The Grand Finale of Human History #14

“A Look at the Big Picture”

Revelation 6-20

Many years ago I studied computer technology. Of course, much of what I learned back then is obsolete now, but at the time it was very relevant. Within that program I took a course on COBOL, a computer language used initially by the Department of Defense, and later primarily used in business, finance, and administrative systems for companies and governments.

The programmer writes a program in COBOL and then compiles it. At that time the computer will determine if any errors exist and will display how many there are. It is not unusual to have hundreds of thousands of errors in a single program, but that is misleading. There may only be one error, but if it appears early in the program, the error compounds throughout and multiplies into the thousands.

I mention that this evening because we have a similar issue at this point in our study of the book of Revelation. We were introduced in chapter five to a scroll sealed with seven seals which Jesus (the Lion/Lamb) took from the hand of God the Father. As we begin chapter six, the scroll is opened. As mentioned in our last study, I believe all that transpires from chapter six onward is contained in this scroll. Chapters 6-8 reveal the contents of the seals, but the seventh seal introduces the seven trumpets, and the seventh trumpet ushers in the seven bowls of God’s wrath—all of which is technically included in the seventh seal! 

But scholars disagree on how the seals, trumpets, and bowls are to be interpreted. So they speak of the past, the present, or the future? Should they be understood consecutively—meaning that the seals are followed by the trumpets which are followed by the bowls—or should they be interpreted concurrently—meaning that the seals, trumpets, and bowls are all different aspects of the same events? You might wonder to yourself, “Do I really have to know this?” I believe you do, as M. R. DeHaan writes, “The right interpretation of the mysterious scroll will give you the correct understanding of the rest of the book. A mistake here, and you will be wrong all the rest of the way.”

And so, before we get into the seals themselves, I want to step back and look at the big picture of the book of Revelation and how it is to be interpreted.

A Comprehensive Overview

I agree with Bruce Wilkinson and Kenneth Boa in Talk Thru the Bible that, “because of its complex imagery and symbolism, Revelation is the most difficult biblical book to interpret.”
 Several distinct methods of interpretation have emerged. Many interpreters find valuable elements in more than one method, so there is considerable overlapping. But four distinct methods can be identified.
 The last three methods are often equated with diverging views on the “millennium” described in Revelation 20. We will consider these together in a comprehensive overview of the book of Revelation.

One commentator observes,

Nine times out of ten, when people ask, “How do you interpret the book of Revelation?” what they mean is, “How do you interpret Revelation 20:1-10?” They want to know whether an approach is “premillennial,” “amillennial” or “postmillennial,” to use the jargon by which some evangelical institutions (and even individuals) define themselves. Although how we interpret these verses says little or nothing about how we interpret the book as a whole, our interpretation of them tends to become the litmus test by which our interpretation of the whole book is measured and classified.

I disagree with his statement that how we interpret these verses in chapter 20 “says little or nothing about how we interpret the book as a whole,” but he does make a valid point that “our interpretation of them tends to become the litmus test by which our interpretation of the whole book is measured and classified.” Furthermore, it has (in some cases) become a litmus test for orthodoxy and fellowship, which I think is unnecessary and wrong.

An example is seen in our own brotherhood of the Restoration Movement. The two principal founders of the movement had differing views—Barton Stone was premillennial and Alexander Campbell was postmillennial—but this never caused division between them or their followers. But about a century ago, a dispute arose within the Churches of Christ over this very issue. The Premillennial Churches of Christ were excluded by the mainline churches for its prophetic views. According to Leroy Garrett’s history of the Restoration Movement, “this group, perhaps the most spiritual of all, has been cruelly rejected by the mainline churches.”

Sadly, there have been endless disputes, some of them very bitter, over the way to understand this subject. Evangelicals have divided from one another and sometimes have been quite intolerant of views other than those of their own group. I agree with the conclusion of Leon Morris, who writes, “It is necessary to approach the chapter with humility and charity.”
 As we survey these differing interpretations, understand that very godly men and women with the highest views of Scripture are represented in these camps. I find that the scholars I refer to the most are almost evenly divided on this matter. No one is more or less spiritual because of their interpretation of Revelation.

I heard Chuck Swindoll tell of a dream he had concerning the Rapture. Jesus appeared in the clouds and all Christians—dead and alive—were at once caught up to meet Him in the clouds of the sky. In his dream those who believed that the Rapture would literally take place looked over at those who didn’t and shouted, “See there!” At which the others looked back and replied, “You’re here?”
 

Please bear with me as we consider these various views on interpreting Revelation. I do not demand that every Christian believe as I do, but I think we need to see these interpretive options. You are free to disagree with me…I only ask that you afford me the same privilege! We can agree to disagree…without becoming disagreeable!

