
A PDF COMPANION TO THE AUDIOBOOK



ZONDERVAN REFLECTIVE

Revelation for the Rest of Us
Copyright © 2023 by Scot McKnight and Cody Matchett

Requests for information should be addressed to:
Zondervan, 3900 Sparks Dr. SE, Grand Rapids, Michigan 49546

Zondervan titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, fundraising, or 
sales promotional use. For information, please email SpecialMarkets@Zondervan.com.

ISBN 978-0-310-13578-4 (hardcover)
ISBN 978-0-310-13580-7 (audio)
ISBN 978-0-310-13579-1 (ebook)

All scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from The Holy 
Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 
by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. 
www.Zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks 
registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.®

Scripture quotations marked as NRSVUE are from the New Revised Standard 
Version, Updated Edition. Copyright © 2021 National Council of Churches of Christ 
in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.

Any internet addresses (websites, blogs, etc.) and telephone numbers in this book are 
offered as a resource. They are not intended in any way to be or imply an endorsement 
by Zondervan, nor does Zondervan vouch for the content of these sites and numbers 
for the life of this book.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— electronic, mechanical, 
photocopy, recording, or any other— except for brief quotations in printed reviews, 
without the prior permission of the publisher.

Cover design: Darren Welch
Cover art: © Tsuji; La_Puma / Getty Images
Interior design: Kait Lamphere

Printed in the United States of America

23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 /LSC/ 15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



3

C H A P T E R   9

The Drama of Revelation

Creation New Jerusalem

The (Seven) Church(es)

The Allegiant Ones, The Victors, The Witnesses (Martyrs)

The Lamb

Rome, Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot, Empires, Colonialism, Wild Things
The seven signs of Babylon: anti-god, opulent, murderous, image, 
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The “Timeline” of Revelation
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Babylon in the 
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Worshiping in Babylon
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Structure of Revelation
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C H A P T E R   2 1

How Then Shall We 
Live in Babylon?

Figure 21.1 Predicted adherence to Christian nationalism across belief in a 
literal Rapture and Armageddon.
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Source: 2007 Baylor Religion Survey.
Note: Ordinary least squares regression models predicting Christian nationalism 
scale. Controls include political party identification, political conservatism, religious 
tradition, religiosity, beliefs about the Bible, age, gender, educational attainment, 
income, and region of the country.
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A P P E N D I X  1

Dispensationalism’s 
Seven Dispensations

Criticized and at times labeled a heresy because it was not fully 
formulated until the nineteenth century, dispensationalism is 

a method of reading the Bible (a hermeneutic) as well as a system 
of theology. It has often sorted the Bible into dispensations in 
which God administers redemption in (usually seven different) 
stages, or economies, that entail a stage- based response on the 
part of humans. A classic seven dispensations approach includes 
the following stages:

innocence (pre- fall)
conscience (to flood)
civil government (after flood)
patriarchs
law
grace
millennium kingdom

Dispensationalism has been popularized into the follow-
ing major ideas, and these have shaped the American church’s 
perceptions of eschatology. This can be called populist dispen-
sationalism:
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creation
time of Israel, beginning with the covenant with Abraham
Moses with the law
Jesus and his life and crucifixion
church age until rapture
rapture leading to work with Israel again in tribulation 

(rebuilt temple for some)
tribulation ends at battle of Armageddon
second coming with launch of millennium
release of Satan and final defeat
great judgment
eternity as new Jerusalem

Many dispensationalists do not believe all or even most of 
these ideas, though their disagreements with the classical view-
point have not filtered down into a better populist presentation. 
The most common populist dispensational approach today is the 
Left Behind series.

Dispensationalism’s Approach to Theology

There are three vital convictions in classical dispensationalism, 
which is a version of premillennialism (that there will be a mil-
lennium preceded by the second coming):

(1) Israel is radically distinct from the church. Israel is about 
the earthly plan of God (sometimes “kingdom of heaven” 
in the millennium), and the church about the heavenly 
plan (sometimes kingdom “of God”). Hence, central to 
this view is a belief in a future for national/ethnic Israel, 
among whom God will establish an earthly kingdom to 
bless all the nations. It does not believe the church is the 
fulfillment of Israel, replaces Israel, or that Israel symbol-
izes the future church.
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(2) A distinct hermeneutic. Though often referred to as the 
literal, normal, plain meaning of language, the herme-
neutic is more about how the Old relates to the New 
Testament, with the Old being read on its own, literal 
terms. The New thus fulfills what was literally stated in 
the Old.

(3) A philosophy of history that anticipates completion of 
both God’s physical as well as spiritual promises.

The first distinction (between Israel and the church) is the 
engine of dispensationalism, and hence the church is a parenthesis 
(or intercalation) in God’s dealings with Israel (from Pentecost to 
the Tribulation). God deals with Israel, not the church (which has 
been raptured), during the great tribulation period (Rev 6–19). For 
some older approaches, the Sermon on the Mount was a message 
of repentance and designed for Israel in the millennium.

Revelation’s various visions depict literal fulfillments of Old 
Testament prophecies, especially about the Davidic kingdom. 
From chapter 4 on, Revelation is about the future. Some root a 
futuristic reading of Revelation to 1:19’s statements about the 
past, present, and what is to come. Israel and the church are 
consistently distinct in God’s plans, and thus there is a rapture 
of the church prior to chapters 4–19’s tribulation (sometimes 
mistakenly seen in 3:10–11), often called the “pre- trib rapture.” 
Its central premillennial conviction includes that Jesus will return 
before the one- thousand- year reign of Christ on earth.

Dispensationalism, especially of the populist (Left Behind) 
sort, cannot be equated with premillennialism.

