity. In the eschatological consummation we do not expect 
a disappearance of the distinctions that occur in cosmic time, but the separation will cease when 
creation participates in the eternity of God' (Pannenberg, 1994, p. 95). This use of Rev. 10: 6 is 
today widely discredited, whatever the merits of Parincriberg's general arguments here. 
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6.5.2 Moltmann: Consummation as Radical Transformation 

Moltmann's view of the eschatological process is also influenced by Hegel to an 

extent. As in other areas, however, whereas Pannenberg chooses to emphasize the 

unifying features of Hegelian dialectic, Moltmann stresses contradiction. 

Moltmann argues that the parousia will bring world time to an end: '[the Day of 

the Lord) lies athwart all the days and times. It will not come merely "from 

ahead", as it were, but also "from above'. It will happen not only in time but also 

to time. ' 152 

Therefore, although for Moltmann the eschaton should be seen as an event, 

and not merely a timeless reality, he is concerned to distinguish it from events 

which occupy transient moments within time. The eschaton also irrevocably 

changes the whole nature of the temporal plane by bringing worldly time to an end: 
it therefore must be seen as standing over against, as well as within, time. "' In 

order to explain more fully his contention that the eschaton stands both within and 
beyond time, Moltmann draws a parallel with the moment of creation. The 

conception of the moment of creation he uses distinguishes between two different 

elements: first, a primordial moment, in which God voluntarily restricts his 

presence in order to make space for creation, and second, a moment of inception, 

which marks the start of created time. Moltmann suggests that the eschaton be 

seen in a similar. fashion, again with two distinct elements. First, in what Moltmann 

terms the 'eschatological moment', God voluntarily de-restricts himself in a 
movement paralleling the primordial moment; and second, the transfigured creation 
enters the kingdom of glory. The eschaton is thus two-sided, partly marking an 
end to earthly time and partly ushering in a new time. 

God de-restricts himself and manifests his glory so that in the transfigured 
creation he may be 'all in all'. Created time ends and 'the time of creation' 

152Moltmann (1990), p. 327. 
153 Hence Moltmann's criticism of Cullmann (whom he sees as imprisoning eschatology within 
time) and of Bultmann (whom he sees as allowing history to be swallowed up by eschatology). Neither allows the eschaton to stand both within and over against time. (1996, pp. 6-22). 
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passes away. The created spaces will be dissolved and 'the space of creation' 
passes away. Heaven and earth find their final, transfigured form in God's 
unrestricted omnipresence itself. The original divine self-limitation which 
made the time and space of creation possible gives way to God's all- 
embracing, all-pervading derestriction of himself. 154 

Thus, for Moltmann, the eschaton is connected to history, but also transforms 

history itself into something qualitatively new. He expresses this in another way by 

comparing and contrasting eschatology and millenarianism: 'Millenarianism is the 

special, this-worldly side of eschatology, the side turned towards experienced 

history; eschatology is the general side of history, the side turned to what is beyond 

history. Millenarianism looks towards future history, the history of the end; 

echatology looks towards the future of history, the end of history. Consequently 

the two sides of eschatology belong together as a goal and end, history's 

consummation and its rupture. "'5 For Moltmann, eschatological consummation is 

therefore both new (nowim) and a gathering together of the old (anamnesis). 156 

Moltmann's unremitting commitment to God as future leads him to reject any 

sense that the eschatological consummation will represent a mere 'completion' 

with no further openness to creative process. Such a 'completion' would mean for 

Moltmann the end of human freedom and God's potentialities. In the kingdom of 

glory, therefore, there wRI be time and history, future and possibility, though 

without transience, or death. Moltmann's consistently future orientation also leads 

him to reject the idea that the eschatological state represents a return to a 

primordial, Edenic state. He argues that the original creation was contingent and 

perfectible, rather than perfect, contrasting therefore with the perfection of the 

154Moltmann (1996), p. 329. Moltmann finds support for this two-fold model in Rev. 21: 3-4. 
21: 4 (, c& np&ra &xA%Gav) 'defines the space that is open for the positive reality that is to come' 
(or in Hegelian terms, represents the negation of the negative) while 21: 3 offers the picture of 
God permeating the whole of reality with his glory (Moltnuinn, 1979, p. 124ff). See also now 
Moltmann (1996), pp. 280f, and p. 296, where he links the flight of heaven and earth from God's 
presence (Rev. 20: 11) to divine de-restriction. 
155 Moltmann (1996), p. 197. 
1mSee Moltmann (1996), p. 265. Note the parallels here with Pannenbcrg's account of 
consummation. Both accounts show the influence of Hegelian dialectic. 
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New Jerusalem. He cites the absence from the new creation of sea (2 1: 1) and 

night (22: 5), the forces of chaos, and the absence of the sun and moon (21: 23), 

which marked the temporal process of the old creation, as support for his case. 157 

6.5.3 Reflections in the Light of the Book of Revelation 

Although there are similarities between Pannenberg and Moltmann in their 

treatment of eschatological consummation, Moltmann's scheme at this point 

stresses a radical continuing future orientation, whereas Pannenberg requires a 

strong element of 'completion' to permit the framework of universal history to be 

complete and events to be seen in their final context and ultimate significance. 
Each of these proposals resonates with the text of Revelation in different ways. 