The first interpretation is called the preterist view (coming from the Latin word praeter which means “past”).
 This view starts with the situation of the church in the first century and ends there.
 It views Revelation as a symbolic description of the Roman persecution of the church, of emperor worship, and of the divine judgment of Rome.
 In this interpretation, imperial Rome was the beast of chapter 13, and the priesthood promoting the worship of Rome was the false prophet. The church was threatened with practical extinction in the face of impending persecution, and John wrote to confirm the faith of believers that even though terrible persecution was at the door, God would intervene, Christ would return, Rome would be destroyed and the Kingdom of God shortly established.
 The preterist sees the book as arising out of the situation of the first Christians and that is its strongest point. This view has the merit of making the book exceedingly meaningful for the people to whom it was written. At the same time it has the weakness of making it meaningless for all subsequent readers (except for the information it gives about that early generation).
 Preterism sees the book of Revelation as completely past. If this were true, Revelation would have little to say to us today. 

The second interpretation is called the historist view. If the preterist view sees Revelation as past, the historist view sees Revelation as present. This method views Revelation as symbolic prophecy of the entire history of the church from the time John wrote it right down to the return of Christ and the end of the age. One of the prevailing features of this interpretation has been the view that the beast is the Roman papacy and the false prophet is the Roman Catholic Church. This view was so widely held that for a long time it was called the Protestant view.
 The big problem is the wide range of conflicting interpretations within this school of thought.

The historist view concludes with the return of Christ, aligning it with postmillennialism.

Postmillennialism believes that Jesus will come again after the millennium described in Revelation 20. In this view, Revelation 19 does not describe the coming of Christ but is a very symbolic way of describing the triumph of Christian principles in human affairs and the triumph of Christ through his church.
 As Christ increasingly extends his rule, they believe, the present age will merge into the millennium. This millennium (not necessarily a period of exactly a thousand years) will be marked by peace and justice and the restraint of evil on earth. The gospel will triumph, the world will be truly Christianised, though not every individual will be a Christian, and sin will not be totally eradicated. Christ will then return to a world where his work of salvation has met with marvelous success.

Postmillennialism was very popular in the 18th and 19th centuries, often associated with the “social gospel,” which sought to alleviate society’s ills more than proclaiming the gospel of Christ. Advances in technology in the late 1800’s fueled this hope. But postmillennialism was dealt a traumatic blow when World War I erupted, and is practically a dead issue these days. It was rooted in an unrealistic view of history that saw the progress of the church resulting in the age of justice on earth.
 

The third interpretation is called the symbolic or idealist view. This school of thought maintains that Revelation is not a predictive prophecy but a symbolic portrait of the cosmic conflict of spiritual principles.
 The beast represents satanic evil wherever it breaks out to oppress the church.
 The idealist is not particularly concerned with the situation of the first-century church, the church of the end times, or any time in between. It simply sets out principles on which God acts throughout human history. This secures its relevance for all periods of the church’s history.
 

Related to this interpretation is amillennialism. The word means “no millennium” (the prefix “a-” in Greek is like “un-” or “non-” in English), but proponents claim that is somewhat misleading, since they do not reject the millennium, but only the interpretation proposed by pre- and postmillennialists.
 Very briefly, amillennialism interprets the thousand-year period as a symbol for the invisible Kingdom of God present in the lives of believers.
 The millennium, then, is the whole time between the life of Jesus on earth and his second coming. In this view, Satan is already bound and the dead in Christ are already reigning with him.
 They usually see the “first resurrection” as the new birth of the believer, his rising from the death of sin.

Amillennialism is a very popular view among scholars today (including some of my favorite authors!) They view the whole book of Revelation as a series of seven visions of the time between Christ’s first and second comings, to be read as cycles. The series include:  

(1) the seven lampstands [or letters to the seven churches] (Rev. 1:9-3:22)

(2) the seven seals (Rev. 4:1-7:17)

(3) the seven trumpets (Rev. 8:1-11:19)

(4) the seven magnificent signs (Rev. 12:1-15:4)

(5) the seven bowls (Rev. 15:5-16:21)

(6) the fall of Babylon (Rev. 17:1-19:21)

(7) final doom and final glory (Rev. 20:1-22:5)

Amillennialists admit that John sees the visions consecutively, but they believe that the realities they symbolize do not happen consecutively.
 According to them, the book of Revelation cannot be understood as moving directly in chronological order from the time of the apostolic church to the final consummation of all things.
 According to this scenario Christ will return after, or at the end of, the present age. Consequently, this “amillennial” view is a variation of postmillennialism.
 (I doubt that amillennialists would appreciate that statement, though!)