Major proponents: John Nelson Darby, C. I. Scofield, The 
Scofield [and New Scofield] Bible, Lewis Sperry Chafer, Dwight D. 
Pentecost, John Walvoord, Hal Lindsey, Salem Kirban, Charles 
C. Ryrie, John MacArthur, Tim LaHaye, Jerry Jenkins.
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For Further Reading

Paul Boyer. When Time Shall Be No More: Prophecy Belief in Modern 
American Culture. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Belknap, 1992.

John S. Feinberg. “Systems of Discontinuity.” Pages 67–85 in Continuity 
and Discontinuity: Perspectives on the Relationship between the Old 
and the New Testaments. Edited by J. S. Feinberg. Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 1988.

Charles C. Ryrie. Dispensationalism. Rev. ed. Chicago: Moody, 2007.
Matthew Avery Sutton. American Apocalypse: A History of Modern 

Evangelicalism. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Belknap, 2014.
Robert L. Thomas. “A Classic Dispensationalist View of Revelation.” 

Pages 177–229 in Four Views on the Book of Revelation. Edited by 
C. Marvin Pate. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998.

Michael J. Vlach. Dispensationalism: Essential Beliefs and Common Myths. 
Rev. ed. Los Angeles: Theological Studies, 2017.

For Criticism of Dispensationalism

Clarence Bass. Backgrounds to Dispensationalism. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1960.

Craig A. Blaising and Darrell L. Bock. Progressive Dispensationalism. 
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1993.

Robert Jewett. Jesus against the Rapture: Seven Unexpected Prophecies. 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1979. This book is valuable because it 
engaged the dispensationalists in the heat of their popularity.
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A P P E N D I X  2

What’s an Apocalypse?

Too many writers reduce apocalyptic literature to simplicities 
or to fanaticisms. Reduction is fine as long as it is accurate, 

but most reductions we have seen and heard are not accurate. 
Instead of reduction, the best thing to do is rely on experts. In 
the 1970–1980s an academic group in the Society of Biblical 
Literature led by John J. Collins composed a complex set of char-
acteristics of apocalyptic literature. We have reformatted and 
numbered those characteristics into a teaching outline:

An apocalypse is
a [1] genre of revelatory literature
[2] with a narrative framework
[3] in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly 

being to a human recipient,
[4] disclosing a transcendent reality that is
[5] both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological 

salvation,
and [6] spatial, insofar as it involves another, supernatural 

world.
— Collins, “Apocalyptic Eschatology,” in Oxford 

Handbook of Eschatology, 46; numbers added.

To this definition was later added this: apocalyptic literature

is intended [7] for a group in crisis
[8] with the purpose of exhortation and/or consolation
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[9] by means of divine authority.
— J. J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination, 5, 51; slight 

variations from J. J. Collins, Apocalypse, Prophecy, and 
Pseudepigraphy, 13–14; numbers added.

Read each of these characteristics again and place checkmarks 
next to those that fit John’s Apocalypse. (We check all eight.)

John created a vision- based narrative that exposes the present 
in light of a heavenly, supernatural, transcendent reality and wants 
to reorient the life of Christians in the seven churches in light of 
that vision. In so doing he appeals to all the senses of the readers 
or listeners. He wants them to see what he saw, to feel what he 
felt, to hear what he heard, to touch what he touched, and because 
of these sensations to imagine an alternative world and to live in 
that alternative world now.

It takes an apocalyptic imagination to write and to read the 
book of Revelation.

Sorting out what an apocalypse is, then synthesizing apocalypse 
and applying the synthesis to Revelation is simplistic and unhelpful. 
Revelation does what it does not because that’s how apocalypses 
work but because that’s how Revelation works. In fact, Revelation 
is the first book in history to call itself an “apocalypse” (Rev 1:1).

For Further Reading

Greg Carey. Ultimate Things: An Introduction to Jewish and Christian 
Apocalyptic Literature. St. Louis: Chalice, 2005. Carey composes 
a comprehensive approach in proposing “apocalyptic discourse” as 
one mode of probing ultimate things.

John J. Collins. The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish 
Apocalyptic Literature. 3rd ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016.

Klaus Koch. The Rediscovery of Apocalyptic. Studies in Biblical Theology 
2.22. London: SCM, 1972.

Christopher Rowland. The Open Heaven: A Study of Apocalyptic in 
Judaism and Early Christianity. New York: Crossroad, 1982.
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A P P E N D I X  3

The Antichrist

The word “antichrist” (antichristos in Greek) is a compound 
word comprised of the words “anointed one” (Christos) and 

“instead of” (anti). It appears only five times in the New Testament 
(1 John 2:18, 22; 4:2–3; 2 John 7) and once in the Apostolic Fathers 
(Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians). Several images, however, have 
been conflated with the idea of the antichrist throughout the 
centuries: the Gospels refer to “pseudo- Christs” who will appear 
and produce signs and omens to lead the people astray (Matt 24:24 
and Mark 13:22). Second Thessalonians speaks of “the lawless one” 
who epitomizes evil and leads a deception campaign against the 
people of God (2:3, 8, 9). Finally, Revelation refers to the wild 
things that will rise from the sea and the land (13:1–18). None 
of these images, however, need to refer only to one future figure 
who will rise and draw all peoples together against God. Rather, 
“antichrist” refers to a class of people (comprised of individuals) 
who oppose the work of God in Christ.

In other words, since “antichrist” functions as a representative 
symbol for anyone opposed to Christ, anyone who does not follow 
the slaughtered but standing Lamb (Jesus) is antichrist.