The descent of the New Jerusalem from heaven and the creation of the new 
heaven and new earth most certainly mark a point of consummation, to which the 

rest of the text has looked forward. The descent of the New Jerusalem is the 

culmination of a descent pattern which runs throughout the text, as I argued in 

chapter 4. The descent motif represents the extension of divine power from the 
heavenly to the earthly plane, and takes in key points in the text, notably the 

reference to the Christ event (5: 5ff) which begins the whole dynamic of judgement 

and salvation from 6: 1 onwards, the descent of the strong angel with the scroll, 
now opened, (10: lff), and the casting down of Babylon (18: 21). The New 
Jerusalem also marks the fulfilment of the eschatological promises given to the 

churches in 2: 1 - 3: 22. The promises are given to those who overcome, who are 
ffithful during the tribulation of 6: 1 - 19: 21. And it also marks the culmination of 
the sequence of pictures of the followers of the Lamb rejoicing in his presence, 
which runs through chapters 7,14, and 21 of the text. 

157 Pannenberg also resists the idea of a return to Eden, partly because of his commitment to an 
Irenaean model of the Fall (1973, pp. 58ff; 1985, pp. 57f). 
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The resolution of spatial and temporal dissonance does not come merely 

through continuity with what has gone before, however, but also through 

contradiction. The symbol of the New Jerusalem is of course contrasted with that 

of Babylon in the text, For example, the New Jerusalem is the bride of the Lamb 

(21: 9), the dwelling place of God (21: 3,22), the home of those whose names are 

written in the book of fife (21: 27). Babylon is the great whore (17: 1), the dwelling 

place of demons and unclean spirits (18: 2), held in esteem by those whose names 

are not written in the book of life (17: 8). Deutsch gives a useful summary of these 

contrasts. 158 Moltmann himself makes the point (not in Deutsch's list) that 

whereas the New Jerusalem descends from God, Babylon is associated with the 

ancient story of Babel, the tower by means of which humanity sought to reach 

heaven. 159 

The spatial and temporal resolution effected with the descent of the New 

Jerusalem therefore stems partly from culmination, partly from contradiction. In 

both senses, the city is linked fundamentally with the character of the preceding 
history, and represents the ultimate context within which earthly history is to be 

viewed. This might be seen as lending support to Pannenberg's ideas of an 

ultimate perspective from which all else must finally be seen. 
On the other hand, the vision of the New Jerusalem is not a static one. It is 

full of life, as shown in the references to the water of life in 21: 6 and 22: 1. and the 

tree of life with its healing properties in 22: 2.160 Moreover, future events still seem 

to be envisaged after the descent of the New Jerusalem: the kings of the earth are 

158 Deutsch (1987), pp. 1224. Deutsch also brings out the important parallels between the two 
cities, such as that they are both bedecked with jewels, introduced to John by an angel, and so on. 
The combination of parallels and clear contrasts serves to underline the distinction between the 
two cities - one is the antithesis of the other. It also serves an ironic purpose, suggesting the 
apparent attractiveness of Babylon (cf the apparent parallels between the beast and the Lamb: see 
section 3.3.2(iv) above). 
159Moltmann (1996), p. 312. 

160AIthough both Moltmann. and Pannenbcrg reject the idea that eschatological consummation 
marks a return to an Edenic state, it is clear that this motif is present in Revelation, through such 
imagery as the tree of life: see Deutsch (1987), pp. 117,126, and Levenson (1985), pp. 127,141, 
for a discussion of the motif in relation to Jewish tradition. 
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to bring their glory into the city (21: 24), and the implication is that the nations are 

to be healed (22: 2). And at a more implicit level, commentators have detected in 

the imagery of this passage suggestions that God's redeeming purposes do not end 

with the descent of the city. For example, it is possible to interpret the connections 

between the precious stones of 21: 18-21 and the priestly breastplate of Exod. 

28: 17 as implying that the followers of the Lamb are to act as priests to the rest of 

humanity. Fiorenza argues that the relationship between the relatively short length 

of the wall in 21: 17 and the huge size of the cubic city in 21: 16 represents the 

relationship between the number of the initial followers of the Lamb and ultimate 

universal salvation. 161 

It therefore seems that the picture of the eschaton offered at the end of the 

text fits completely into neither of the schemes offered by Pannenberg and 

Moltmann. It represents a definite moment of consummation, which is marked 

both by transformation and continuity with what has gone before. This has 

affinities with Pannenberg's requirement for an ultimate point of reference from 

which the significance of universal history can be seen, while the sense of 

completion seems at odds with Moltmann's more dynamic vision. However, the 

suggestions in the text of further salvific activity by God tend to call into question 

the more static nature of Pannenberg's eschatological reference point, and appear 

more closely related to Moltmann's idea that time and history continue after the 

eschaton. It may be that discrepancies of this kind are always likely, given the 

symbolic, allusive (and sometimes elusive) nature of apocalyptic literature on the 

one hand, and the ordered, comprehensive approach of systematic theology on the 

other. 