The fourth interpretation is the futurist view. This method interprets Revelation largely as a prophecy of future events depicted in symbolic terms that lead up to and accompany the end of the world. However, the futurist view acknowledges the obvious influence that the first-century conflict between Roman power and the church had upon the themes of this book.
 A common criticism of the futurist view is that through it the book of Revelation “has been irrelevant for the last 1,900 years or more.”
 I don’t think that is accurate. The futurist seeks to understand Revelation in its original, historical context, to determine what it meant then before determining what it means now. But it also accepts the bulk of Revelation as an inspired look into the time immediately preceding the return of Christ and the creation of the new heavens and earth. According to this view, Revelation centers around the Second Coming of Christ who will return in power and glory as the Judge of all who rejected His offer of salvation.
 

This futurist view is often equated with premillennialism, which believes that the earthly reign of Christ and His people (or the Millennium) is yet to come. It will be preceded by the Great Tribulation, the Rapture, and the Second Coming of Christ. Following the battle of Armageddon, in which the power of the nations of the world will be shattered, the righteous rule of God will be introduced on the earth.
 Premillennialism is rooted in the belief that the truth of Revelation is basically a literal truth; the description of events is to be taken at its face value. This does not mean a crass literalism that would involve, for instance, imagining Satan to be physically bound (spirit being though he is) with an actual metal chain. But it may very well mean a literal thousand years; and it certainly does mean a binding of Satan and a reign of the saints such that his helplessness will be unmistakable, and their authority will be manifest, in a way which has never yet been known.
 Futurists attempt to discern the literal meanings behind the symbolism of Revelation whenever this is permitted by the context or by comparison with other Scripture.
 Furthermore, the sequence of Revelation is to be taken as it stands. In the order of history, the binding of Satan will follow the Second Coming of Christ, because in the order of the book chapter 20 follows chapter 19.
 Even one amillennialist commentator admits, “it seems fairly clear on first reading that the coming is ‘premillennial’ as far as John is concerned. The conqueror comes first (chap. 19), and the thousand years follow (chap. 20).”

This matter of sequence is key not only in understanding the relationship of chapters 19 and 20, but the book of Revelation as a whole (which is why I am addressing this now and not when we get to those chapters). If Revelation is to be interpreted concurrently (as amillennialism does), then the seven seals, the seven trumpets, and the seven bowls all represent the same thing, none of which will literally come true. On the other hand, if Revelation is to be interpreted consecutively (as premillennialism does), then the seven seals are followed by the seven trumpets which are followed by the seven bowls, which are followed by Christ’s return to earth and establishing His kingdom for a period of time (whether the millennium is a literal thousand-year period or a symbol of a long time), followed by the final judgment of the unsaved.

To be fair, advocates of all four interpretive approaches to Revelation agree that it was written to assure the recipients of the ultimate triumph of Christ over all who rise up against Him and His saints. The original readers were facing dark times of persecution, and even worse times would follow. Therefore they needed to be encouraged to persevere by standing firm in Christ in view of God’s plan for the righteous and the wicked. The book was also written to challenge complacent Christians to stop compromising with the world.
 These purposes relate to every generation of believers who encounter Revelation.

So which interpretation should we follow? I agree with Leon Morris’ conclusion: “It seems that elements from more than one of these views are required for a satisfactory understanding of Revelation.”
 The preterist views Revelation as only applicable to the first-century world in which it was written; the historist and idealist view Revelation as dealing primarily with the present condition between Christ’s comings; and the futurist relegates Revelation (or at least the majority of it) to a future time. But, in fact, Revelation addresses the past, the present and the future. 
 As Philip Hughes puts it,

It is my firm judgment that the contents of this fascinating work are relevant and applicable to the church in every age, as is true of all the other books of the New Testament… The prophecies and promises and the warnings and exhortations throughout the length of the book are perennial in their significance and ever fresh.

I find a key to interpreting Revelation in the words of Jesus to John in chapter one verse 19: “Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now, and what will take place later.” This encompasses the past, present, and future. With the preterist, we need to appreciate the historical context in which Revelation was originally written, to understand what it meant then before we try to understand it now. Yet I do not believe that all of the book has already been fulfilled. With the historist, we understand that part of Revelation is taking place right now in the present time, and we will look into that in our next study. But I believe the majority of the book is still future and will literally take place as John recorded it. Therefore, while acknowledging the merits of the other views, I interpret Revelation from a premillennial position. (There is a further distinction between “historic premillennialism” and “dispensational premillennialism,” but that is for another study!) Furthermore, I see a logical sequence unfolding in the major groups of seven:

· Seven seals – a time of God’s waiting
· Seven trumpets – a time of God’s warning
· Seven bowls – a time of God’s wrath
One final thought: As with all prophecy, Jesus said in John 13:19, “I am telling you now before it happens, so that when it does happen you will believe that I am He.” This implies two principles that are relevant to this very complex issue we have just discussed: (1) history is the final interpreter of prophecy; and (2) prophecy is not about our being right or wrong, but about Jesus being correct in what he declared the future to be like.
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