Two important points remain: (1) The term “antichrist” does 
not appear anywhere in the book of Revelation. (2) References 
to the “antichrist” in the letters of John do not speak of a singular 
individual, but all those who oppose Christ. Thus, “Many deceivers 
have gone out into the world, those who do not confess that Jesus 
Christ has come in the flesh; any such person is the deceiver and 
the antichrist!” (2 John 7 NRSVUE).
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We are better not assigning the word “antichrist” exclusively 
to one specific person who will rise into world leadership in the 
future, but rather we should see in the term, and terms connected 
to it like “wild things” and “Belial” and “the little horn” of Daniel 
7, those who oppose God. Rather than looking for one antichrist, 
we should discern the presence of antichrists among us.

For Further Reading

D. A. Hubbard. “Antichrist.” Pages 60–61 in The Evangelical Dictionary 
of Theology. Edited by D. J. Treier and W. Elwell. 3rd ed. Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2017.

Craig R. Koester, Revelation: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary. Anchor Bible 38A. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2014. Pages 530–40.

Mitchell G. Reddish, Revelation. Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary. 
Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2018. Page 268.

Paul Trebilco. The Early Christians in Ephesus from Paul to Ignatius. Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004. Page 268.
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A P P E N D I X  4

Armageddon (Har- Magedon)

Har- Magedon is a Hebrew term combining the prefix har 
(“mountain”) with the name Megiddo (a place in northern 

Israel), which combined means Mount Megiddo. There is no 
mountain at Megiddo. But Meggido is often combined with the 
words of Revelation 14:20, where blood flowed “as high as the 
horses’ bridles for a distance of 1,600 stadia.” Hence, Armageddon 
often refers to the world’s final battle, the bloodiest of all. Not 
all is well with reading Armageddon as the geographical location 
of the world’s last battle.

The name is borrowed from various places in the Hebrew Bible:

• Zechariah references profound grief “as great as the mourn-
ing for Hadad- rimmon in the plain of Megiddo” that the 
ethnic groups will experience on account of future defeat 
(Zech 12:10–11 NRSVUE; cf. Rev 1:7; 19:11–21).

• The book of Judges speaks of Deborah’s victory over Israel’s 
enemies by the waters of Megiddo (Judg 5:19–20).

• King Ahaziah, ally of Ahab and Jezebel, is destroyed at 
Megiddo (2 Kgs 9:27).

• King Josiah is killed because he refuses to “listen to the 
words of Neco from the mouth of God” (2 Chr 35:22 
NRSVUE), and the reference to mountains (har) recalls 
the visions of God defeating his enemies on the mountains 
of Israel (Ezek 38:8–21; 39:2, 4, 17).
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Combined, the name Har- Magedon symbolically functions 
as a composite image to describe (perhaps the location of) the 
final destruction of all that stands in opposition to God. John 
was not expecting a future battle to take place at a nonexistent 
mountain north of Palestine; rather, he was expecting the defeat 
of God’s adversaries represented by Rome (Babylon). Thus, the 
name Har- Magedon is an image for assembling, resisting, and 
ultimately defeating the antichrist forces that stand in opposition 
to the Lamb.

Those familiar with Revelation, however, will know that 
the battle of Har- Magedon never actually takes place— all may 
assemble, but resistance ends at the parousia of Jesus Christ.

For Further Reading

G. B. Caird. The Revelation of St. John. Black’s New Testament Com-
mentaries. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1966. Pages 206–7.

Darrell W. Johnson. Discipleship on the Edge: An Expository Journey 
through Revelation. Vancouver: Canadian Church Leaders Network, 
2004. Page 290.

Craig R. Koester. Revelation: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary. AB 38A. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014. 
Pages 667–68.
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A P P E N D I X  5

Ancient Mythologies

It may surprise some readers, but John uses images from ancient 
mythologies in chapter 12 too. That is, John recasts characters 

in the various playbills of Greco- Roman mythology. That basic 
mythology was this: the birth of a divine child to a cosmic mother 
and the threat posed by the chaos monster.

Greco- Roman Mythology: The great dragon, Python, learned 
through an oracle that he would one day be killed by one of the 
children of Leto. Following the impregnation of the goddess Leto 
by Jupiter, Python tried to hunt down the goddess to kill her before 
she could bear the child, but she was preserved and protected by 
the North Wind. She bore twins, Apollo and Artemis, upon the 
isle of Delos, forty miles west of Patmos. After the birth (at four 
days old), Apollo hunted down Python, initially wounding and 
finally killing the monster at Delphi with his bow (Apollo and 
Artemis were archers). In the Greco- Roman context, this story 
was used as imperial propaganda to celebrate the emperor as 
Apollo, the son of the gods who has defeated the chaos monster 
(Virgil Ecl. 4.10; Dio Cassius, Hist. Rom. 62.20.5).

The Book of Revelation: Here’s how some of the hearers of this 
book would have understood the images. John portrays the cosmic 
woman about to give birth, while the chaos monster, the dragon, 
seeks to devour the child. The woman is preserved with the wings 
of the great eagle and saved by the land, while her male son was 
seized up to the throne of God as emperor of emperors, son of 
the living God who has dealt the initial death blow (in his death 
and resurrection), which sealed the ultimate defeat of the chaos 
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monster (Gen 3:15; 37:9–11; Exod 19:4–6; Ps 2:9; Isa 27:17–18; 
cf. Rev 1:4–5; 5:6; 12:7–12; 20:11–15).