I have argued at length in chapters 3-5 that the culmination of the text in the 

symbol of the New Jerusalem should be seen not merely as resolution, but also as 

an intensification of dissonance which focuses back to the earthly present of the 

161 Fiorenza (199 1), p. 112. Fiorenza's argument here is endorsed by Moltmann (1996, p. 3 14). 
Pannenberg, in contrast, refuses to adopt a fully universalist position, on the grounds that the 
possibility of damnation is such a clear feature of the New Testament witness. So he argues for 
the possibility of eternal damnation as what he calls a 'limiting case" (1993, p-667). 
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reader. Thus the New Jerusalem is not only a resolution: it is also a starting-point 
from which life in the present is to be lived. As should by now be clear, 
Pannenberg and Moltmann are also both deeply occupied with the implications of 

eschatology for the present, and I now turn back to this issue in the final section of 

this chapter. 

6.6 THE PRESENT IN ESCIIATOLOGICAL CONTEXT 

6.6.1 Provisionality 

We have seen how one of the crucial elements of Pannenberg's theology is the 

anticipation of an ultimate consummation, at which point the nature of the whole 

of reality will be manifest. An obvious implication of this for the present is that all 

judgements made before the eschaton are necessarily provisional. For Pannenberg, 

this is especially important in his desire to maintain the openness of the future over 

against what he sees as the more closed scheme offered by Hegel. 'The Hegelian 

conception of history is not in fact the only possible one, because the end of history 

can also be understood as something which is itself only provisionally known, and 

in reflecting upon this provisional character of our knowledge of the end of history, 

the horizon of the future could be held open and the finitude of human experience 

preserved. v162 

How far is the concept of provisionality reflected in the Book of Revelation? 

At one level, it clearly is. In my analysis of the spatial and temporal dimensions of 
the text, I showed how the structure of the text entails the establishment of a 
dissonance between 'what is' and 'what appears to be. The cry of the martyrs 
under the altar, 'how long ... ?' (6: 10) reflects the tension and pain of a world out of 
joint. But the regular glimpses of ultimate reality on both the spatial and temporal 

planes underline the provisionality of 'what appears to be'. God's ultimate victory 

162 Pannenberg (1970), p. 13 5; (1973), p. 177. 
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is assured. The apparent victories of his enemies are illusory. On the other hand, 

the visions granted to the seer must in a sense remain provisional, until the 

manifestation of divine power they anticipate is actually achieved in history. 

However, at a deeper level, the seer does not appear to regard his message as 

provisional. It may indeed as yet be revealed only in anticipation of the ultimate 

manifestation of God's rule, and be 'provisional' to that extent. But there is no 

suggestion in the text that its basic premises, that God will restore justice and 

vindicate his elect, are provisional in the sense that they may or may not turn out to 

be true. For John, there is no question of this: and indeed, it is partly because 

these basic premises are held to be definitely true that the whole problem of the 

dissonance between 'what appears to be" and 'what is' arises in the first place. In 

other words, for John, 'what appears to be' is provisional; 'what is' is non- 

negotiable. Interestingly, although this non-negotiability would appear on the 

surface to distance the structure of John's thought from that of both Pannenberg 

and Moltmann, it may be that at a deeper level, the distance is less than might be 

supposed. Certainly, in Pannenberg's case, his motivation for seeking to defend an 

open future, and hence the provisionality of judgement in the present, is to avoid 
impinging upon the sovereign freedom of God. The non-negotiability of the 

coming reign of God in Revelation is similarly a statement about the sovereign 
freedom of God to intervene and transform the world. Pannenberg needs to assert 

the openness of the future to preserve divine freedom from the kind of 

evolutionary system typified by Hegelian dialectic, in which the past organically 
determines the future. John was operating in a totally different intellectual 

environment, in which elements of determinism could be seen more readily as the 

outworking of God's will, rather than as constraints upon the will of God. 

Therefore, amid the obvious differences, there may be at least one common core 

element: the concern to preserve the sovereign freedom of God in both the present 

and the future. 
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6.6.2 The Ultimacy of Divine Justice 

Another implication of seeing the present in the light of the future consummation is 

that the power of human institutions is relativized in the light of the anticipated 

ultimate manifestation of God's sovereignty. 'An understanding of reality that is 

inspired not by the past nor by external structures but by the power of the future 

confronting the present cannot result in a conservative desire to maintain the 

established order. ' 163 In his discussion of Pannenberg's eschatological ethics, Ted 

Peters sets the implications out clearly. 'The futurity of God's rule actually serves 

to open up possibilities for ethical action while still denying any human institution 

the glory of perfection which might warrant its making an absolute claim on us for 

obedience. The kingdom of God, just because it is eschatological, draws us 

beyond the present state of being and prohibits the claim to totalitarian rule by any 

temporal dictator. ' 164 

Peters goes on to argue that the setting of Pannenberg"s theology in a 

universal eschatological context lends itself to a stress upon universal peace and 

justice, rather than special-interest agendas, although he also puts forward the 

suggestion that Pannenberg's theology may hold within it the possibility of 

accommodating liberationist approaches. Nonetheless, Pannenberg is open to 

attack from a liberationist perspective, on the grounds that a universalizing 

viewpoint will tend to mask the specific injustices suffered by the marginalized, and 
165 underplay the importance of political action to combat injustice. 

