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Introduction
Finding the Door

Revelation is a book of open doors (Rev. 3:7; 4:1; 11:19; 19:11). Why, then, is
it so hard to get inside? It is unsettling to discover that some of history’s most
fearless door-openers made an exception for Revelation. In 1522 Martin Luther
wrote, “I miss more than one thing in this book, and it makes me consider
it to be neither apostolic nor prophetic. . . . For me this is reason enough not
to think highly of it: Christ is neither taught nor known in it” (LW 35:398;
Hofmann 1982). Not apostolic, not prophetic, Christ not known in it—these
are serious blows. Luther’s put-down goes further. “Again, they are supposed
to be blessed who keep what is written in this book; and yet no one knows
what that is, to say nothing of keeping it. This is just the same as if we did not
have the book at all” (LW 35:398). If obscure content and lack of comprehension are what awaits the reader, Luther’s conclusion is fair enough. Huldrych
Zwingli was even more brusque, writing that “with the Apocalypse we have
no concern, for it is not a biblical book” (CR 93:395). John Calvin rounds
off the Protestant verdict by simply ignoring the book (T. Parker 1971, 77).
Imagine these Reformers standing at the head of a picket line next to Revelation’s open door. The deterrent to entering would be formidable. Now, nearer
to us, less visceral but no less devastating comments reinforce the negative
impression. C. H. Dodd (1963, 40) said that Revelation “falls below the level,
not only of the teaching of Jesus, but of the best parts of the Old Testament.”
Adela Yarbro Collins (1984, 156) represents Revelation as “a thin veil over the
hearers’ desire for vengeance on Rome,” cushioning her verdict by adding
that the revenge plays out mostly in the mind, as a form of mental catharsis.
To John J. Collins (1998, 278), Revelation differs from the other books in the
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NT for its preoccupation with unpalatable business: Jesus “did not destroy
the wicked in his earthly life, but he would return with supernatural power
to complete the task.”
These sentiments originate in the realm of theology, and they seriously
impact the reputation of the last book in the Bible. And yet they are mild-
mannered compared to views held by readers coming from other quarters.
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) built his philosophy on the wise conviction
that an attitude of resentment is a toxic element in society. He considered
Revelation the worst kind in this regard, calling it “that most obscene of all the
written outbursts, which has revenge on its conscience” (Nietzsche 1918, 36).
Carl Gustav Jung (1875–1961), the Swiss psychiatrist, deemed the author
of Revelation important enough to subject him to psychoanalysis nearly two
thousand years after his death. He found John unable to separate the conscious
from the unconscious as healthy people are expected to do. The collapse of
this boundary led to pandemonium in the mind. “A veritable orgy of hatred,
wrath, vindictiveness, and blind destructive fury that revels in fantastic images of terror breaks out and with blood and fire overwhelms a world which
Christ had just endeavored to restore to the original state of innocence and
loving communion with God,” said Jung of his “patient” John (2002, 97).
Who dares pass through a door where such monsters are on the loose? Who
wants to undo what good has been accomplished by the other books in the
NT, as Jung intimates? D. H. Lawrence (1885–1930) compared Revelation to
the twelve disciples, calling it an oddball. Just as Jesus “had to have a Judas
Iscariot among his disciples, so did there have to be a Revelation in the New
Testament,” he wrote (1967, 22). By this measure, Revelation ensures for
Jesus permanent betrayal in print—within the canon! Among the pejorative
adjectives liberally scattered throughout Lawrence’s review are “repulsive,”
“disgusting,” “beastly,” and “hideous” along with labels such as “self-conceit,”
“self-importance,” and “secret envy.”
Speaking as a literary critic, Harold Bloom (1988, 4) takes Revelation to
task for violence and lack of literary finesse: “Resentment and not love is the
teaching of the Revelation of St. John the Divine. It is a book without wisdom, goodness, kindness, or affection of any kind. Perhaps it is appropriate
that a celebration of the end of the world should be not only barbaric, but
scarcely literate.”
We now have a philosopher, a psychiatrist, a novelist, and a literary critic
coming to the same conclusion. Lest these opinion-makers be found to lack
the best credentials, the last word shall belong to an expert on the NT. John
Dominic Crossan (2009, 209) calls Revelation “that most consistently violent
text in all the canonical literature of all the world’s religions.”
Where, now, the door? Why take the trouble to find it? With such sentiments
freshly in our minds, there should not be many people seeking entrance to
Revelation. Or, as an alternative, the person willing to enter might be expected
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to have a certain personality type, or even a personality disorder (Carl Jung),
perhaps someone who is resistant to good advice, hostile to authority, or
unfazed by the violence in the book.
In some parts of the world, the stampede of people rushing to get through
the door shows a determination not to take Luther’s advice to heart. It is unwarranted to believe that Revelation caters to a certain personality type, but
we certainly have interpretations that make the alleged violence of the book
their selling point. The sixteen-volume Left Behind series by Tim LaHaye and
Jerry B. Jenkins has been translated into over one hundred languages and had
by 2016 sold more than 65 million copies, making it the greatest success in
the history of “Christian” fiction (LaHaye and Jenkins 1995–2007). The series
claims to be based on Revelation, and it is not squeamish about violence. In
Glorious Appearing, volume 12 in the series, Jesus takes the stage as a heavenly
Rambo (LaHaye and Jenkins 2004; Johns 2005, 194–214).
Tens of thousands fell dead, simply dropping where they stood, their bodies
ripped open, blood pooling in great masses. (LaHaye and Jenkins 2004, 204)
Tens of thousands grabbed their heads or their chests, fell to their knees, and
writhed as they were invisibly sliced asunder. Their innards and entrails gushed
to the desert floor, their blood pooling and rising in the unforgiving brightness
of the glory of Christ. (LaHaye and Jenkins 2004, 226)
Their flesh dissolved, their eyes melted, and their tongues disintegrated. (LaHaye
and Jenkins 2004, 273)