Thus, John parodies and subverts the divine claims and arro-
gant presumptions of Rome by recasting the characters in their 
ancient mythology: the divine Son, the One who will shepherd 
the ethnic groups, conquers the forces of darkness and chaos, 
displacing Rome’s powers from “the role of Apollo by the Davidic 
Messiah, and instead associating [Rome] with the chaos monster, 
the Dragon” (Paul, 214–215). In other words, John pulls back the 
curtain on the way of Rome: the Roman systems and rulers should 
not be hailed or celebrated, because they are nothing more than a 
tool of the dragon used to propagate destruction and chaos. The 
male Son (Ps 2:9; Isa 7:14; 66:7–8), however, has conquered the 
forces of chaos and should be hailed, celebrated, and followed 
(Rev 1:17–18; 4–5; 14:4–5).

For Further Reading

Adela Yarbro Collins. The Combat Myth in the Book of Revelation. Eugene, 
OR: Wipf & Stock, 2001. Pages 65–71.

David A. deSilva. Discovering Revelation: Content, Interpretation, 
Reception. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2021. Pages 126–29.

Ian Paul, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary. Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP Academic, 2018. Pages 214–15.

Mitchell G. Reddish. Revelation. Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary. 
Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2018. Pages 232–33.
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A P P E N D I X  6

The Rapture 
(A Very Brief History)

The idea of the rapture first emerged, as we know it today, in 
the early nineteenth century from the spiritual vision of a 

teenage girl at a small revival in Glasgow, Scotland. The woman 
claimed to have had a vision of a ‘pre- tribulation rapture’ at which 
time the church would be taken out of this world and swept up 
into heaven. British minister John Nelson Darby, having been 
present for the sharing of the vision, became convinced of its 
validity, and began sharing the vision as truth. Darby brought his 
rapture gospel to America, where he quickly encountered Dwight 
L. Moody, who soon became the worldwide disseminator of a 
‘pre- tribulation rapture.’

In the early part of the twentieth century, the rapture gospel 
movement gained ground with the publication of the Scofield 
Reference Bible, which was not simply a study Bible with references 
in the margins, but one that inserted guiding headings and study 
notes into the biblical text (e.g., the heading for Matthew 24 is 
“Jesus Predicts the Rapture”). In adding these headings and study 
notes, readers of the Scofield Reference Bible became convinced 
that their Bible made specific references to the rapture. The rise 
and widespread acceptance of this lay theological movement was 
further solidified by the emergence of schools, publishing com-
panies, and the (in)famous Left Behind series.

In other words, the rapture- gospel movement is a modern 
phenomenon that was nonexistent for eighteen hundred years 
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of church history, before becoming a cultural touchstone and a 
central tenet of dispensationalist theology in the last two centuries.

For Further Reading

Ben Witherington III. “Where Did Rapture Theology Come From? Ben 
Witherington III.” Seedbed. October 8, 2014. YouTube video, 5:55. 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=d_cVXdr8mVs.

N.T. Wright. “Farewell to the Rapture.” N. T. Wright Page (blog). 
August 2001. https://ntwrightpage.com/2016/07/12/farewell - to 
- the - rapture/.
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A P P E N D I X  7

Rapture or Resurrection?

In his book The Indelible Image, New Testament scholar Ben 
Witherington III reiterates a common piece of interpretive wis-

dom: “A text without a context is just a pretext for what we want it 
to mean.” In other words, when we isolate and divorce particular 
sections of any text from the surrounding literary, historical, and 
theological contexts, we cultivate the conditions for importing 
our own meaning. In considering key passages that surround the 
rapture, it seems that many have isolated and divorced passages 
from their contexts in attempts to create biblical support. Two 
key passages have been stripped of their literary, historical, and 
theological contexts.

In Matthew 24, Jesus compares the future return of the Son 
of Man to the days of Noah, because before the flood “people 
were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up 
to the day Noah entered the ark; and they knew nothing about 
what would happen until the flood came and took them all away” 
(Matt 24:37–39; cf. Gen 6–9). Jesus uses the flood as an image 
for future judgment: when the flood comes one will be taken and 
the other left behind (v. 40). While many have removed the pas-
sage from the context to suggest that some will be left behind to 
endure the tribulation, in the story of Noah, only the righteous 
are preserved and left behind. In other words, within the imagery, 
the righteous are left behind, while all others are swept away in 
the flood of judgment.

There is but one “clear” text about the rapture in the entire 
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New Testament. All others are used for rapture thinking but are 
not clear. That text is 1 Thessalonians 4:15–17.

For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who 
are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no 
means precede those who have died. For the Lord himself, with 
a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound 
of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in 
Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will 
be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord 
in the air, and so we will be with the Lord forever. (NRSVUE)

This text is clear to many even though a rapture of humans into 
the sky is not found anywhere else in the New Testament. It is 
certainly not in Revelation, a text that one would think would 
have had it. Many today, therefore, see Paul using imagery from 
the city leaders going out to meet an emperor or some dignitary 
before he enters the city. The crucial term (“to meet”) is often 
used of a group of people exiting a city to have an official meet 
and greet to prepare for a proper welcome in the city itself.

In 1 Thessalonians, Paul writes to those in Thessaloniki about 
the final return of Jesus Christ, when the “Lord himself will come 
down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the 
archangel and with the trumpet call of God,” and the dead in 
Christ will rise and they will meet the Lord in the air (4:16–18). 
Paul uses technical language to describe welcoming and celebrating 
the royal king as he returns to his city (similar to the entrance 
liturgy of Ps 24:7–10). The language describes the royal entourage 
who will ascend to welcome the King of Glory in the air (air does 
not mean heaven), in order to usher him back to earth in royal 
celebration. In other words, the language signals a common image: 
when the watchmen of a walled city heard the trumpet sound, 
signaling the proximity of their royal king, they would send out 
an entourage and create a royal procession as the victorious king 
returned. Similarly, the trumpet will sound, and we will depart to 
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greet our royal King, not so that we might be raptured to heaven, 
but so that we can welcome and celebrate the return of the royal 
King to earth.