Moltmann, in contrast, urges positive engagement with the world in order to 

change it. This feature of Moltmann's theology is brought out by Bauckharn: 

163 Pannenberg (1 969b), p. 116. 
164 Peters (1988), p. 243. 
165Thus Cobb says of Pannenberg that: 'He listens respectfully only to those who accept the 
disciplines honed over generations of scholarship and contribute to their advance. It is evident 
that one who interprets God7s work in history in this N%-ay will not be attuned to liberationist 
voices. ' (1988, p. 72. ) 
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Authentic Christian hope is not that purely other-worldly expectation which is 
resigned to the inalterability of affairs in this world. Rather, because it is 
hope for the future of this world, its effect is to show present reality to be not 
yet what it can be and will be. "Ibe world is seen as transformable in the 
direction of the promised future. In this way believers are liberated from 
accommodation to the status quo and set critically against it. They suffer the 
contradiction between what is and what is promised. But this critical distance 
also enables them to seek and to activate those present possibilities of world 
history which lead in the direction of the eschatological future. Tbus, by 
arousing active hope the promise creates anticipations of the future kingdom 
within history. 166 

The role of Christian anticipation is to 'encourage everything in history which 

ministers to life, and strive against everything that disseminates death' . 
167 The 

revelation of the end-time (Moltmann refers explicitly to John's term 6moic6c%uxVtq 

from 1: 1) reveals the instability of the powers and encourages resistance. 16, Thus, 

the power of oppressive institutions is relativized. Moltmann argues that for this 

reason, apocalyptic writers felt able to narrate the anticipated fall of unjust powers 

as 4an anticipation of something that has not yet happened, but it is an anticipation 

in the mode of the narrated past of what must pass away. 169 Moltmann also 

underlines the importance of divine justice being reflected ultimately on earth, in 

his discussion of the millennium. For Moltmann, the millennium in Revelation is 

primarily a hope for the martyrs. He argues that the vindication of the martyrs 

must take place in history. 'It would be a confutation of their martyrdom if God 

were not to shdw his power at the very point where, for him and with him, they 

166Bauckham (1995), p. 10. See also Thisclton's discussion of Moltmann in this context (1995, 
pp. 145ff). 

167 Moltmann (1977), p. 196. This activist view of the role of Christian faith leads Moltmann to 
argue that 'the theologian is not concerned merely to supply a different interpretation of the 
world of history and of human nature, but to transforin them in expectation of a divine 
transformation' (1967, p. 84). This is a conscious echo of Marx's eleventh thesis on Fcuerbach: 
'The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to 
change it. ' 
168Moltmann (1996), p. 137. 
169 Moltmann (1996), p. 140. I argued in chapter 5 that precisely this pattern can be seen 
operating in Rev. 18 (see section 5.3.9 above), Nvith the use of the past tense to describe the 
anticipated future judgement upon Babylon. The use of the aorist in the repeated cry of Inp-CFEV 
InEaev N43v%c'by q ge-y6cXil at 14: 8 and 18: 2 makes the point particularly vividly. 

265 



suffered in his helplessness, and if God were not to assert his rights in the very 

situation in which they were executed. "70 The conviction of the ultimate 

manifestation of divine justice in history, in this world, leads, for Moltmann, to a 

clear consequential praxis of resistance 'against the godless kingdoms of this 

world'. 171 Moltmann is therefore highly critical of theologies of rapture, 

characteristic of much modem pre-millennialism. 172 The idea of the rapture in fact 

implies a 'rupture' in history, in which God's vindication of his people takes place 

not in history, but outside it, thus depriving Christian hope of its ethical imperative 

to seek to change this world. 173 He is similarly critical of what he terms political or 

ecclesiastical millenarianism, which identifies the outworking of divine justice in the 

millennium with the success of particular human institutions, such as the United 

States, or the institutional church. 174 Moltmann's criticism of both rapture 

theology (an escape from history) and political millenarianism (dissolving the 

millennium into mere history) mirrors his more general concern to see the eschaton 

as both within time and beyond it. "' 

170 Moltmann (1996), p. 152. 
171 Moltmann (1996), p. 152. 
172 '... Revelation was not written for "rapturists" fleeing from the world, who tell the world 
" goodbýV' and want to go to heaven; it was meant for resistance fighters, struggling against the 
godless powers on this earth. ' (1996, p. 153). 
173 Moltmann (1996), p. 193. 
174 See Moltmarm (1996), pp. 159-84. Moltmann characterizes political or ecclesiastical 
millenarianism as 'historical millenarianism, as opposed to 'cschatological millenarianism, 
which resists the identification of the millennium merely with historical developments. 
Moltmann's points here are well made. Apart from anything else, they serve to indicate that the 
text of Revelation has within it the resources to transcend the difficulties suggested by Fiorcnza, 
to the effect that it cannot be justly appropriated by the powerful (see section 3.3.1 above). 
Reading the symbol of the millennium in a way which relativizes the power of human 
institutions, and undermines their claims to ultimacy, surely helps to meet Fiorenza's concerns. 
175 Pannenberg has warned that Moltmann's approach could lead to the subordination of 
Christian faith to political goals. IEs argument is that Moltmann has given insufficiently 
rigorous attention to exactly how the general desire for transformation reflected in prophetic aný 
apocalyptic literature might be made concrete in contemporary circumstances, with the result that 
Moltmann resorts too quickly to a nco-Marxiian programme which is not distinctively Christian 
(Pannenberg, 1984b). See also Otto's rather more vituperative version of the same criticism 
(1991, ch. 2). 
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In the case of both Moltmann and Pannenberg there is a strong sense in which 

ethical action is driven from the future. Christian praxis in the present is to be 

shaped by eschatology. In my analysis of the text of Revelation, I drew attention 

to the way in which the focus of the text is brought back from the ultimate 

horizons represented by the descent of the New Jeruslem, to the earthly present of 

the reader. This is shown especially in the epilogue. 176 But it is also shown more 

generally in recent interpretation of the text in its rhetorical context. In chapter 3,1 

undertook a three-fold analysis of views of the seer's interest in history, of the 

rhetorical impact of the symbolism of the text, and of the genre of the text. My 

conclusion in each case was that the rhetorical impact of the text - calling for the 

avoidance of compromise, in warning of coming persecution, and in promising 

ultimate vindication - derives from its ultimate context of the just action of God 

in judgement, salvation and vindication. Just as in Pannenberg and Moltmann, the 

ethical imperative comes from the eschatological context. 