This is “Jesus” in action. “Tens of thousands”—the number does not bother
the narrator. “Innards and entrails” gushing to the desert floor—the narrator
takes it in stride. Dissolving flesh, melting eyes, disintegrating tongues—this
is Jesus bringing history to an end with an exclamation mark. The smashing
box office success of Left Behind has been achieved without the need to worry
about dreadful violence or bad theology.
Revelation has survived despite the put-downs, on the one hand, or the
tremendous interest, on the other. The door is still there. Whether to enter,
what to expect, and what we shall find are pressing questions right from the
beginning. We shall need a quiet corner for reflection to sort out the options
and decide how to proceed. Christopher Frilingos (2004, 6) puts the dilemma
of Revelation sharply into perspective. He shows that Revelation presents
Jesus as a victim of violence in the book’s most pivotal scene (Rev. 5:6). This
feature ensures that Jesus is represented just as he is in the other books in the
NT. Cruelty is rampant, but the cruelty targets him.
But then, later in the story, scenes come on the screen that seem to cancel
out the earlier impression (14:9–11). As the drama nears the end, those who
line up on the wrong side of the conflict “will drink the wine of God’s wrath,
5
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poured unmixed into the cup of God’s anger, and . . . be tormented with fire
and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb”
(14:10). The severity in this depiction is undeniable, and it is aggravated by
duration. The text says that “the smoke of their torture goes up forever and
ever” (14:11). Frilingos chills at the violence, as do others, and he chills even
more when he looks beyond the carnage itself. The spectacle, he notes, plays
out under the gaze of the Lamb. As he reads the text, the Lamb is a spectator,
and the Lamb seems bereft of compassion. The alleged dispassionate gaze of
the Lamb makes the horrific scene more horrifying. What we see, ultimately,
is not only torment by fire and sulfur but also a lack of compassion, and the
absence of compassion takes control of the message. “As if to confirm the
truth of the Lamb’s manly bearing, the creature’s posture goes unmentioned in
this episode; and the gash in the Lamb’s body, so apparent earlier, disappears
from view” (Frilingos 2004, 81).
Hatred of opponents, hatred of Rome, and an ending that obliterates the
wounds in the Lamb’s body are terrifying in theological terms. Frilingos finds
Revelation teeming with spectacles and spectators familiar to Roman culture,
staged for dramatic effect, and likely to appeal to the masses. The analogy
is imperfect, but if he is correct, there will be an element of truth to the idea
that Revelation to the first audience had a Left Behind feel to it. The violence
celebrated in the Colosseum and elsewhere in the empire had by this criterion
a corollary in Revelation’s depictions, with Revelation giving the savagery
theological warrant. By this criterion, Revelation becomes “a cultural product
of the Roman Empire, a book that shared with contemporaneous texts and
institutions specific techniques for defining the world and self” (Frilingos
2004, 5). It was, says Frilingos (2004, 120), “a story that subjects of the Roman
Empire loved, for they knew it well.”
Through the Open Door
The foregoing perception of Revelation has two key components: God-ordained
violence and a lack of compassion. These impressions have been noticed by
people who are skeptical not only of Revelation but also of the entire Christian story line. When the French writer and Nobel laureate Albert Camus
(1913–60) wrote that there “is no possible salvation for the man who feels
real compassion” (1991, 57), he took for granted a Christian tradition that
envisions eternal torment for those who make the wrong choice and—in the
face of this scenario—the need to curb instinctual compassion. Interpretations
of Revelation have contributed to this outlook, possibly more than any other
book in the canon. Contrary to this entrenched view, we shall find—beyond
the door—a message quite different from the impressions noted above. We
shall encounter a surprise that will leave us speechless, as it does to onlookers
6
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at the most critical moment in the book (8:1). Readers will be wise to do the
following: be sure to find the door; don’t worry about the picket line advising
against entry; keep a cool head amid the Left Behind stampede; then prepare
for insights not found in the realm of thought, only in the realm of revelation.
The reorientation can begin by noting that Revelation is staging a recovery
in circles that used to take little interest in the book. The outpouring of massive
commentaries at the turn of the millennium is proof that scholars, publishers, and readers are finding the book worth their while to a degree not seen
in the past (Aune 1996–98; Beale 1999; Brighton 1999; Osborne 2002; Koester
2014). This turnaround is evident not only with respect to market success.
It also extends to perceptions of the book’s theology. Richard J. Bauckham
(1993a, ix) says that Revelation is “a work of immense learning, astonishingly
meticulous literary artistry, remarkable creative imagination, radical political
critique, and profound theology.” Notice how this assessment does not have the
slightest trace of Luther’s contempt for Revelation’s theology or for Bloom’s
claim that the book is “scarcely literate.” Bauckham frames alternative options
that include how to read Revelation and what to take away from it. “Profound
theology” and “astonishingly meticulous literary artistry,” as Bauckham puts
it, suggest a radically different perception of what lies beyond the door.
Jacques Ellul (1977, 15) confronts head-on the notion that God in Revelation
orchestrates violence. He cautions, first, that “the Apocalypse specifically is
not a text capable of being understood directly.” The first impression is not
the best and should not be the last, and the negative reviews are unreliable
because they deal in first impressions. Indeed, says Ellul, “Every supposed immediate comprehension is false,” and this because Revelation “is a discourse
extraordinarily sophisticated.” His reading does not deny that Revelation
depicts violence, but he insists that the violence is not God willed or God
implemented. The characters and the plot are complex, and the hurry to blame
God owes to an ill-advised rush to conclusion. In the scenes of devastation in
Revelation’s trumpet sequence (8:2–11:19), Ellul (1977, 65) takes the view—
emphatically—that it is the action of satanic powers “that in every circumstance provokes death in the Apocalypse, and not at all, never directly, the
action of God upon men.” Violence is not denied, whether in human reality
or in Revelation, but the meaning of the violence, especially the theological
meaning, does not lie on the surface.
And yet the surface also speaks, crackling and snapping with bursts that
contradict the negative views. If Revelation is received as a message for the
ear instead of the eye, it will greatly affect interpretation. Unsurprisingly,
Frilingos (2004, 39) takes the theatricality in Revelation to mean that the book
“privileges sight.” John’s visions may indeed seem like a movie—the visual
imagery is compelling—but it comes to us by way of the word, as hearing. In
the auditory scenario, the living person “who reads aloud the words” (1:3)
retains control of the message by use of body language, emphases, pauses, and
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tone of voice. The message is still seen—we “see” when we listen or read—but
the hearing shapes the pictures. Kayle B. de Waal (2015) argues persuasively
that Revelation privileges sound above sight. Similarly, Mitchell G. Reddish
(2004) describes how hearing the book promotes impressions that may otherwise be missed. The difference with this kind of “seeing” is incalculable. This
alone—reading the book aloud—might put an end to the idea that the God of
Revelation has retribution on his mind. While this view delegates tremendous
responsibility to readers and hearers, this, too, is within Revelation’s purview.
Its disclosures are reserved for “anyone who has an ear” (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6,
13, 22; 13:9), and it calls for “a mind that has wisdom” (13:18; 17:9). The
book is in the business of “aural circumcision” (Kermode 1979, 3), reading
and hearing cooperating to make the message come out right.
As an auditory exercise, imagine hearing three calls to attention immediately upon passing through Revelation’s open doors. “Write!” says a booming
voice shortly after entry (1:11), repeating it at critical junctures a full twelve
times (1:11, 19; 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14; 14:13; 19:9; 21:5). “Look!” we hear
even earlier (1:7), the same exclamation repeated a full twenty-six times (1:7,
18; 2:10, 22; 3:8, 9 [2x], 20; 4:1, 2; 5:5; 6:2, 5, 8; 7:9; 9:12; 11:14; 12:3; 14:1,
14; 16:15; 19:11; 21:3, 5; 22:7, 12). “Come!” we hear at the very end, the key
word at the conclusion spoken in a tone of voice that is urgent and welcoming
(22:17). “Come!” is repeated twice, but the voices saying it the second time are
unexpected. “And let the one who hears say, ‘Come!’” (22:17). The surprise
at the ending is not so much the exclamation itself but that we hear ourselves
exclaiming it. The recipient of the message is now also a proclaimer; the invitee
has become an inviter. This could hardly happen except for the proclaimer’s
conviction that the message does not have revenge on its mind. Revelation’s
auditory thrust is inimical to the view that Revelation is the Judas of the NT,
a tribute to violence, or a play where Jesus turns in his worst performance.
Correct reading accompanied by keen hearing will be the first step to setting
things right at the door and immediately beyond the door. “If anyone is endowed with an ear, hear” (13:9; cf. 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22).
Revelation and the Roman Empire
What was the situation in which Revelation came into being? Will the
“situation”—once we figure it out—have explanatory power for the book?
These used to be easy questions, and they were answered in roughly the following order.
1. Revelation is an apocalyptic book (Aune 1986).
2. Apocalyptic literature originates in situations of crisis (P. Hanson 1979,
1; Rowland 1982, 9; Cook 1995; Porter-Young 2011, 3–45).
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3. There was a crisis, and we know what it was: “It is obvious that Revelation was written at a time when the Christians of Asia Minor, and
probably other places as well, were being persecuted by the Roman officials for their refusal to worship the emperors, both living and dead, as
gods and to worship Roma, the personification of Rome, as a goddess”
(Rist 1957, 354). In fact, “the situation was desperate” (Rist 1961, 22).
This used to be the answer, and it is still the answer in the eyes of many
scholars. Overall, however, the consensus that used to exist has vanished. A
far more complicated picture has emerged, listed by way of Paul Duff’s (2001,
5–16) overview of the options and concentrating chiefly on the “crisis” question: Was there or wasn’t there a crisis?
1. There was persecution, even though there is little or no evidence for it
(Fiorenza 1991, 7).
2. There was a perception of hostility, whether the perception was warranted or not (A. Collins 1984, 84–110).
3. There was no crisis, perceived or otherwise (L. Thompson 1990,
171–201).
4. There was a crisis, but not in the sense that the Roman Empire threatened the church. Instead, “the ‘crisis’ facing the communities of the
Apocalypse can be more accurately defined as a social conflict within
the churches” (Duff 2001, 14).
What changed? How did questions that used to have simple answers morph
into such complexity, whether from crisis to no crisis or from threats from
without to threats from within? The answer lies largely in readings of the historical record and partly in Revelation itself. External evidence dates Revelation
to the latter end of the reign of the emperor Domitian (81–96 CE; Irenaeus,
Haer. 5.30.3). This date is not certain, but it is accepted by most scholars.
According to Eusebius (Hist. eccl. 3.14–20), the first church historian (ca.
260–340 CE), Domitian was a wicked emperor and a notorious persecutor of
Christians. Thanks to the testimony of writers like Pliny the Younger (Pan.
48–49), Tacitus (Agr. 39–44), Suetonius (Dom. 10.2; 11.1; 13.2; 15.1), and
Dio Cassius (Hist. rom. 67.4.7; 67.11.3), on whom Eusebius relied, Domitian
acquired a reputation as an erratic, megalomaniacal, and mean ruler. But was
he? Ancient writers—and modern writers too—sometimes have other motives
than the truth for their version of events. Fake news has a long history. A society structured by relations of patronage and propaganda can easily allow
truth to slip low on its scale of priorities (Nauta 2002; Wallace-Hadrill 1989).
Notions of an independent press or unbiased historians in Roman times can
safely be laid aside. Paul Zanker’s (1990, 237) caution to readers of Roman
history is well advised:
9
Sigve K. Tonstad, Revelation
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2019. Used by permission.