J. Nelson Kraybill therefore contends that the “rapture” more 
accurately describes not being whisked away into heaven but our 
going out to meet Jesus to welcome him back to earth!

When taken within their own literary, historical, and theological 
contexts, neither of these passages speak of a rapture but offer 
potent images of judgment and celebratory welcome. The absence 
of rapture texts anywhere else in the New Testament, especially 
in Revelation, tells against its clarity.

For Further Reading

R. T. France. Matthew. Tyndale New Testament Commentary. Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1985.

Nijay K. Gupta. 1–2 Thessalonians. New Covenant Commentary Series. 
Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2016.

J. Nelson Kraybill. Apocalypse and Allegiance: Worship, Politics, and 
Devotion in the Book of Revelation. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2010. Pages 
174–75.

Ben Witherington III. The Indelible Image: The Theological and Ethical 
Thought World of the New Testament, Volume 1: The Individual 
Witnesses. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009. Page 41.

— — — . “Is the Rapture Doctrine Biblical? (Ben Witherington).” Seedbed. 
October 15, 2014. YouTube video, 5:14. www.youtube.com/watch 
?v =cg8lRGqtMHc.
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A P P E N D I X  8

Is Revelation Fantasy?

A question some scholars of Revelation ask: “Is Revelation a 
type of literature commonly called ‘fantasy’?” Fantasy, which 

departs from reality and creates a world of its own, permits the 
hearer to imagine a different world than one’s own and challenge 
the hearer to hope and action. Revelation believes God is in con-
trol, the people of the seven churches are those destined for new 
Jerusalem, and the powers of Rome are destined for destruction. 
Call it what you want, a few hundred kind folks meeting privately 
somehow knowing they will rule and Rome will fall partakes in 
imagination or fantasy. Some of my younger students think of this 
book as mythic or mythical, not in the sense of “that’s nothing but 
a myth” but in the sense of Marvel movies and Harry Potter stories.

One of the world’s leading scholars of apocalyptic literature, 
John J. Collins, is fond of calling this literature “fantastical” or 
“fantasy” and refers to some of the visions in this literature as 
“fantasies of violence” (311). Bauckham and Hart define fantasy 
as “wanton transgression of the rules which, in our familiar world, 
define the boundaries of the permissible and impermissible” (89), 
and they state that “fantasy is what could not have happened” 
(311), even what is “outrageous, non- sensical, impossible” (311). 
They, too, know that Revelation leads “us to the very brink of the 
unimaginable, peering into the brilliant darkness beyond” (100).

We are inclined to think that viewing Revelation as fantastical 
can be helpful to modern readers— not by assigning the book to 
the bookshelf marked “Fantasy Literature” but seeing that fantasy 
overlaps with the imaginative, fictive literature we call “apocalyptic.” 
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As Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza says, Revelation is not “predictive- 
descriptive language but . . . mythological- imaginative language.” That 
is, it “is mythological- fantastic language— stars fall from heaven . . . 
animals speak, dragons spit fire, a lion is a lamb, and angels or 
demons engage in warfare” (Revelation: Vision of a Just World, 25).

But notice this: apocalyptic, fantasy, and imaginative literature 
like this is profoundly cathartic and therapeutic for the oppressed 
people of western Asia Minor and for all readers since. Adela Yarbro 
Collins describes the process of release and catharsis that happens 
for the hearer of this text being read when fear and resentment- 
shaped feelings are projected onto the screen with images of defeat 
and triumph. John J. Collins puts it like this: “By enabling people to 
let off steam by fantasizing divine vengeance, it relieves the pressure 
toward action in the present and enables people to accommodate 
themselves to the status quo for the present” (321). Pippin, who 
also believes the Apocalypse takes part in the fantastic, adds to 
this sense of catharsis as healing the conclusion that catharsis also 
involves the community’s scapegoating of Babylon.

To hear in whatever form, especially in the evocative set of 
images we find in Revelation 12–13 or 18–19, that injustice and 
evil will be defeated by the good victories of God offers a hope- 
filled life and a healing orientation toward life’s rugged realities.

For Further Reading

Richard Bauckham and Trevor Hart. Hope against Hope: Christian 
Eschatology at the Turn of the Millennium. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1999. Pages 72–108.

Adela Yarbro Collins. Crisis and Catharsis: The Power of the Apocalypse. 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984. Pages 152–60.

John J. Collins. Apocalypse, Prophecy, and Pseudepigraphy: On Jewish Apoca-
lyptic Literature. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015. Pages 308–25, 326–42.

Tina Pippin. Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the Apocalypse 
of John. Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2021. Pages 17–21.
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A P P E N D I X  9

The Millennium

The idea of the millennium (mille [one thousand] and annus 
[years]) comes from the thousand- year reign of Christ and 

his allegiant martyr witnesses in Revelation 20:1–6. Despite the 
varying theological systems that have been constructed to try to 
explain the thousand- year reign (premillennial, postmillennial, 
amillennial), which deserve respect even when we completely 
disagree, the millennium, like all other numbers in the book of 
Revelation, functions not as statistic but as potent symbol. For 
some the millennium is the current reign of believers in heaven 
with Christ (see Hill).