The interesting thing about the Book of Revelation in this context is that it 

manages to combine both a universal perspective, which relativizes all human 

institutions, and a view of history from below, reflecting the concerns of the 

oppressed. As an example, we might take the account of the fall of Babylon in 

18: 1-24. Although the primary reference is clearly to Rome, this is overlaid with 

echoes of Old Testament references to other cities. 177 The symbol of Babylon thus 

takes on a universal quality both in terms of time and location: Rome 'summed up 
in itself and surpassed the wickedness of the tyrant powers of the past'. 178 The fall 

of the great city becomes a symbol for the relativization of all human tyranny in the 

See sections 4.3.12 and 5.3.11 above. 
177 The key Old Testament texts underlying the description of the destruction of Babylon in ch. IS 
are Isa. 13 and Jer. 5 1, in relation to the fall of Babylon itself, and Ezek. 26-7, the oracle against 
Tyre. The latter passage is especially noteworthy given its combination of a description of the 
city as a finely-adomed woman, a list of the cargoes she traded, the desolation predicted for her, 
and mourning for her by Idngs, merchants and seafarers, all of which appear in Rev. 18. In 
addition, there are echoes of two further passages, the prophecy against Edom in Isa. 34, with its 
picture of the desolate land as a haunt of wild animals, and the condemnation of Nineveh in 
Nahum 3: lff, with its description of the city as a harlot responsible for massive bloodshed. 
l78Beasley-Muffay (1974), p. 264. 
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face of the manifestation of divine justice. 179 At the same time, the symbol is not 

only universal, but also particular. The complex of images of the great city, of 

which ch. 18 forms a part, consists partly of clear references to Rome and 

Jerusalem which had specific relevance to the communities to which John wrote. "' 

This combination of the relativization of human power in the face of God's 

universal sovereignty, and the judgment upon Rome due to its specific oppression 

of the saints, is illustrated graphically in 18: 24: x(A iv cci), rfi dRa 7Tpo(PI1'TrOV Kai 

ayi(ov cbpiOTI wal n6cvz(ov r(^: Ov &r(payg9v(ov i7ft cý Yý At the conclusion of tN N- 

the passage, Babylon is thus simultaneously accused of the specific crime of killing 

prophets and saints, and held responsible generally for the blood of all those who 

have ever been killed. 

6.7 CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I have sought to explain the respective positions of Pannenberg and 

Moltmann on the the theology of history, bringing out both the similarities and 

differences between them. I have also compared and contrasted their positions 

with my reading of the Book of Revelation. As I hope has become clear, there is 

considerable scope for dialogue between my analysis of the spatial and temporal 

dimensions of Revelation and the views of Pannenberg and Moltmann on the 

theology of history, although the conceptual worlds of John of Patmos and 

twentieth-century German theology are of course very different. In both cases, 

179This is suggested by the use of the wide-ranging term oi ýaatxetq cfi; yfiq in 18: 3,9 to 
describe the rulers who have collaborated with Rome. The term occurs regularly in Revelation, 
apart from the references in ch. 18. The kings of the earth collaborate with Babylon (17: 2,18) and 
rebel against God (16: 14 [the slightly different term PactXet; %Aq obcovgivn; 6Xil; ]; 19: 19). 
They sufferjudgment (6: 15). Ultimately they are subject to God (1: 5; 21: 24). 
18OFor example, 11: 8 refers to the great city as the place where Christ %ý-as crucified, clearly a 
reference to Jerusalem, and to Christ as the pioneer of the sufferings undergone by the 
community. The city of ch. 18 is also clearly linked to the beasts of ch. 13, which are widely 
interpreted as relating to the political power of Rome, and the imperial cult in Asia Minor. In a 
highly suggestive article, Minear (1966) brings out the interplay of the universal and the 
particular in the imagery of the city in Revelation. 
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there is a concern to articulate at a fundamental level the relationship between 

divine reýlity and human history. In chapters 3-5, we saw how Revelation sets 

the reader's experience within ultimate spatial and temporal horizons, and focuses 

attention back onto the earthly present in the light of those ultimate perspectives. 
A similar dynamic is at work in different ways in the work of both Pannenberg and 
Moltmann. Both have developed a theology whose orientation is to the ultimate 
future but which also has a critical impact on the present in the light of that 

ultimate future. 