_Tonstad_Revelation_WT_djm.indd 27

9/5/19 3:13 PM

Introduction

We must never lose sight of the fact that, in a world without competing news
agencies and the like, the general perception of historical events was largely
dependent on the official version propagated by the state. Most of what makes
up our news nowadays—disasters, crises—was never mentioned. Major catastrophes, like that of Varus’s legions in Germany, of course became known, but
no one dwelled on them. The constantly renewed imagery of new triumphs
quickly swept away such dark shadows. The language of political imagery never
even made use of the reversals as warning or admonition.

Instead, we must think in terms of flattery, on the one hand, and of misrepresentation, on the other. This is not hard to imagine, given the use of
political propaganda in modern totalitarian states and political advertising
in countries presumed to be free and open. In Leonard Thompson’s (1990,
95–115) reading of the evidence, the written record is replete with propagandistic elements. The writers who shaped Domitian’s reputation invented evils
during his reign as a foil for their praise of Nerva (96–98) and Trajan (98–117),
the emperors who succeeded Domitian after he had been murdered in a palace coup in 96 CE. The alleged villainy of Domitian magnified the virtues of
Trajan, and the latter’s virtues are exaggerated (Wallace-Hadrill 1995, 145).
Brian Jones (1992, 196) disputes the assertion that Domitian demanded divine
appellations, and he dismisses the notion of a Domitianic persecution. Being
the last emperor in the Flavian dynasty meant that the new dynasty needed
army support, a clean slate, and conspicuous claims of merit to establish its
legitimacy (Grainger 2003). In important respects, Domitian’s track record of
governance, efficiency, and judicial integrity seems above average. His legacy
includes the reputation of being one of the greatest builders in Rome, his
managerial imprint also preserved in such far-flung places as Asia Minor and
the Near East (Thomas 2004, 23).
Domitian risked defamation “through his utter determination to govern
according to his own standards, to ignore tradition whenever it did not suit
him and to proclaim the senate’s impotence rather than disguise it through
polite platitudes” (Jones 1992, 196; F. Parker 2001, 207–31). This brings to
view a man who did not playact participatory rule in the knowledge that actual power sharing was a sham. While failure to stroke the egos of the upper
class can be judged a risky political strategy on a personal level, such a policy
suggests that ordinary people had little to fear (Ulrich 1996; Slater 1998).
Evidence for persecution within Revelation, as in the cry of the slain martyrs
under the fifth seal (6:9–11), although taken as proof of Roman persecution
(Biguzzi 1998b), can have other explanations. After his assassination in 96 CE,
Domitian’s successors set afoot a process of “damnation and mutilation,” an
almost unparalleled attempt to eradicate all traces of his life and handiwork.
Scholars today are hard pressed even to find the base for the colossal equestrian statue of Domitian that for five years was one of the most conspicuous
monuments in Rome (Varner 2004; Thomas 2004).
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Revelation and the Roman “Situation”

Figure 1. Domitian’s colossal
equestrian statue in Rome
is lost, but the body of this
bronze statue at the Museo
Archeologico dei Campi
Flegrei (Baia) projects
power. The head is a noteworthy case of “damnation
and mutilation”: the head
was recarved to represent
Nerva, Domitian’s successor.
Photo from Steven L. Tuck,
“The Origins of Imperial
Hunting Imagery: Domitian
and the Redefinition of
Virtus under the Principate,”
Greece and Rome 52, no. 2
(2005): 221–45.

The revision of the dominant view and its account of persecution demand
a reconsideration of the situation that led to the writing of Revelation. Persecution of Christians orchestrated from the imperial center can no longer be
taken as the social setting of believers at the time. L. Thompson (1990, 166)
concludes that there was no significant political unrest or evidence of class
conflict. Instead, the empire “was beneficial to rich and poor provincials; and
there were checks against extensive abuse of the poorer provincials by the
richer ones.”
Revelation and the Roman “Situation”
Domitian is largely off the hook in the new consensus regarding Roman
imperial reality at the time of the writing of Revelation: he was not the
persecutor of Christians that generations of interpreters made him out
to be. But the empire has not ceased to be relevant. Attention has shifted
to the Roman Empire as such and to the role of the imperial cult in Asia
Minor. Steven Friesen (2001, 3) notes that “nearly all commentators on the
Revelation of John have acknowledged that imperial cults—that is, institutions for the worship of the Roman emperors—played a crucial role in
the production of John’s text.” His own contribution, in a study billed as
11
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the first book-length treatment of the topic, consolidates this view. In this
scenario, imperial power projection is the most important reason for “the
production of John’s text,” even if Domitian moves out of the limelight.
Specific emperors are still in view, but they are now Augustus (31 BCE–14
CE) or Nero (54–67), not Domitian. Before we assess the merits of the now-
dominant view of the role of the Roman Empire, we must know more about
the evidence on which this view is based.
This part of the story begins with Julius Caesar (100–44 BCE) and his
adopted son Augustus (63 BCE–14 CE). Augustus was the founding father of
the imperial system and the main reason for its remarkable staying power. The
key elements in the Augustan state, drawn from a variety of sources (Vergil,
Aen.; Tacitus, Ann.; Syme 1960; Price 1984; Zanker 1990; Galinsky 1996;
Beacham 1999), include the following points.
The Roman Empire had expanded into a colossal territorial entity by the
time Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon in 49 BCE, ostensibly to break the
stranglehold of dysfunctional government in addition to defending his own
honor and possibly his life (Syme 1960, 1–60). This marked the de facto end
of the Republic and the ascent of larger-than-life ruler figures. Caesar was
charismatic and Kennedy-esque as a person; Suetonius (Jul. 45) writes that he
was “tall, his complexion light and clear, with eyes black, lively, and quick, set
in a face somewhat full; his limbs were round and strong.” He was valiant as
a general (Jul. 55), beloved by his troops (Jul. 68; Gardner 1967, 25); successful as a writer (Caesar, Bel. civ.; Suetonius, Jul. 56), capable as a statesman
(Gelzer 1968), unabashed in his amorous exploits (Suetonius, Jul. 50–52), and
unapologetic in his grasp for power (Jul. 76–79). The latter did not sit well
with some members of the Roman Senate. Defense of the Republic was hardly
the only motive of the conspirators who plotted his murder, but it was a cause
that could be argued in the name of patriotism and tradition.
The plot misfired. In reality, the murder of Julius Caesar on the floor of the
Roman Senate in 44 BCE turned out to be a boon to the imperial office and
a key element in the ensuing myth construction. In life, Caesar was a dictator. Dead, “he became a god and a myth, passing from the realm of history
into literature and legend, declamation and propaganda,” says Ronald Syme
(1960, 53). Augustus astutely saw an opening and was quick to take advantage.
As the grandson of Julius Caesar’s sister and the designated heir in Caesar’s
will, he arranged to be formally accepted by the Senate as the deceased ruler’s
legally adopted son. He took care to erase Octavianus, stressing instead that
he was the son of Caesar. He deftly prevailed on the Senate to vote divine
honors for the murdered Caesar, the vote said to be accompanied by astral
signs that were promptly incorporated into the public iconography (Galinsky
1996, 17; Suetonius, Aug. 94). Augustus could now designate himself as divi
filius, son of the divinized emperor, endowed with greater-than-human luster
(Galinsky 1996, 17).
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Figure 2. Frieze from a temple in Ephesus depicting the apotheosis (deification) of Lucius Verus (161–66 CE), coregent with his adoptive brother Marcus Aurelius. Caesar was the first emperor to be accorded “divine honors.” Ephesos-Museum, Vienna.

When Augustus in 31 BCE prevailed in the civil war against Mark Antony
to become the sole head of the empire, he toned down the imperial character
of his rule to make it appear that he was a mere first citizen, the subtlety
bearing fruit in the form of ever increasing de facto stature (Zanker 1990,
92; Galinsky 1996, 11). Shrewdly, Augustus proclaimed the restoration of the
Republic, not its eclipse, although the sham did not escape Tacitus’s irony
and ire (Ann. 1.9). The republican government continued in form even though
it was undermined in practice. Augustus made it his priority to tend to the
public weal, launching an ambitious program of religious and moral reform
with the aim of restoring Roman greatness, piety, and virtue (Zanker 1990,
1–2). In reality, the emperor was increasingly a priestly, superhuman figure,
a savior, the head of all the major cults, the Pontifex Maximus, and the link
between earth and heaven (Suetonius, Aug. 58; Galinsky 1996, 29–39). Power
and authority were reinforced through a program of storytelling in marble and
ritual, the marble in the form of imposing temples that linked the emperor to
the gods (Price 1984, 54–55; Friesen 2001, 33).
The ritual enactments were at one and the same time religious, entertaining,
and popular. The goal was “to project onto future generations the impression
that they lived in the best of all possible worlds and in the best of all times”
(Zanker 1990, 4). Or, as Jupiter says to his daughter Venus in Vergil’s epic
poem The Aeneid,
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Figures 3 and 4. Statues illustrating Augustan iconography, presenting him as a soldier and emperor in the early propaganda (left)
and as priest (pontifex maximus) and father of the homeland (pater patriae) in the later representation (right).