John has taken the Jewish apocalyptic symbol of a tempo-
rary messianic reign on earth before the final judgment and new 
creation (2 Baruch 40:3; 4 Ezra 7:28–9; b.Sanh. 99a), and has 
used it as a symbol of assurance and encouragement for the martyr 
witnesses. John offers assurance that those who have been judged 
and condemned to death by the dragon and the wild things will be 
vindicated and rewarded with the kingdom (13.1–10; 20.4–6). In 
the end, when the heavenly perspective is finally revealed and the 
truth becomes evident, not only will all enemies be defeated and 
judged, but the martyr witnesses will conquer and be granted life 
and rule. The millennium symbolically demonstrates the triumph 
of the allegiant witnesses: those who have suffered on account of 
the Jesus Christ witness will in the end rule universally and receive 
the special rewards promised to those who have paid the highest 
price (first resurrection, reign, escape from second death). John 
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uses the symbol of the millennium to depict “the meaning, rather 
than predicting the manner of their vindication.”

Judith Kovacs, after sketching some major theologians’ dis-
cussion of the millennium, maps various proposed purposes of 
the millennium: (1) it prepares the righteous for immortality and 
participation in the divine nature; (2) with the martyrs vindicated, 
John encourages radical faithfulness; (3) it affirms the goodness of 
creation and God as creator; (4) it exemplifies the importance of 
human history in God’s salvific plan; (5) it motivates and directs 
human action in the present.

For Further Reading

Richard J. Bauckham. The Theology of the Book of Revelation. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015. Pages 106–8.

Charles E. Hill. Regnum Caelorum: Patterns of Millennial Thought in 
Early Christianity. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001. Hill contends 
convincingly that there was more “amillennialism” in the early 
church than has been argued by most.

Craig R. Koester. Revelation: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary. AB 38A. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014. 
Pages 741–52.

Judith Kovacs. “The Purpose of the Millennium.” Pages 353–75 in New 
Perspectives on the Book of Revelation. Edited by Adela Yarbro Collins. 
BETL. Leuven: Peeters, 2017.

Mitchell G. Reddish. Revelation. Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary. 
Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2018. Pages 391, 394–95.
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A P P E N D I X  1 0

Utopia, Eutopia, Euchronia, 
and Progressivism

Much later than John’s new Jerusalem vision of an ideal 
society, and worthy of nothing other than a mention here, 

is the idea of “utopia,” which turns our eyes toward Thomas 
More’s book Utopia or even Jonathan Swift’s satirical exposé of 
such thinking in Gulliver’s Travels. John’s new Jerusalem forms 
into various visions of a utopia— and it’s true, new Jerusalem is 
idealistic, utopian, and unachievable by humans. More himself was 
playing with terms: “u” comes from “not” (in Greek ou/ouk) and 
“topia” from “place” (Greek topos). So, his utopia was not a place 
on earth, yet his famous book finishes with a poem that tells us 
his utopia is not a part of the known world, it greatly surpasses 
even Plato’s ideal city, and its city and laws are so wonderful the 
place should be called Eutopia, which means “the good place.”

Euchronia is a time of near perfection on earth, the good 
place of the future. Propelled, even compelled, by optimism in 
reason’s and science’s capacities to make the world better and 
better, euchronia succeeds the utopian visions. Social evolution 
then aims at euchronia. Instead of being a “no place” on some 
remote island one could visit by a journey, which is what a utopia 
is, the euchronia led humans to think they could achieve such a 
society and world, sometimes called the “Golden Era.” In general, 
then, one finds here Thomas Paine and Jean Jacques Rousseau, 
the Pilgrims if not also the Puritans of colonial America, as well 
as the more radical socialist- communist utopians like Friedrich 
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Engels and Karl Marx, and one must not ignore their totalitarian 
manifestations. In euchronia humans believed they could bring 
about an ideal society.

Much of contemporary progressivism conceives of humans as 
capable, through the enactment of better laws and promotion of 
better people, step by step, of achieving a better city, country, and 
world, and is thus a kind of euchronia. In the history of Christian 
eschatology, progressivism is often associated with postmillenni-
alism, not always fairly.

New Jerusalem, even though it is beyond life and death into 
the next life, is the climactic fulfillment of God’s design for 
humans in God’s world. John’s new Jerusalem is not in another 
world but is this world housing the kingdom of God. Some then 
use “utopia” or “eutopia” or “euchronia” for the new Jerusalem; 
for the Romans the book of Revelation becomes dystopian. These 
various utopias and euchronias and progressivist idealism have 
been challenged by dystopian novels like George Orwell’s Animal 
Farm and 1984 or Ralph Ellison’s The Invisible Man.

For Further Reading

Fátima Vieira. “The Concept of Utopia.” Pages 3–27 in The Cambridge 
Companion to Utopian Literature. Edited by Gregory Claeys. 
Cambridge Companions to Literature. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2010. Pages 4–5.
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A P P E N D I X  1 1

The Songs of Revelation

4:8–11: Antiphonal

Rev 4:8 Each of the four living creatures had six wings and 
was covered with eyes all around, even under its wings. 
Day and night they never stop saying:

“ ‘Holy, holy, holy
is the Lord God Almighty,’
who was, and is, and is to come.”

Rev 4:9–11 Whenever the living creatures give glory, 
honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who 
lives for ever and ever, the twenty- four elders fall down 
before him who sits on the throne and worship him who 
lives for ever and ever. They lay their crowns before the 
throne and say:

“You are worthy, our Lord and God,
to receive glory and honor and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they were created
and have their being.”

5:8–14: Antiphonal

Rev 5:8–10 And when he had taken it, the four living 
creatures and the twenty- four elders fell down before 
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the Lamb. Each one had a harp and they were holding 
golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of 
God’s people. And they sang a new song, saying:

“You are worthy to take the scroll
and to open its seals,

because you were slain,
and with your blood you purchased for God
persons from every tribe and language and 

people and nation.
You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to 

serve our God,
and they will reign on the earth.”

Rev 5:11–12 Then I looked and heard the voice of many 
angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten 
thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne 
and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice 
they were saying:

“Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain,
to receive power and wealth and wisdom 

and strength
and honor and glory and praise!”