The analysis in this chapter has yielded interesting and fruitful results. I began 

with Pannenberg's idea of revelation as history. I established that the model of 

revelation he has now developed, giving a clearer role to verbal revelation within 

an overall context of God's self-revelation in events, shows interesting affinities 

with the Book of Revelation. I then considered the question of the appropriation 

of revelation by the believer. Here the position, at least on the surface, was more 

problematic, but I suggested that there was possibly continuity between the text 

and Pannenberg's position at a deeper level. In the eschatological future of 
Pannenberg's scheme, the meaning of all events becomes manifest and, moreoverl 

such meaning will be seen to have been true all along. Hence, for example, if a 

martyr's death - an apparent defeat - is seen to be a victory in the ultimate 
future, then it will in fact have been a victory all along, although not perceived as 

such at the time, 

I then considered the views of Pannenberg and Moltmann on the dynamics of 
history. The Book of Revelation certainly operates with a unified view of history, 

in which events taken together have a coherent meaning. The process envisaged in 

the text is one in which the rule of God, which is universal but not yet publicly 
manifest on the earthly plane, extends downward from heaven to embrace the 

whole of the cosmos. For both Pannenberg and Moltmann, however, God's rule is 
hidden in the present not because of spatial distinctions between heaven and earth, 
but because God's rule comes from the future. This is a stimulating re- 
interpretation of the apocalyptic world-view. But the re-interpretation is achieved 
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at the cost of diminishing the sense of the present - albeit hidden - reality of the 

rule of God so eloquently expressed in Revelation. 

The two-fold dynamic of the expansive outward vision to ultimate horizons 

coupled with a sharp inward focus on the earthly present, which has formed such a 

central part of my analysis of the text, is clearly present in both Pannenberg and 
Moltmann. The sharp inward focus of the text back to the present of the reader is 

paralleled in the ways Pannenberg and Moltmann both place Christian ethics in an 

eschatological framework, so that the present is to be seen and lived in the light of 

the future. 

In section 2.4,1 argued that Revelation contains 'hints, markers, and 

signposts', on the basis of which theological assertions may be made. In this 

chapter, I have demonstrated that the text can be used in making judgements about 

proposals advanced by two twentieth-century theologians. In some cases, I have 

identified clear continuities between the text and these proposals; in other cases, 
there is discontinuity; and in yet other cases, there is continuity at deeper levels 

despite apparent discontinuity. I shall now summarize these findings in slightly 

more detail in my concluding chapter. 
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CHAPTER7 

CONCLUSION 

The aim of this thesis has been to examine the extent to which the reading of one 

New Testament text - the Book of Revelation - can be used to support or 

question the contemporary theologies of history proposed by Wolfbart Pannenberg 

and Mrgen Moltmann. 

I began in chapter I by setting the contributions of Pannenberg and Moltmann 

in their context, comparing and contrasting their proposals with other influential 

ideas about the relationship between faith and history. In chapter 2,1 proceeded to 

explore some of the methodological issues which arise from the consideration of 

the relationship between theology and scripture. I argued against attempts to see 

the relationship between exegesis and systematics as a 'two-stage' process, in 

which the results of biblical interpretation are first determined, then transmitted 

wholesale to an entirely separate discipline, which seeks to apply them to 

contemporary questions. Rather, I suggested that it was both legitimate and 
important for the two disciplines to interrelate. ' Similarly, I argued for the 

relationship between scripture and theological formulation to be seen as 
dialectical. 2 Scripture is a starting point for the generation of conceptual 
frameworks in theology. These frameworks then need to be re-assessed 

continually, to determine their adequacy as elaborations of scripture. At the same 

time, new light may be shed on scripture itself by reading it through the. lenses 

provided by such conceptual frameworks. Chapter 2 therefore constitutes a 
defence of one of the key assumptions underlying this thesis: that it is legitimate, 

1 See section 2.2. 
2 See section 2.3. 
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not to say desirable, to consider scripture and theology together, in the way I have 

done in chapters 3-6. 

In chapter 2,1 also questioned the adequacy of models which emphasize the 

function of scripture at the expense of its content. The danger inherent in many 
functionalist approaches is that truth claims can become relativized. Such 

approaches may emphasize the effect scripture has (for example on the building up 

of a community): meanwhile, the question of the relationship between scriptural 

affirmation and reality can become secondary. I have argued that it is misleading 

to dilute the importance of the content of scripture in this way. The relationship 
between reality and scriptural affirmation is critically important. This becomes 

clear in my analysis of Revelation, where I conclude that the rhetorical function of 

the text depends precisely upon the truth-claims it makes about ultimate reality. 
In chapter 3,1 turned to the text, considering three debates among interpreters 

concerning the significance of the text for the historical process; the rhetorical 

situation and rhetorical impact of the text; and the debate over the definition of the 

genre of apocalypse. I concluded that all three debates suggested that Revelation 

can appropriately be read as a text which seeks both to expand the spatial and 
temporal horizons of its readers, so that their present context is understood in an 

ultimate framework, and to focus back on to the earthly present to induce a 

response by the reader in the light of those ultimate horizons. In chapters 4 and 5, 

I worked through the text in detail, demonstrating how this dual dynamic of 
outward expansion and inward focus is developed in the spatial and temporal 
dimensions of the text. Chapter 6 returned to the arguments of Pannenberg and 
Moltmann, and the twentieth-century debate with which I began. I considered 
different elements of the views of Pannenberg and Moltmann on the theology of 
history, seeking to bring out both the 'sin-dlarities and differences in their 

approaches. I went on to compare and contrast their positions with my reading of 
the text, suggesting ways in which Revelation might support or question their 
ideas. 