I set no limits to their fortunes and
no time; I give them empire without end.
. . . The gruesome gates of war,
with tightly welded iron plates,
shall be shut fast.

Jupiter’s prophecy makes Rome an “empire without end.” The poem mentions “Julius,” referring either to Julius Caesar or using it as a code for Augustus. Either way, the Caesar will be installed “as a god in heaven as a sign
of Roman supremacy in the world” (Galinsky 1996, 251). On earth, there
will be peace.
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In the Res gestae divi Augustus, written at Augustus’s direction shortly before his death, Augustus piously claims that he transferred the commonwealth
from his power to “the judgment of the senate and the people of Rome,”
retaining for himself only the distinction that he “excelled all in auctoritas”
(Galinsky 1996, 11). Auctoritas has a strong moral connotation, a status reflecting the esteem in which the person is held more than distinctions sought
or demanded. Augustus, too, was adept at myth making, particularly by his
skill in leaving the pride of the senators intact while eroding their power. He
would be remembered just as he had represented himself—as a savior and
healer. The image was powerful—and more powerful than reality would support (Zanker 1990, 101, 238).
In Asia Minor, the setting of the book of Revelation, the cult of the emperor
began during the reign of Augustus and took hold with less reserve than in
Rome. The cult, says S. R. F. Price (1984, 24–35, 117–21), was not simply a
matter of honors, hero worship, or public formality, and it was not coerced.
Most of the seven cities in Revelation had imperial temples, beginning with the
cult of Roma and Augustus at Pergamum in 29 BCE and a second temple for
Roma and Julius Caesar in Ephesus in 27 BCE (Price 1984, 24–35, 54–62). These
projects were initiated by prominent individuals in the provinces, representing
a system of exchange, patronage, and narrative creation (Price 1984, 24–25,
102–14, 234–48). While ruler veneration had an antecedent in the Hellenistic
world, the imperial cult came into existence because of the need for a “language” for the awesome power of Rome. As Price notes, citizens “represented
the emperor to themselves in the familiar terms of divine power,” and the
ritual of the cult structured the world in terms of “the relationship between
the emperor and the gods” (Price 1984, 248; Zanker 1990, 299). The religious
character of the imperial office is not in question, nor can it be doubted that
the empire was eager to inscribe its myth into the minds of citizens and slaves
across the Roman world.
This background is crucial to understanding how many scholars see the
Roman Empire in Revelation. According to “the Roman Imperial View,” Revelation’s story centers on the Roman Empire and the imperial cult. John is
addressing the historical situation contemporary to him. The story is projected
to climax in the death of the emperor Nero and the myth of Nero’s return.
Revelation 13 is the cornerstone for this conviction. Leading interpreters argue
this view as an established fact. To Wilhelm Bousset (1906, 120), “The observation that the core of the prophecy in the Apocalypse refers to the then widely
held expectation of Nero redivivus is in my opinion an immovable point that
will not again be surrendered, the bronze rock of the contemporary historical interpretation against which all contrary points of view so far have been
dashed to pieces.” Richard Bauckham (1993a, 389) is no less certain. “The
gematria [referring to the number 666] does not merely assert that Nero is the
beast: it demonstrates that he is.” Jan Dochhorn (2010, 115) concludes that
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“in the time of the seventh trumpet, at the close of the rule of a-yet-to-come
Roman emperor, . . . a world ruler will arise that will threaten Christendom
to its foundation. This figure is none other than the emperor Nero raised to
life” (see also Klauck 2001, 683–90; Champlin 2003, 1–35).
This is the “upside” for the emperor veneration that many scholars see as
the main concern in Revelation. Its ingredients are the mammoth reach of
the imperial office, the lines converging in the figure of the emperor at the
point where earth and heaven meet (Price 1984, 248), and the promotion and
celebration of the prestige of the imperial office by the various imperial cults,
culminating in the myth of Nero’s death and resurrection.
The Other Side of the “Roman Situation”
Is there a downside—and even a contrary point of view? There is definitely
a downside and evidence that accommodates a different view. The downside
relates to the representation and interpretation of the historical realities in
the secular sources, but it is chiefly concerned with the alleged connection
between the historical realities and the message of Revelation.
Was it irrelevant to emperor veneration that Julius Caesar was a notorious
womanizer; had a very public affair with Servilia, Brutus’s mother; and that
Brutus might well have had personal motives for assassinating him (Syme 1960,
58)? Brutus was not only defending the Republic but also settling accounts
with a man he had no reason to love and admire.
Did it escape public knowledge that Augustus, Caesar’s adopted son, represented as a paragon of virtue in the public iconography, was less than that in
private? Livia, his second wife, was taken from another man while pregnant.
Tiberius, the next emperor, was another man’s biological son (Suetonius, Aug.
62; Syme 1960, 229). Claudius (41–54) had his wife Messalina assassinated,
then married Agrippina, his niece. In 49 CE, the purpose-driven couple arranged the betrothal of Octavia, Claudius’s ten-year-old daughter, to Nero,
then Agrippina’s eleven-year-old son and soon to be Claudius’s adopted son.
Britannicus, Nero’s “brother” by adoption, was the brother of Octavia, Nero’s
first wife. He was unceremoniously poisoned in his sister’s presence (Beacham
1999, 193–95). Augustus succeeded in investing the imperial office with prestige,
and he carefully cultivated an image of humility and piety, but his successors
were less worried about such niceties. Seneca’s parody of the divinization of
the emperor Claudius belongs to this reckoning. His savage lampoon is in English known as The Pumpkinification of the Deified Claudius: Claudius was
upon his death made into a pumpkin rather than a god! The emperor is said to
have farted just as he lay dying, then uttered the undignified words, “Oh Lord,
I think I’ve [soiled] myself.” The narrator chimes in that Claudius “certainly
[soiled] . . . everything else.” Heaven shudders at the monster presenting himself
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for divinization. Deliberations end with the decision to send Claudius to the
underworld to shuffle papers for one of Caligula’s freedmen (Romm 2014, 65).
The résumé of Nero (54–67) includes regicide, fratricide, matricide, mariticide, holocaust, and suicide: the murder of his adoptive father, brother, mother,
and wife, and then the Great Fire before his reign ended in suicide (Romm
2014, 33–198). Syme (1960, 439) writes that “from first to last the dynasty of
the Julii and the Claudii ran true to form, despotic and murderous.” The notion of a “Golden Age” during the first five years of Nero, ostensibly owing
to Seneca’s responsible tutelage, is not sustained in James Romm’s (2014)
careful account. Seneca, willingly or not, comes across as Nero’s enabler. If
virtus and pietas (“virtue” and “piety”) were the most important constituents
in emperor worship and the case for divinization, Caligula, Claudius, and
Nero brought diminishing returns. For Nero, posthumous divinization was
not on offer when the Senate declared him a public enemy (Romm 2014, 201).
In 96 CE the Senate also denied divine honors to Domitian upon his murder
by members of the palace guard (Suetonius, Dom. 23).
How much of this reached the public? Nero was not particularly subtle
about his exploits. The evident dissembling and hypocrisy cannot be overlooked, as with the brave face of Octavia upon the murder of her brother
in her presence, duly described by Tacitus. The parting kiss of Seneca by
Nero before Seneca headed home to commit suicide is in the same category.
Did appearances really triumph over reality, “common knowledge notwithstanding”? Why the need for surveillance by secret police that there would
not be sloth in the “acclamations and pre-arranged applause” at the public

