The Ultimate Fulfilment of God’s Plan

3

Oak Hill Evening Lectures 2001
David Peterson

THE ULTIMATE FULFILMENT OF

GOD’S PLAN

A.
INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF THE REVELATION

1.
The character of this document

· A number of literary forms together: letters, prophetic oracles, hymns of praise, apocalyptic visions.

· Jewish apocalyptic literature (which flourished from about 200 BC to 100AD) sought to explain the delay in the fulfilment of God’s promises to Israel at a time when the voices of the prophets seemed to have ceased.

· This Christian ‘apocalypse’ (1:1) uses some of the same imagery and literary conventions.  Compare the book of Daniel.

· But the writer prefers to call his work ‘prophecy’ (1:3; 22:10; 22:18-19), writing under his own name (1:1, 4, 9), at the instigation of the risen Christ (1:9-20), and offering exhortations and warnings  that are more prophetic than apocalyptic in style (e.g. 2:5, 16, 21-22; 3:3,19, compare the seven oracles of Amos 1-2).

2.
Historical situation and date

· Two main possibilities: the end of Nero’s reign (about AD 68) or the end of Domitian’s reign (about AD 95).

· The earlier date is favoured by those who take chapter 11 to mean that Jerusalem has fallen into the hands of heathen aggressors, but the temple still stands, and who take 17:9-11 to mean that the book was written in the reign of the sixth emperor Galba, who followed Nero.  But it is doubtful that these passages should be taken in this way.

· Irenaeus (late second century AD) dates the book ‘at the close of Domitian’s reign’.  John’s banishment (1:9) reflects an empire-wide policy of active hostility on the part of the state towards the church, which does not seem to have existed until the later years of Domitian (contrast 1 Peter in AD 63-65).

· Revelation 13 seems to reflect the policy of compelling emperor worship.
3. Patterns of interpretation

· The Preterist view sees the book wholly occupied with the events of the first century AD, with no future reference or predictive elements: apocalyptic imagery used to express moral indignation about current events.

· The Idealist view also denies any predictive element, viewing the apocalyptic symbolism as a way of portraying the enduring struggle between good and evil, between Christianity and paganism.

· The Historicist view sees the book as an inspired forecast of the whole of human history, beginning with the first century and continuing to the return of Christ.  Every symbol represents an important event in history.

· The Futurist view takes chapters 1-3 to refer to the first century and chapters 4-22 to refer to ‘the Great Tribulation’ just preceding the return of Christ.

· The Prophetic view argues that the book must be interpreted as having both immediate and distant perspectives together - both historical and eschatological reference (as OT prophecies and the teaching of Jesus in Matthew 24=Mark 13=Luke 21).

4. Some interpretative clues

· A cyclical structure arranged by John in seven sections and in ‘ascending climactic order’ (W. Hendriksen).  Here is progressive teaching about events leading to the final judgement.

· Each section covers the entire dispensation from the first to the second coming of Christ, but with a different emphasis and focus in each and with a variety of symbols (Seals, Trumpets, Beasts, Plagues, etc.).

· A series of interludes are used by John (chapters 4-5, 7, 10-11, 15, 17-18) to allow for clear gospel perspectives  to be given in the midst of the apocalyptic visions (G. Goldsworthy).

· John’s purpose is not to give a ‘timetable’ of events but to challenge the churches to live faithfully in view of an imminent end to history and the return of the Son of Man.
a. He warns the churches about the danger of compromise with paganism or with perversions of Christianity, and the danger of abandoning Christ when persecution and suffering come (compare the letters of Paul and Peter).

b. He encourages the churches to stand firm for Christ, with visions of the coming judgement and visions of the glorious inheritance that awaits those who trust in the sovereign God and ‘the Lamb who was slain’ for them.

B.
AN OUTLINE OF THE REVELATION TO JOHN

1.
Christ in the midst of the seven lampstands (churches)
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2.
The vision of heaven and the seven seals
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3.
The seven trumpets
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4.
The persecuting dragon
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5.
The seven bowls of wrath




15-16

6.
The fall of Babylon and the dragon’s allies

17-19

7.
The great consummation
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