In chapters 3-6,1 have sought therefore to examine a biblical text and some 
contemporary theological proposals together, in the light of my conclusions in 
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chapter 2. Of course, the genres of a first-century Christian apocalypse and works 

of twentieth-century systematic theology are very different. One employs highly 

symbolic language in an allusive and poetic way. The other builds precisely- 

reasoned arguments on the basis of propositions drawn from a wide range of 

disciplineS. 3 'However, for all the manifest differences in context and approach 

between Revelation and contemporary theology (which I would not seek to 

minimize) there are clear affinities between the text and the work of both 

Pannenberg and Moltmann, as well as points of contrast. As I made clear in 

chapter 2, the purpose of comparing and contrasting contemporary theological 

proposals with a biblical text is not to provide a comprehensive judgement on the 

adequacy or otherwise of such proposals. I have considered only one text in detail. 

Parallel exercises with other biblical texts would yield different results. Moreover, 

scripture is only one of the resources upon which systematic theology might 

legitimately draw: others include church tradition, experience, and engagement 

with other disciplines, such as philosophy and the social sciences. Nonetheless, 

theological judgements need to show some identifiable continuity with scripture if 

they are to be regarded as authentic expressions of Christian understanding. 

The scope of this project has enabled detailed engagement both with the 

proposals of two contemporary systematicians and with current New Testament 

scholarship relating to a particular text. Both Pannenberg and Moltmann have of 

course been explicitly influenced by apocalyptic, so this thesis has in effect been a 

sustained worked example of how that influence might be assessed in relation to 

one scriptural text. Earlier assessments by biblical specialists of the use to which 
Pannenberg and Moltmann put apocalyptic tradition were often lukewarm at best. ' 

This was largely because it was assumed that apocalypticists maintained a negative, 
deterministic view of human history, at odds with the claims of Pannenberg and 

3A detailed comparison of twentieth-century systematic theology and first-ccntury apocalyptic 
writing as literaryforms is beyond the scope of this thesis. Such a study might yield interesting 
results, however. For example, it would be stimulating to compare the different rhetorical 
approaches of the two genres in the light of their contrasting social settings. 

See Murdock (1967), Laws (1975), Barr (1975). 
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Moltmann relating to divine action in history, and the openness of the future. My 

review of more recent work on apocalyptic, and on Revelation specifically, 

suggests that this negative reaction needs re-assessment, three decades on from the 

original debate sparked by Pannenberg and Moltmann. The work of Christopher 

Rowland in particular has underlined a strong interest in the present on the part of 

apocalyptic writers: this age is not simply an evil aeon with no ultimate worth. 5 

Richard Bauckharn and Leonard Thompson have emphasized the way in which 
Revelation reveals layers of reality within which the earthly present is to be seen, 

rather than offering a deterministic, dualistic framework of understanding. In 

chapters 3-6,1 have presented a view of the text which takes account of these 

findings, and which suggests considerable affinity between the text and the 

positions of Pannenberg and Moltmann. 

In some cases, my analysis of Revelation has provided support for arguments 

which Pannenberg and Moltmann have explicitly based upon interpretations of 

apocalyptic literature. Most obviously, the basic finding of chapters 3-5, that the 

text functions by expanding the reader's perspective to ultimate horizons, then re- 
focusing back onto the present in the fight of that ultimate perspective, is paralleled 

strikingly in the work of both Pannenberg and Moltmann. Their shared concern to 

place present experience in a context which takes seriously the past and the future 

of human history has clear similarities to Revelation. The expansion of 

perspectives outward to ultimate horizons is shown in Pannenberg's fundamental, 

argument about the unity and coherence of the historical process as the self- 

revelation of God; in Moltmann's account of the justice of God confronting and 

contradicting the present; and in the key connection both Pannenberg and 
Moltmann make between the eschaton and its proleptic revelation in the Christ 

event. ' The other element of the dynamic of the text, re-focusing back inwards to 

the earthly present of the reader, is echoed in the determination of both Pannenberg 

and Moltmann to see ethics in an eschatological perspective, using the ultimate 

' Rowland (1982). 
6 See sections 6.3.1. and 6.4. 
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7 future as a motor to drive ethical response in the present. In all of these areas, 
Pannenberg and Moltmann show emphases distinct from each other, as I explained 
in chapter 6, but there are overall similarities between their approaches and the 

theology of the text. 

I have also suggested that the proposals of Pannenberg and Moltmann show 
limited or partial continuity with the text, on the question of the nature of 

eschatological consummation. In Revelation, eschatological consummation, 

symbolised by the descent of the New Jerusalem, represents both transformatiop 

and completion of that which precedes it. Arguably, this can be seen as 

transcending the distinction between Pannenberg's emphasis on the eschaton as 

culmination and ultimate reference point, and Moltmann's emphasis on the 

eschaton as contradiction. It may be that Pannenberg and Moltmann might each 
helpfully take closer account of the emphasis the other has placed on the 

interpretation of the eschaton, so that full justice is done to the eschaton as both 

culmination and transformation. The symbol of the New Jerusalem and the role it 

plays in Revelation would provide a good starting-point. 