Figures 5 and 6. Happier days? Reliefs from Aphrodisias showing Nero and Britannicus, his brother by adoption (left), and his mother
Agrippina crowning her son emperor (right). Nero had Britannicus poisoned and later assassinated his mother.
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games when Nero was one of the performers (Tacitus, Ann. 13.16; 14.56;
15.18; 16.4–5)? The stagecraft of the theater and the cult was impressive.
Was it persuasive?
Proponents of “the Roman Imperial View” seem unfazed by these counterpoints, perhaps on the logic that the conduct and character of the emperors
were sanitized in Asia Minor to the point that the connection between the
emperor and the gods was secure. In the main, however, the possibility of
self-evident unworthiness is left out. The “situated void” in Roman society
represents the most egregious sin of omission (Welborn 2009, 309). “Void”
means “emptiness,” and the emptiness was located at the center, in full
view of all citizens. L. L. Welborn applies the term to the ubiquity of slavery and the fact that death on the cross was an ever-present possibility for
the slave. This “situated void” was so unflattering to the Roman self-image
that decent writers avoided the subject altogether. Nonmention, however, is
not the same as not seen or known. Slavery was ubiquitous throughout the
empire, and the slaves were without legal protection. On the Esquiline Hill
in Rome, slaves were brought in routinely by their owners to be crucified
for utterly trivial offences. Slavery and death on the cross, these together,
were part of the Roman power structure. Indeed, says Welborn (2009, 309),
“The cross may be identified as the dark, gravitational center which, whether
recognized or repressed, allotted places to all those who lived within the
socio-symbolic edifice of the Roman Empire, and compelled thought to
consent to those places.”
Silence concerning this black hole cannot be construed as lack of awareness. Instead, it is awareness conspiring with silence concerning the black
hole that would be fatal to notions of imperial worthiness, a Golden Age,
and a blissful Pax Romana. Welborn (2009, 303) glimpses “a subject cringing
around a void, simultaneously registering and repressing knowledge of the
death-driven situation with which his existence was constrained” (see also
Wallace-Hadrill 1982, 19–36; Bowersock 1972, 179–212; Bradley 1987). Will
the emperor, the figure at the top of the pyramid, emerge worship-worthy?
Was special revelation required to point out that he wasn’t? Or did the facts
speak for themselves, in horrified silence (Parenti 2003)?
These questions suggest what the answer ought to be. Despite the silence—
and despite the evidence that this was a willed and orchestrated silence—voices
break through to show an emperor without clothes (and sometimes the emperor
as a pumpkin). Tacitus, the greatest of the Roman historians, was not fooled
by appearances. True, there was peace thereafter—bloody peace, he wrote
sarcastically of the myth of Augustan peace (Tacitus, Ann. 1.10.4; Zanker
1990, 187). “On the day that he died,” Suetonius says of Augustus, “he called
for a mirror, and had his hair combed and his lower jaw, which had fallen
from weakness, propped up. Presently he summoned a group of friends and
asked: ‘Have I played my part in the farce of life creditably enough?’” (Aug.
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99). The self-irony of the emperor’s final act is impressive. He knew it was a
farce. Did everyone else also know?
What imperial myth making aspired to achieve is not in doubt—monuments,
rituals, and stagecraft all bent toward the same task—but there are a host of
reasons to question whether it succeeded. Doubts in this regard call for other
options with respect to Revelation’s errand. What can a Book of Revelation
add to evidence already lying in broad daylight with respect to the Roman Empire? On the logic that an argument in favor of the obvious makes the obvious
less clear, other hypotheses have greater credence than the Nero myth. Owing
no debt to the scholars who make the myth of Nero’s return the centerpiece
to understanding Revelation, Gerhard Maier (1981, 622) concludes that “the
[myth of] Nero redivivus is anything but a bronze rock for interpretation; it
is only a hypothesis, and a fairly clumsy one at that.”
Alternative Options
Roman imperial persecution lacks explanatory power for the “situation” in
Revelation, and many scholars no longer subscribe to this view. The “replacement model,” centered on the imperial cult and the myth of Nero’s return,
risks the same fate even though it enjoys wide scholarly esteem. Substantive
objections to the Nero hypothesis are many, culminating in the damning question, “In what way is Nero the consummate opponent of Christ?” (Resseguie
1998, 56). The empire and the notion of Nero’s return put forward a foot
that is too small for the shoe of John’s imagery (Tonstad 2006, 7–15, 41–54).
Revelation’s terms call for a larger character, in quality as much as in quantity, and they outline a plot that reaches beyond Roman political concerns.
Other specific objections include (1) the absence of Nero in the earliest known
interpretations of Revelation (Irenaeus, Haer. 5.30.1; 5.30.3; Tonstad 2008a);
(2) textual criticism that is prejudicial to Revelation’s cosmic perspective (as
in Aune 1996–98, 725–26); (3) the connection between the first half of Revelation and the second half (Tonstad 2006, 108–23); (4) the tenor of Revelation’s
terms, particularly the imitation theme (Minear 1953; Tonstad 2008a); and
(5) the relationship of Rev. 13 to the Synoptic apocalypse (Vos 1965, 54–111;
Tonstad 2008a).
What options are left—and better? The alternative can be described succinctly.
1. Revelation’s perspective is cosmic more than it is Roman (Tonstad 2006).
The cosmic, nonhuman aspect in the story is more than a means by
which to amplify Roman reality.
2. The story is shaped by the biblical narrative more than by imperial
life in the first century (Rissi 1966, 65–70; Tonstad 2006, 208; Tõniste
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2016). It is essential to pay attention to the character designated as the
Ancient Serpent (12:9; 20:2).
3. The plot of Revelation projects the theme of imitation more than the
notion of parody (Minear 1953; 1968, 119). “At the end Satan’s attack
must be launched from a beachhead within the Church, where the earth-
beast not only carries on priestly activities but displays the credentials
of a prophet” (Minear 1968, 119; cf. Beale 1999, 708).
4. Revelation is truly prophetic and not only descriptive of first-century
concerns. In this regard its horizon is like the Synoptic apocalypse (Vos
1965, 54–111; Beale 1999, 708; cf. Wenham 1981, 2:345–75; Tonstad
2007). This story line is already evident in the messages to the seven
churches, beginning with the surprising finding that “most of the issues
enumerated (and certainly the most pressing ones) are internal, intra-
Christian issues” (Duff 2001, 46).
The alternative sketched above may be called “the Cosmic Conflict View”
or “the Imitation View.” This view is not indifferent to Roman imperial
reality, but it deals with bigger concerns, and it projects on a wider screen.
What lies on the surface in the form of imposing buildings and beguiling
spectacles matters less than what is not seen. Nonhuman powers are at work.
They are more important than the Roman emperors—more important also
in the sense that the plot begins with them, not with Rome. Primordial aspirations of the nonhuman powers come to fruition in the eschaton. They,
not the myth of Nero’s return, control the story line. Biblical antecedents
and images carry over into Revelation; they explain shocking twists and
turns in the story better than anything Roman or human (20:1–7; Tonstad
2006, 41–54). The temporal horizon reaches beyond the present, but the
most important disclosure of the book—what certifies it as revelation—is
the revelation in the middle of John’s spatial and temporal boundaries (5:6).
With the role of the Roman Empire circumscribed, a more robust concept
of revelation may get the space it has been denied for “the production of
John’s text” (Friesen 2001, 3).
Revelation as Revelation
Apokalypsis (Rev. 1:1) is not a term for catastrophe. Looking at the word itself,
it is best approached through its verbal counterpart, apo-kalyptō. Apo-kalyptō
describes an un-covering, a removal of the lid to bring the hidden item into full
view (BDAG 505, καλύπτω; A. Oepke, TDNT 3:563–92, ἀποκαλύπτω). The word
pictures the opposite of concealment and is the reversal of concealment. In the
context of Revelation, the notion of revealing what another party might wish
to hide goes to the heart of the matter. When the concealed item is exposed
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in broad daylight, it has, in a makeshift Greek-English transliteration, been
“apo-kalypted.” Full disclosure of the kind we find in Revelation is a threat
to other powers but not to God. A work that sails under the name revelation
cannot escape scrutiny of the concept itself.
Revelation as Exposé
Revelation as exposé begins with the realization that the book is rife with
conflict. “War” (polemos) is one of the most important words in the book, as
a noun (9:7, 9; 11:7; 12:7, 17; 13:7; 16:14; 19:19; 20:8) or as a verb (polemeō)
with the meaning “to wage war” (12:7; 13:4; 17:14; 19:11). No sentence is
more representative than the statement “There was war” (12:7). Polemos is
the word from which the English “polemics” is derived. In Greek the word
means “war,” but the connotation of “polemics” in English is useful. “War”
has a military connotation; “polemics” is a form of disagreement playing
out in the realm of opinion and argument. This notion fits the conflict in
Revelation better than an outright matchup of conflicting parties in the
realm of power.
War, yes, but who, and how, and why? Revelation goes out of its way to
characterize the felonious party. The adversary has a name—he is “the Devil [ho
Diabolos], the Satan [ho Satanas], the Ancient Serpent [ho ophis ho archaios],
and the Deceiver of the whole world” (12:9; 20:2; see also 2:10; 12:12; 20:10).
The terms and the many aliases seem deliberate and descriptively precise. Are
they also theologically significant? Should the character thus described be taken
seriously? If our answer is “yes,” we are in largely uncharted territory because
this character is not given much attention in critical interpretations of Revelation (Tonstad 2006, 7–16, 41–54). Should the implied plot or story be taken
seriously, too? If our answer again is “yes,” we shall have more work on our
hands because critical interpretations do not make a substantive investment
in the character or the plot.
With the name comes a story. The Devil is “the ancient serpent” and “the
deceiver of the whole world” (12:9; 20:2). The terms link the opponent in Revelation to the serpent in Genesis (Rev. 12:9; 20:2; Gen. 3:1–13). Revelation has
not invented this character from scratch. Moreover, what the character is in
the context of Genesis, he is also in Revelation. Both texts represent him as a
deceiver, and both make deception a key element (Rev. 12:9, 10; 13:14; 18:23;
19:20; 20:3, 8, 10; Gen. 3:1, 13). The import of the story of Adam, Eve, and
the serpent in Genesis is subject to debate, but Christian theology has generally made the story ground zero in its conception of “sin”—and catastrophic
(Tonstad 2016a, 87–103).
Crucial parts of the story are bleached or missing in the theological tradition. A quick review is telling for what is remembered and what is left out.
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I. Remembered