Rev 5:13 Then I heard every creature in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is 
in them, saying:

“To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb
be praise and honor and glory and power,

for ever and ever!”

Rev 5:14 The four living creatures said, “Amen,” and the 
elders fell down and worshiped.
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7:9–12: Antiphonal

Rev 7:9–10 After this I looked, and there before me was 
a great multitude that no one could count, from every 
nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the 
throne and before the Lamb. They were wearing white 
robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. And 
they cried out in a loud voice:

“Salvation belongs to our God,
who sits on the throne,
and to the Lamb.”

Rev 7:11–12 All the angels were standing around the 
throne and around the elders and the four living crea-
tures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and 
worshiped God, saying:

“Amen!
Praise and glory
and wisdom and thanks and honor
and power and strength
be to our God for ever and ever.
Amen!”

11:15–18: Antiphonal

Rev 11:15 The seventh angel sounded his trumpet, and 
there were loud voices in heaven, which said:

“The kingdom of the world has become
the kingdom of our Lord and of his Messiah,
and he will reign for ever and ever.”
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Rev 11:16–18 And the twenty- four elders, who were 
seated on their thrones before God, fell on their faces 
and worshiped God, saying:

“We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty,
the One who is and who was,

because you have taken your great power
and have begun to reign.

The nations were angry,
and your wrath has come.

The time has come for judging the dead,
and for rewarding your servants the prophets

and your people who revere your name,
both great and small— 

and for destroying those who destroy the earth.”

12:10–12

Rev 12:10–12 Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say:

“Now have come the salvation and the power
and the kingdom of our God,
and the authority of his Messiah.

For the accuser of our brothers and sisters,
who accuses them before our God day and night,
has been hurled down.

They triumphed over him
by the blood of the Lamb
and by the word of their testimony;

they did not love their lives so much
as to shrink from death.

Therefore rejoice, you heavens
and you who dwell in them!

But woe to the earth and the sea,
because the devil has gone down to you!
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He is filled with fury,
because he knows that his time is short.”

15:2–4

Rev 15:2–4 Those who had been victorious . . . sang the 
song of God’s servant Moses and of the Lamb:

“Great and marvelous are your deeds,
Lord God Almighty.

Just and true are your ways,
King of the nations.

Who will not fear you, Lord,
and bring glory to your name?

For you alone are holy.
All nations will come

and worship before you,
for your righteous acts have been revealed.”

16:5–7: Antiphonal

Rev 16:5–6 Then I heard the angel in charge of the 
waters say:

“You are just in these judgments, O Holy One,
you who are and who were;
for they have shed the blood of your holy people 

and your prophets,
and you have given them blood to drink as they 

deserve.”

Rev 16:7 And I heard the altar respond:

“Yes, Lord God Almighty,
true and just are your judgments.”
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19:1–4: Antiphonal

Rev 19:1–2 After this I heard what sounded like the roar 
of a great multitude in heaven shouting:

“Hallelujah!
Salvation and glory and power belong to our God,

for true and just are his judgments.
He has condemned the great prostitute

who corrupted the earth by her adulteries.
He has avenged on her the blood of his servants.”

Rev 19:3 And again they shouted:

“Hallelujah!
The smoke from her goes up for ever and ever.”

Rev 19:4 The twenty- four elders and the four living crea-
tures fell down and worshiped God, who was seated on 
the throne. And they cried:

“Amen, Hallelujah!”

19:5–8: Antiphonal

Rev 19:5 Then a voice came from the throne, saying:

“Praise our God,
all you his servants,

you who fear him,
both great and small!”

Rev 19:6–8 Then I heard what sounded like a great mul-
titude, like the roar of rushing waters and like loud peals 
of thunder, shouting:
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“Hallelujah!
For our Lord God Almighty reigns.

Let us rejoice and be glad
and give him glory!

For the wedding of the Lamb has come,
and his bride has made herself ready.

Fine linen, bright and clean,
was given her to wear.”

(Fine linen stands for the righteous acts of God’s holy 
people.)
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A P P E N D I X  1 2

The Progress of 
Progressivism

R ight- wing Christians have politicized the gospel into Christian 
nationalism in the Republican party, while progressive evan-

gelicals lean Democrat or social Democrat, and at times them-
selves wander into thinking political power is itself redemption. 
Some evangelicals have shifted from traditional church- based 
Christianity into full- on Progressivism, that is, social justice activ-
ism that has walked away from their former faith. Yet one can’t 
punch progressives for abandoning faith because, as Jack Jenkins 
more than establishes in his romp through the religious Left’s 
impact on the last few elections in American Prophets, many are 
progressives because of their faith. Early in his book Jenkins makes 
what many would perceive to be an arresting claim since many 
have argued there is no coherent religion in the Left and, even 
more, that the Left is little more than secularization on display. 
But Jenkins notes with justification that “the Religious Left is the 
beating heart of modern progressivism.” He’s right.

But imbalancing faith and politics bedragons Christian pro-
gressives too. Since Revelation is for dissident disciples who are 
called to discern the presence of Babylon, any study of the book 
must deal with politics, which means both Christian national-
ism and progressivism. Both have the capacity to capture and 
occupy, both are on display in the USA today, and both need to 
be understood to comprehend the potency for Revelation today. 
But what is progressivism? There are four major dimensions of 
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progressivism, one leading in some ways to the others: historical, 
economic, social reform, and prophetic.