The thesis has therefore established important continuities between Revelation 

and the proposals made by Pannenberg and Moltmann. At the same time, I have 

suggested ways in which a reading of Revelation might question their proposals. 
For example, in Revelation there is a clear sense of the present (albeit as yet 
hidden) reality of God's ultimate sovereignty: this is expressed partly in spatial 
terms, using the framework of the three-decker universe. In the proposals of both 

Pannenberg and Moltmann, this spatial dimension is diminished, in favour of the 
idea that the rule of God comes from the future. But the paradoxical sense of 

ultimate present security for the people of God, despite appearances to the 

contrary, (such an important part of the message of Revelation) becomes more 
indirect and arguably less accessible when the power of God is radically 
characterized as 'from the future'. ' A critique of the positions of Pannenberg or 

7 See sections 6.6.1 and 6.6.2. 
8 See sections 6.3.2. and 6.3.3. 
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Moltmann, using the text along these lines, acquires more force than it would 

otherwise possess, precisely because of continuities elsewhere between the text and 

the thought of Pannenberg and Moltmann, such as the concern to see the present in 

the light of the ultimate future. 

As well as identifying areas where my reading of the text clearly supports or 

questions proposals made by Pannenberg or Moltmann, I have suggested other 
instances where apparent discontinuity between Revelation and Pannenberg and 
Moltmann may hide similarities of thought at a deeper level. I mentioned in the 

previous paragraph the variance between the strong sense in Revelation of God's 

present (though hidden) sovereignty, which John conveys via spatial distinctions 

between heaven and earth, and the way in which both Pannenberg and Moltmann 

express the relationship between human history and the rule of God in more 

radically temporal terms, so that God's rule comes from the future. This is an 
important discontinuity between text and theology. Yet at a deeper level, there are 

elements of continuity between the two models. The radically temporal view 

espoused by the two modem theologians is an alternative way of dealing with the 

same problem confronting John of Patmos: how can the sovereignty of God be 

reconciled with its apparent hiddenness in the present? Or, to put it another way, 
how might the realized and unrealized elements of eschatology most effectively be 

expressed? Both Revelation and the models proposed by Pannenberg and 

Moltmann offer a vision in which the power of God will ultimately shape events 
decisively, but in which that power is for the moment not publicly manifest. 9 

Another example of less obvious continuity between text and theology came in 

my discussion of Pannenberg's idea of revelation as history. At first sight, an 
&noic6c%-oxVtS of hidden layers of reality may appear to have little in common with 
the idea of the self-revelation of God in historical events. Yet, as I suggested, 
Pannenberg's refinement of his position to include verbal revelation within an 
overall framework of revelation as history, does in fact open up parallels with the 

See section 6.3.2. 
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pattern of proclamation, and fulfilment in the text. " Similarly, at first sight, 

Pannenberg's emphasis on the role of reason in the appropriation of revelation 

appears at odds with an &noic6c%, uxVtq, which by definition reveals things which are 

not clearly visible. Yet, as I argued in section 6.2.2. (iv), Pannenberg's use of the 

idea of retroactive ontology enables links to be made between his thought and the 

central apocalyptic conviction that things currently hidden will be revealed. 
A final example of an area of less obvious continuity between Revelation and 

the proposals of Pannenberg or Moltmann is the question of the extent to which 

the future is open or determined. Both Pannenberg and Moltmann are committed 
to the notion of an open future, although some of Pannenberg's critics, including 

Moltmann, have detected a deterministic streak in his thought. " I argued that 

while Moltmann's criticism of Pannenberg in this area was not particularly well- 
founded, some tensions nonetheless remained in Pannenberg's thought, stemming 
from the difficulty of reconciling his commitment to an open future with his 

concern to defend the sovereign freedom of God. In this respect, the intellectual 

landscape of Revelation is of course very different. While there are elements of 

contingency in the text, the overall shape of things to come is clear. I suggested 
that despite obvious differences, there may be continuity at a fundamental level, at 
least between Revelation and Pannenberg's proposals. John seeks to affirm the 

sovereignty of God by revealing the broad shape of divine action to come. 
Pannenberg is similarly seeking to affirm the freedom of God.. But he is developing 

(and reacting against) an intellectual tradition inspired by Hegelian dialectic, and is 

thus highly sensitive to determinism. For Pannenberg, therefore, divine sovereignty 
is affirmed through postulating an open future. Thus there are crucial differrices 

between Revelation and Pannenberg here, but perhaps also some fundamental 

strands of continuity. 
An exercise of this kind is inevitably limited in scope. I have stressed more 

than once that merely comparing theological judgements with one biblical text 

10 See section 6.2.1 (iii). 
11 See section 6.3.1 (ii). 
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cannot be regarded as an overall assessment of their adequacy. So the ground 

covered in this thesis represents a small part of a much wider inquiry which would 
be needed to do full justice to the relationship between the theologies of 
Pannenberg and Moltmann and scripture. Reference would need to made to other 

apocalyptic texts, both canonical and extra-canonical, and to alternative scriptural 

models for conceiving the nature of history, such as the salvation-hi story model of 
Luke-Acts. More detailed comparisons would need to be made between 

Pannenberg, Moltmann, and other movements in twentieth-century theology, 

notably process theology. A fuller examination of the hermeneutical strategies 

employed by Pannenberg and Moltmann, especially with reference to the history of 
interpretation of apocalyptic texts, would be useful. 

However, although this has been a limited exercise, my hope is that it has 

illustrated how bridges may be built between New Testament interpretation and 

systematic theology in ways which do justice to both. 
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