She took of its fruit and ate. (Gen. 3:6)
She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate. (Gen. 3:6)
God: Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?
(Gen. 3:11)
Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden. (Gen. 3:23)
II. Left Out (Less Well Remembered)

The serpent: Did God say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden?”
(Gen. 3:1)
The serpent: You will not die. (Gen. 3:4)
The woman: The serpent deceived me, and I ate. (Gen. 3:13)
God to the serpent: Because you have done this, cursed are you. . . . I will
put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring
and hers. (Gen. 3:14–15)
The representations above are not meant to suggest that we do not “remember” some parts in an absolute sense or that parts have been “left out” on
purpose. It is enough to delineate these accounts as different emphases, but the
differences are not trivial. On the side of “Remembered,” the human agent is
in focus. The line of action runs from the divine command to violation, and
from violation to punishment for having violated the command. The character of the divine command is not subject to debate. The main problem in the
story can be described as disobedience to the divine command. This version
has been the dominant emphasis in the Christian “sin” memory of the story.
On the side of “Left Out,” the accent falls on the role of the serpent, first,
and on deception, second (Gen. 3:1, 13). In this version, the serpent is a significant character and at least equal to the human agent in the plot construct.
Misrepresentation of the divine command, not violation, is the first move
(Gen. 3:1). In the second version, the human agent is a victim and not only a
violator of the divine command even if we maintain that the violator should
not have believed the serpent. The “sin” problem is not limited to violation
of the divine command (Tonstad 2016b, 207–20).
Which of these versions fits Revelation best? To opt for the second version
is the easy part. It is a more demanding task to carve out room for the prospect that Revelation takes an interest in the ancient serpent and—far more
demanding—incorporates the deception in the garden of Eden in its conception of what makes the ancient serpent be the deceiver of the whole world
(Rev. 12:9; 20:2; Gen. 3:1, 13). Putting this into perspective, we are expected to
work with a notion of deception that is anchored in the biblical narrative, not
in Roman imperial reality. Second, the remedy must equal the problem, now
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a problem that makes misrepresentation a key ingredient. Why is the remedy
the way it is in Revelation? Why, indeed, is revelation the remedy?
He “is the Devil [ho Diabolos],” Revelation says of the adversary (12:9;
20:2). Diabolos has the same root as ballistics, throwing something through
another person, here with the connotation of complaining about a person
to a third party, bringing charges, or simply throwing mud (BDAG 226–27,
διάβολος). In modern English, he is the Slanderer or the Mudslinger (12:9; 20:2;
cf. 13:6). For a war fought primarily in the realm of opinion, this points to a
character who specializes in misrepresenting others. He conforms to what has
been called “the world’s most convincing portrait of Satan,” as in Goethe’s
Faust: “cynicism, scoffing, negation, is the key-note of his intellectuality”
(Wayne 1949, 22).
Slander is damaging to the reputation of the person who is slandered. If God
were to be the target of slander, it would be damaging to God too (Tonstad
2006, 89–107). The purpose of slander is to portray a person as something
they’re not. This is one facet of slander—misrepresenting another person—but
it is not the only element. The slanderer also projects virtues he does not have:
he may even pretend to possess the virtues of the one slandered. Misrepresentation of the other person goes hand in hand with deceitful self-representation.
Slander is successful if it wins acceptance for the idea that the slanderer
is virtuous while the other side—the good side—is the villain. This calls for
stealth, subtlety, and tremendous audacity. Quintilian (35–ca. 96 CE), the great
teacher of rhetoric in the Roman world, explains how a lawyer may yet win
his case by slandering the opponent if neither the character of his client nor
the merits of the case are likely to get traction before the judges.
Let it, however, be laid down as a general rule that we should turn from that
which is prejudicial to us to that which is favorable. If we are perplexed about
our cause, the character of our client may aid us; if about our client, the nature
of our cause. If nothing that can be a support to us presents itself [i.e., neither
character nor cause], we may seek for something to damage our adversary, for
as it is our greatest wish to gain more favor than our adversary, so it will be our
next object to incur less dislike. (Inst. 4.1.44)

This counsel will not help the reputation of the legal profession, but it is
instructive. “Going negative” is the only option for the lawyer who has a poor
case and an unpleasant client to defend. Success hinges on making the other
person look bad. It is not easy to fix a problem of this kind, but the solution,
if found, must cut two ways: it must show that the slanderer is guilty of misrepresenting the other side, and it must deprive him of the veneer of virtue.
Analogies between theology and human affairs have serious limitations, but
the worst that can happen is that the attempted analogy is unhelpful. How, as
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a thought experiment, does society handle slander? What are the constraints
against speech, particularly false speech?
I. F. Stone (1989, 197–214) makes Athens in the days of Socrates a case in
point, saying that Athens believed in free speech and a free “press.” According to Stone, Plato (427–347 BCE) and possibly Socrates (470–399 BCE) were
against the emerging democratic values in Athens that included, among other
things, the right to the free expression of opinion. He makes the Athenian
ideal compare favorably to the standard set in our time. “Wherever Athenians
gathered, they were free to hear him [Socrates]. No KGB—or, for that matter,
FBI or CIA—had to tap his telephone to learn his views. Though such institutions were already known in other parts of ancient Greece, they did not exist in
Athens” (Stone 1989, 113). Modern news outlets did not exist, but Athens had
public arenas where they could express themselves. “The Athenian equivalent
of a free press was the theater” (Stone 1989, 114). The irony of Socrates’s case,
then, was that Socrates, although benefiting from the right to free expression,
a right in which he may not have believed, was prosecuted for taking advantage
of a right that the Athenians claimed to support.
When Athens prosecuted Socrates, it was untrue to itself. The paradox and the
shame in the trial of Socrates is that a city famous for free speech prosecuted a
philosopher guilty of no other crime than exercising it. To invoke the memory
of our own American lapses, Athens had no Alien and Sedition Laws. Athens
had no little Iron Curtain like the McCarran-Walter immigration act to bar
visitors with suspect ideas. . . . Athens never had an un-Athenian Activities
Investigating Committee. (Stone 1989, 197)