The standard study of the history of progress, though now 
more than four decades old, remains Robert Nisbet’s History of the 
Idea of Progress, and here’s his definition: “Simply stated, the idea 
of progress holds that mankind has advanced in the past— from some 
aboriginal condition of primitiveness, barbarism, or even nullity— is 
now advancing, and will continue to advance through the foreseeable 
future.” Progress is the “dogma” that assumes “the slow, gradual, 
inexorable progress of mankind to higher status in knowledge, 
culture, and moral estate.” Progress as a theory for history is at 
work in modern progressivism. Historical progressivism, when 
tied to capitalism and economic growth, became a kind of ever- 
expanding production and consumption of goods. We can call this 
economic progressivism, something resisted by one major thinker, 
Christopher Lasch, in his book The True and Only Heaven, and by 
all progressivists today. Instead of locking progress into economic 
growth, which leads to greater and greater inequities, many want 
to connect a theory of progress to social reform through voting and 
governmental regulations. About 20% of American evangelicals 
today are what came to be known at the turn of the twentieth 
century as “classic progressivists”; a good exposition of this system 
can be found in Walter Nugent’s Progressivism.

Progressivists cannot be equated with either the social gos-
pelers of that era or even with liberation theology. Rather, they 
are Christians committed to a kind of civic republicanism that 
focuses on urging the government to enact laws and realities that 
approximate justice. Today’s progressivists then have taken pro-
gressivism’s central impulses into new places, but they still churn 
their energies from the same four chambers of the heart: social 
justice ideals, federal government’s power to get things done, 
centralization of power, and the agitation of the electorate. With 
a big chunk of verses taken from the prophets and Jesus.

Progress’s essence is about the arc of history, with many 
more optimistic sorts thinking it’s all moving toward justice. 
One must, however, ask for whom that arc bends. The answer is 
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utterly undeniable: for those in power and those favored by those in 
power. Prophetic progressivism, building as it does on social reform 
progressivism, wants progress for all, so the focus becomes justice 
and equity. While the speculators and pessimists spend their time 
trying to convince others that the world is falling apart, anyone 
willing to look at the evidence knows that in many dimensions 
of life the world is progressing and getting better. There is no 
reason to deny this will not continue. Progress can be seen in 
our knowledge of and the quality of food, in global sanitation, in 
life expectancy, in global decreases in poverty, in the reduction 
of violence (though many of us know increases in some areas of 
crime), in our knowledge of and commitment to our environment, 
in the expansion of literacy, and yet also in both greater expres-
sions of freedom and equality. No one says we have arrived, but 
knowledge of the last century’s changes establishes a belief that 
we are making the world a better place.

Progressivism is on the left side of the political spectrum. 
As something political, as is the case with right- wing Christian 
nationalism, it too comes under the scope of Revelation’s vision 
for dissident disciples discerning the progress of Babylon’s powers. 
A standard story is that ‘right- wingers are religious’ and ‘left- 
wingers are secularists,’ but this has been dealt a fatal blow.

As the editors of the volume Religion and Progressive Activism 
summarize the movement, “Progressive religious groups have long 
promoted a morally grounded view of progressive politics, used 
faith- infused languages and symbolism to express their political 
commitments, and lent moral authority to progressive movements’ 
claims.” By progress they are speaking of social reform: “advancing 
a more just, more loving, and more God- like society.” I will call 
this prophetic progressivism because they themselves use this 
term for themselves. What the editors of Religion and Progressive 
Activism discover is four nodes of religious progressivism: pro-
gressive actions focusing on equality, progressive values that are 
shaped by social justice, progressive identities in that they identify 
with other progressives outside their own religion, and progressive 
theology that seeks to reform current Christian theology toward 
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justice for all. As such, these are not secular progressives, and 
the jibe by conservatives that it is secularism seeking to sheer 
religion from society does not describe their movement. A major 
spokesperson for progressives is Philip Gorski, who argues for the 
revival of the American civil religious tradition. He calls his version 
of political engagement “prophetic republicanism.” It emphasizes 
a virtuous citizenry and the social responsibility and obligation of 
citizens but views history less in linear and more in circular terms, 
which means it must routinely return to its foundations. But his 
themes remain progressive when it comes to equality, progress, 
and education. He criticizes religious nationalism as “national 
self- worship disguised as American patriotism” while doing the 
same for radical secularism as “cultural condescension disguised 
as radical egalitarianism.” Finally, though Gorski cannot represent 
all prophetic progressivism, his contention is that this form of 
progressivism has greater capacity to check radical liberalism as 
well as having the capacity to open spaces for greater justice and 
community.

Prophetic progressivism presses hard against free market 
capitalism while it anchors its views in the prophetic writings of 
Scripture. As a theory of history, it suggests often enough an escha-
tology shaped by human activism more than divine intervention, 
and its sense of redemption at times borders more on systemic sins 
than personal sins. For those conversant with the study of escha-
tology, progressivism at times echoes postmillennialism without 
a millennium! In the history of Christian eschatology, many have 
opted for the view that the mission of the church was to evangelize 
the world, eventually the world would welcome the gospel, and 
thus the millennium would be ushered in— following which (the 
“post”) Christ would come after the millennium (“millennialism”).

Having said that, I do want to register a final observation: both 
Christian nationalism and progressivism are species, some more 
secular than others, of Christian eschatology, and both tend to 
lack the discerning dissidence of the book of Revelation.
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Recommended Studies

Studies on the book of Revelation are, like most books of the 
New Testament, a bit of a cottage industry with lots of insider 

talk. This book is designed for church folks and pastors and not 
specialists, so we have shuttled all technical notes to the back of 
the book and avoided getting into the weeds of academic discus-
sion. We have benefited the most from the following studies, but 
five deserve top mentions: Richard Bauckham, Michael Gorman, 
J. Nelson Kraybill, Brian Blount, and David deSilva.
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