Free speech, especially when it is put to wrongful use, is a demanding ideal.
“The trial of Socrates was a prosecution of ideas,” says Stone. “He was the
first martyr of free speech and free thought” (Stone 1989, 197). If we make
the Roman Empire another case in point, the surveillance by secret police
at the public games during the reign of Nero suggests a society enamored
by amusement but less smitten by the right to free speech (Tacitus, Ann.
13.16; 14.56; 15.18; 16.4–5). At the time when I am writing this, one of the
principal countries in the Middle East has seized the offices of the largest
newspaper, replacing the editorial staff with hand-picked editors who are
friendly to the government. “Free speech,” as the concept goes, is a rarity in
the affairs of nations. Athens in the days of Socrates could be an exception,
although less an exception for failing to let Socrates benefit. The United
States might be another exception. In the words of Supreme Court Justice
Louis D. Brandeis, the constitutional remedy for false speech is “more speech,
not enforced silence” (W. Turner 2011, 126–27). For the United States, too,
as for Athens, there might be times when the country blinks with respect
to its own ideal.
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We can now ask about speech in God’s economy and for God’s remedy
for false speech. The Bible begins with a case of “false speech” (Gen. 3:1).
It ends with a sustained showdown with the ancient serpent, also described
as the deceiver of the whole world (Rev. 12:9). Does this mean that God’s
remedy for “false speech” is “more speech”? Does it mean that God’s remedy
is—revelation?
Apokalypsis, as noted, is not a word for catastrophe and not primarily
a technical term. “John was writing . . . the climax of prophetic revelation,
which gathered up the prophetic meaning of the Old Testament scriptures and
disclosed the way in which it was being and was to be fulfilled in the last days,”
says Bauckham (1993a, xi). Continuity and a steadying hand make the many-
faceted books of the Bible into a forward-driven story. Beyond this “gathering
up” in the last book of the Bible, apokalypsis is “more speech” going head to
head with false speech. “More speech” would then, in the realm of theology
as much as in civil society, be the better way even though it is also the road
less traveled. Brandeis credited the framers of the constitution of the United
States for recognizing that “it is hazardous to discourage thought, hope, and
imagination; that fear breeds repression; that repression breeds hate; that hate
menaces stable government; that the path of safety lies in the opportunity to
discuss freely supposed grievances and proposed remedies; and that the fitting
remedy for evil counsels is good ones” (W. Turner 2011, 127).
Concepts like these might be included among the working hypotheses before
we immerse ourselves in the seals (4:1–8:1), the trumpets (8:2–11:19), and the
bowls (15:1–16:21) that make up the bulk of Revelation. If this has merit, it
means that an ideal in human society is not less an ideal in matters between
God and humans. It could be the other way around: when humans cringe in
the face of their “more speech” ideal, God does not. Such will be the case if
we see in Revelation “more speech” deployed against the terrible menace of
“false speech.”
Revelation as Unveiling
Revelation is not only an exposé. Near the climax of the trumpet sequence,
an angel appears that might easily be mistaken for a divine figure (10:1). “He
held a little scroll that had been opened in his hand,” John reports (10:2). An
opened scroll suggests a disclosure at the point of completion. He “raised his
right hand to heaven and swore by him who lives forever and ever, who created
heaven and what is in it, the earth and what is in it, and the sea and what is
in it: ‘There will be no more time [chronos], but in the days of the sound of
the seventh angel, when he is to blow his trumpet, the mystery of God will
have come to completion, as he proclaimed [euēngelisen] to his servants the
prophets’” (10:6–7).
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A mystery is nearing completion—but not out of the blue! What comes to
completion was “proclaimed to his servants the prophets” (10:7). The proclamation happened in advance of the time of its fulfillment and was in its earliest
configuration set forth as announcement of good news (euēngelisen). Looking
at the OT background in the prophet Amos,
he says that “the Lord God does nothing
Paideia in the LXX of Amos
without revealing [apokalypsē] his teaching
[paideian autou] to his servants the prophets”
The Greek word paideia is used in
(Amos 3:7 LXX, my trans.).
the Septuagint translation of Amos
Apokalypsis is at work in the background
3:7 (cf. Rev. 10:7) to refer to God’s
text, and it is best understood as a disclosure
providing training, education, and
policy to which God is deeply committed. A
understanding. This is in line with
God who “does nothing without revealing his
its use in Revelation and expresses
secret” ensures that revelation is anchored in
the aspiration of this series as well.
God’s disposition (Paul 1991, 113; cf. Tonstad
2016a, 125–41).
If we make this our reference point for asking why we have a certain
communication, the focus shifts from situational factors to God. “Making
known” on the part of God and “knowing” on the part of humans bring to
light deep and persistent elements in the divine economy. This note is struck
with emphasis at the very beginning: “the revelation [apokalypsis] of Jesus
Christ . . . to make known [deixai] . . . he made it known [esēmanen]” (1:1).
John deploys two different verbs to describe the commission, but both verbs
come down to “making known.” Apokalypsis and the notion that God gave
are supporting terms toward the same goal (1:1).
Temporal Horizon
Revelation’s relationship to historical time has so dominated readings that the
main schools of interpretation break along axes of time (Court 1979, 2–15;
Pate 1998). Preterist interpretations argue that Revelation’s time is chiefly the
time of the author. Careful study of Roman imperial reality in the late first
century is the key to the meaning of the book. This “school” sees the emperor
Nero as a dominant figure (Bousset 1906, 358; Dochhorn 2010, 102–39).
Revelation and Time
School of thought Temporal horizon
Preterism

Time of John—first-century Roman reality

Historicism

Time of John and beyond—continuous history

Futurism

Time of the end—in practice
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For preterists, the return of Nero now a remote concern, Revelation’s value
is not thereby exhausted. Preterists argue that the book still communicates
meaningfully to situations in which Revelation’s concerns are actualized. Systems of oppression, predation, and illicit alliances between religious interests
and the interests of the state fall under its judgment even if the political power
is less circumscribed than the imperial office or the religion subtler than the
imperial cult. If the preterist view of time is a limitation, it is softened by
envisioning imperial reality as a type with many possible incarnations. Many
preterist interpretations bring important value judgments into the discussion
in the form of postcolonial perspectives and criticism of empire (Keller 1996,
140–80, 275–310; Moore 2006, 97–121; Friesen 2001, 210–17; Kraybill 2010).
To the extent that the preterist temporal commitment defines and specifies
the type, however, the possibility of missing the mark is not eliminated. A
preterist reading can overcome the limitation only if it succeeds in defining
the type correctly. Time and type may prove to be so closely linked that it is
impossible to get one of them right without the other.
Futurists hold that Revelation is mostly about the end of time, not the
time of the author. In practice, this tends to be interpreted as the time of
the current reader. Futurist interpreters show little concern for textual and
historical controls. Despite coming to grief again and again with respect to
relating Revelation’s symbols to contemporary events, the appetite for such
applications shows little sign of abating. Predictions have shown a knack for
“turning failure into fortune,” one such attempt reaching sales of twenty-eight
million (Lindsey 1970). In the marketplace of prophecy in the United States,
futurist interpretations have the largest market share by a wide margin. The
Left Behind novels, discussed earlier, are examples of prophetic scenarios written within the futurist framework. Academic disdain for futurist approaches
to Revelation is so deep-seated that respectable commentaries hardly dignify
them with a bibliographic entry.
The historicist “school,” also known as the continuous historical interpretation, claims that Revelation depicts all of history, especially history from
the first century until the end of time. This view, too, claims referential specificity with respect to Revelation’s symbols: each symbol should ideally have
one specific fulfillment. Historicism received a boost during the Protestant
Reformation for finding in Revelation resources for an anti-Catholic message. Martin Luther, too, made peace with the book in his later years, and his
interpretation fits a historicist conception (LW 35:400–410). The historicist
influence has since fallen on hard times (Kovacs and Rowland 2004, 19–23),
in part because academic interpretations favor preterism while the popular
market has embraced futurist schemes. Historicist interpretations have also
paid a penalty for changing their map of events. As in futurism, history tends
to climax close to the time of the interpreter (U. Smith 1884, 476–93; Stefanovic
2009a, 285–322). C. Marvin Pate (1998, 18) writes that “failed attempts to
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locate the fulfillment of Revelation in the course of circumstances of history
has doomed it to continual revision as time passed and, ultimately, to obscurity.” It is noteworthy that futurist schemes have not significantly diminished
their market appeal despite ever-changing applications.
These schools are all “time bound” or “time specific,” and they have in
common bold lines running from the symbol to the historical reality to which
a symbol is said to refer. Claims of referential specificity are less risky for
preterist interpreters, given the advantage of working with historical data that
are almost all in the past. But a stable historical database does not solve all its
problems. Challenges to preterist readings have chiefly to do with adequacy and
relevance. I have critiqued tenets of the preterist view with respect to adequacy:
the foot is too small for the shoe (Tonstad 2008a). Adequacy and relevance are
criteria by which all interpretations should expect to be judged. Is Nero truly
the referent for the number 666 (13:18), as leading preterists claim (Bauckham
1993a, 389; Dochhorn 2010, 115)? Did John foresee the Dark Ages under the
third trumpet or “the rise of rationalism, skepticism, humanism, and liberalism,
with its final product of secularism,” under the fifth trumpet, as envisioned
in a historicist proposal? Or, in another iteration of the fifth trumpet, should
we see the emergence of “deism, relativism, nihilism, rationalism, and communism” in the eighteenth century (Stefanovic 2009a, 303, 312)? If John meant
to describe the eighteenth century, do these -isms do justice to his priorities?
Will the yearning for predictive specificity reflected in these proposals pass the
adequacy test? Does the number 666 (13:18) refer to a tattoo to be placed on the
forehead or the hand of the unfaithful some time during the last three decades
of the twentieth century, as a futurist interpreter argued with enormous market
success (Lindsey 1970, 112–13)? Or, in another example of the high-wire dance
of futurists, does “Armageddon” in Revelation predict a conflict over oil and the
location of the decisive battle in World War III, as suggested by an interpreter
billed as “the Father of Modern Biblical prophecy” (Walvoord 2007)? Still on
the futurist high-wire act, should the “Armageddon” sentiments in American
Christianity dictate the political priorities of the United States in the Middle
East while also nourishing attitudes that are “resistant to federal authority, hostile to the traditional American politics of compromise, rejecting government
controls over the banking and business systems, and profoundly suspicious of
international law and peacekeeping” (Jewett 2009, 67; cf. Weber 2004; Sizer
2004)? If finding the door was the problem in approaching the book, what lies
beyond the door is equally a challenge.
Revelation claims a temporal horizon that covers all of history, past, present, and future: “Now write what you have seen [past], what is [present], and
what is to take place after this [future]” (1:19; van Unnik 1962–63, 86–94;
Michaels 1991, 604–20). In temporal terms, the scope of Revelation runs from
primordial time to the eschaton. This might be used as more than token support for the historicist aspiration, but it does not certify a specific road map
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of events. All the “schools” are in danger of reading Revelation’s symbols as
coded language for specific events rather than respecting the integrity of the
symbol as symbol. Revelation has a story that needs to be told and will not let
up until the task is done. The story climaxes in the implosion of evil (20:1–10)
and the earth made new (21:1–6; 22:1–4). The mandate to reveal history must
be taken seriously, but the claims to historical specificity must be modest.
Qualitative representations of reality count, too, as is evident in the trumpet
sequence (8:7–9:21). Revelation trains its sight on values more than events, and
it is God-centered more than time-centered. A value-centered understanding
of Revelation avoids the cynicism that results from failed predictions. Most
importantly, it escapes Karl Popper’s (1989–90) criticism of predictive approaches to history that fail the test of morality: they evade moral action in
the present, fortified by certitude about the predicted outcome. The dogmatist
counts on support in prophecy for his militant attitude, and the complacent
nihilist justifies his inaction by counting on prophecy’s inexorable momentum
to make up the difference. “So we can be sure,” Popper (1989–90, 2:274) writes,
“that whatever we do will lead to the same result,” putting historical prophecy
in the place of conscience. It is a grave misreading to consider Revelation a
partner in inculcating such attitudes.
Retrospect and Prospect
Revelation presents revelation as exposé, but the Revealer is more important
than his exposé in suspenseful sequences of seals, trumpets, and bowls. In the
sequence of the seven seals, the figure in the middle, the “Lamb standing as
though it had been killed with violence,” is the ultimate revelation (5:6). He
is beyond the imagination of creatures “in heaven, . . . on the earth, . . . or
under the earth” (5:3); he represents the divine reality (5:5–6); and he is the
pattern for moral action in the present (13:10; 14:4). He, and he alone, has
“what it takes to open the scroll and its seven seals” (5:5), whatever we shall
find them to be.
Where, When, by Whom, Why, and How to Read Revelation
Where, when, by whom, why, and how: these are obligatory subjects in a
commentary. Here they lay the groundwork for the three most important
commitments for readers of Revelation.
Genre

Revelation is an apocalyptic book but not in the sense that it is crisis literature and thus typical of the apocalyptic genre. A straightforward generic
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classification fails to do justice to the complexity of the book and to answer
the why question. However, it is not a mistake to consider Revelation an
apocalyptic book if the purpose is to identify it as revelatory literature. Other
features thought to define the apocalyptic genre are a disclosure presented in
a narrative framework that opens to view a transcendent reality that is both
temporal (a new age) and spatial (another world). Usually, too, the disclosure
is mediated by an otherworldly being (J. Collins 1979, 9). This description
has won widespread support, and much of it fits Revelation. Nevertheless, it
is far from clear how these comparisons help interpretation. Pseudonymity is
normally a characteristic feature of apocalypses, but Revelation is written in
the actual author’s name, “I, John” (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8). The story is anchored in a
specific place—“I was on the island called Patmos” (1:9)—and it is addressed
to “the seven churches” in Asia Minor (1:11). These specifics show the book
to be neither pseudonymous nor pseudo-topical (Becker 2007). “John stands
at the end of his Apocalypse looking back” (H. Maier 2002, 18). At the time
of writing, he is no longer on Patmos.
Genre is supposed to bring clarity to a subject, but what is the reader to do
with a book that has the characteristics of prophecy (Mazzaferri 1989, 382) and
a letter (Fiorenza 1991, 23), as well as traits alleged to make it an apocalyptic
work? The term apokalypsis was not a signifier of genre at the time of the
writing of Revelation (M. Smith 1983). The potential of genre to help readers
is in doubt unless one limits it to the claim announced in the opening word:
a disclosure is in the making. Revelation resists a simple classification, the
task complicated by lack of unanimity with respect to how the genre should
be defined (Linton 2006, 37). Gregory Linton’s conclusion is commendably
nuanced. Revelation is a text that “refuses to stay in bounds,” he says, and
is from “John’s own standpoint in the first century . . . something new and
different from previous similar writings” (Linton 2006, 35, 40).
Authorship

The author of Revelation is “John” (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8). The designation
itself has not been seriously contested. “John” is not a fictitious person
or a pseudonym. But which “John” was he? How many “Johns” do we
have among whom to choose? How many “Johns” could write this kind of
book and send it to the seven churches of Asia Minor with an air of self-
authentication that all but excludes anyone mistaking his identity? What,
too, is the relationship between the John of Revelation and the Gospel that
carries the name “John”?
Among the “Johns” from which to choose, only two “Johns” otherwise
known are considered serious contenders. The first is John the apostle; the
second is John the Elder, a much less well-defined “John” than the Galilean
John who was one of the two sons of Zebedee (Matt. 4:21; 10:2; 20:20; 26:37;
27:56; Luke 5:10; John 21:2; Aune 1996–98, l–li).
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Figure 7. “I was on the island called Patmos” (Rev. 1:9). Patmos as seen from the present-day Monastery of St. John.

Irenaeus (ca. 130–202 CE), born in Smyrna, one of the cities of the seven
churches in Revelation, refers to this John—the apostle—as the author of both
the Gospel of John and Revelation. “Lastly John, the disciple of the Lord, who
had leant back on His breast, once more set forth the gospel, while residing
at Ephesus in Asia” (Haer. 3.1.2). Later in his book, Irenaeus says that this
John was the one “who beheld the apocalyptic vision,” and this “almost in
our day, towards the end of Domitian’s reign” (Haer. 5.30.3).
Does this help identify the author of Revelation? That we have a “John” in
Revelation is not in doubt (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8). Is he the “John” who has been identified above as the Beloved Disciple and the author of the Gospel of John? Many
scholars are convinced that this cannot be the case, mostly because of differences in language and genre. Dionysius of Alexandria (d. 260) used differences
in language idiom as evidence against common authorship (Eusebius, Hist. eccl.
7.24.6–26). David E. Aune (1996–98, xlvii–lvi) argues that Revelation was meant
to be a pseudonymous work despite the mention of “John.” G. K. Beale (1999,
34–36) says that the son of Zebedee cannot be ruled out, but his identity is not
important for the message of the book. Craig R. Koester (2014, 65–69, 80–83)
thinks that John was an early Christian prophet but not John the son of Zebedee.
Objections to common authorship of the Gospel of John and Revelation
are significant but not insurmountable. Austin Farrer (1964, 41) notes that
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Revelation’s John “writes as if there were no other John.” Both books are
remarkable and so in need of an extraordinary author that the list of conceivable candidates will be short. On the strength of this feature alone, it is more
plausible to propose a single author for both books than to cast about for
other possibilities, with John as an unknown Christian prophet in my view one
of the less plausible options (Koester 2014, 65–69). The differences between
the Gospel of John and Revelation can be accounted for by circumstances,
resources, type of writing, and—not to be left out—actual revelation. When
we take such matters into account, the similarities are more striking than the
differences. As Luke Timothy Johnson (1999, 580) notes, “Once it is granted
that the apocalyptic genre drastically reshapes the view of the world, the deep
harmony in outlook and symbolization between Revelation and the other
Johannine writings is all the more impressive.”
The similarities are extensive, and they deal in some of the most characteristic themes of the respective books. In John, as in Revelation, the theme
of cosmic conflict drives the story line. Jesus is at war with a cosmic opponent and will not let up until the opponent has been exposed and expelled
(Tonstad 2008b).
Now is the critical moment of this world, now the ruler of this world will be
expelled [ekblēthēsetai]. (John 12:31; Brant 2011, 193)
The great dragon was expelled [ekblēthē], that ancient serpent, who is called the
Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was expelled [ekblēthē]
to the earth. (Rev. 12:9)

As in Revelation, the adversary in the Fourth Gospel has deception and
misrepresentation as his modus operandi: he “has not stood in the truth, because there is not truth in him. Whenever he speaks as he is wont, he speaks
the lie [to pseudos], for he is a liar and the father of the lie” (John 8:44).
Again, as in Revelation, the remedy against someone who does not tell the
truth is revelation. In both books Jesus is the Revealer (John 1:18; Rev. 1:1;
5:5–6). Witness, a key word in John as much as in Revelation, is a virtual
synonym for the revealing errand (John 5:31–36; 8:13–18; 10:25; 18:37; 19:35;
Rev. 1:9; 6:9; 11:7; 12:17; 19:10; 20:4; 22:16, 18). Witness will make right what
has gone wrong.
Pilate then said to him, “Then you are not a king, are you?” Jesus answered,
“You say that I am a king. For this task I was born, and for this reason I came
into the world—to witness [martyrēsō] to the truth.” (John 18:37, my trans.)
And filled with rage against the woman, the Dragon went away to make war
against the rest of her seed, those who keep the commandments of God and
have the witness [martyrian] of Jesus. (Rev. 12:17)
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