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Chapter 1

Introduction

The book of Revelation has a special place in the New Testament. It has become
the last book that finally completes the Christian Bible, and it is written in a
particular genre that has been named in modern scholarship – according to the
opening of this book – “apocalyptic.”1 A characteristic feature of this genre is the
symbolism in the transmission of information, as well as the emphasis on es-
chatological events. Heavenly scenes of the worship and glorification of God,
descriptions of a new heaven and a new earth, the second coming of Jesus
Christ, judgments of evil, hybrid monsters, beasts, a dragon, descriptions of
cataclysms, and many other images stimulated the imagination of commenta-
tors and artists alike. Jörg Frey writes that “No other biblical book has therefore
influenced art as much as the ‘Apocalypse of John’.”2 Images in Christian liter-
ature, church frescoes, and stained-glass windows often contained symbols
from the book of Revelation. Also, the Apocalypse greatly influenced Christian
piety.3 Promises and passages calling for faithfulness have given hope to many
believers throughout Christian history. Today, the book of Revelation “contin-
ues to exert a powerful and colorful influence on all our lives, whether we are
Christian or not, whether we know about the book or not.”4

The usual narrative of the Gospels and other books of the New Testament is
much easier for the reader to understand than the Apocalypse. Surprising and
unusual symbols have always caused difficulties in interpretation.5 Also, inter-
preters throughout the history of Christianity have often viewed the book of

1 The first author who coined the term was Friedrich Lücke, Versuch einer vollständigen
Einleitung in die Offenbarung Johannis und in die gesammte apokalyptische Litteratur (Bonn:
Weber, 1832).

2 Jörg Frey, “Die Bildersprache der Johannesapokalypse,” ZTK 98 (2001): 163. All transla-
tions from German are mine unless noted otherwise.

3 Frey, “Die Bildersprache der Johannesapokalypse,” 163.
4 Natasha O’Hear and Anthony O’Hear, Picturing the Apocalypse: The Book of Revelation in

the Arts Over Two Millennia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 2.
5 Because of its many confusing symbols and strange interpretations, the book of Revela-

tion has also attracted criticism among Christians. See, e. g., the remark in Martin Luther’s
preface to his translation of the New Testament: “I miss more than one thing in this book,
and it makes me consider it to be neither apostolic nor prophetic. First and foremost, the
apostles do not deal with visions, but prophesy in clear and plain words, as do Peter and Paul,
and Christ in the Gospel. For it befits the apostolic office to speak clearly of Christ and His
deeds, without images and visions. Moreover, there is no prophet in the Old Testament, to say
nothing of the New, who deals so exclusively with visions and images” (Charles M. Jacobs and



Revelation as a prophecy of events, some of which have already come true,
while others are still awaiting their fulfillment. Accordingly, individual visions
were attributed to specific historical events, phenomena, ideologies, and per-
sonalities. The human desire to know the future and decipher the course of
history led to a study of the Apocalypse.

Exceptional images and difficult to understand symbolic visions contributed
to the emergence of various interpretations in the history of theology. Sigve
Tonstad calls the Apocalypse “Pandora’s box in biblical interpretation.”6 As a
result of centuries of accumulation of interpretations of the book of Revelation,
today we have a variety of hermeneutical approaches which, when used by the
interpreter, represent the content of the same passage diametrically opposite in
meaning.

Among the hermeneutical approaches to the Apocalypse related to the time
dimension, scholars distinguish four main ones: preterism, idealism, histori-
cism, and futurism.7 The preterist approach primarily focuses on the historical
context of the first century, while the futurist approach emphasizes events ex-
pected to occur in the future, particularly at the end of time. The idealist ap-
proach primarily emphasizes timeless principles and practical advice that re-
main relevant across all periods, while the historicist approach largely interprets
the book of Revelation as a prophecy of events unfolding throughout church
history.

Despite various studies on the last book of the New Testament, scholars have
not reached a consensus on how to interpret the symbols of Revelation or which
approaches of interpretation are the most appropriate.8 The various passages
and images of the Apocalypse have different time dimensions. As Ian Paul ad-
mits, “issues around time and temporality are central to the interpretation of

2 Chapter 1: Introduction

E. Theodore Bachmann, Martin Luther. Prefaces to the New Testament [Wildside Press, 2010],
48, according to WADB VII 404,5 ff.).

6 Sigve K. Tonstad, Revelation, Paideia: Commentaries on the New Testament (Grand Rap-
ids: Baker Academic, 2019), 8.

7 See Gilbert Desrosiers, An Introduction to Revelation: A Pathway to Interpretation, T&T
Clark Approaches to Biblical Studies (New York: T&T Clark, 2005), 29–37; G. K. Beale, The
Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans;
Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1999), 44–48; Jörg Frey, “Was erwartet die Johannesapokalypse?
Zur Eschatologie des letzten Buchs der Bibel,” in Die Johannesapokalypse: Kontexte – Kon-
zepte – Rezeption, ed. Jörg Frey, James A. Kelhoffer, and Franz Tóth, WUNT 287 (Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2012), 487–93; Kenneth A. Strand, Interpreting the Book of Revelation: Herme-
neutical Guidelines, with Brief Introduction to Literary Analysis (Naples, MI: Ann Arbor Pub-
lishers, 1976), 11–16.

8 Jörg Frey states that “Recent research also shows great uncertainty with regard to apoc-
alyptic imagery” (“Die Bildersprache der Johannesapokalypse,” 164). Peter Trummer even
argues that the symbols in the book of Revelation are so difficult to interpret that it is necessary
“to lower our standards of exegetical precision and unambiguity with regard to the imagery of
Revelation” (“Einige Aspekte zur Bildersprache der Johannesapokalypse,” in Metaphorik und
Mythos im Neuen Testament [Freiburg im Breisgau; Basel; Wien: Herder, 1990], 278).



the Book of Revelation.”9 Therefore, the analysis and discussion of these four
main hermeneutic approaches with a special reference to the reception history
remains relevant.

Reception history10 of the Bible is a rapidly developing new direction in
biblical studies.11 Timothy Beal writes that “Every year sees increasing numbers
of reception-historical articles, monographs, books, and dissertations in biblical
studies.”12 The modern study of reception history has its roots in the philosoph-
ical hermeneutics of Hans-Georg Gadamer, who developed his view of under-
standing history in his book Truth and Method. Gadamer suggests that any
understanding of history is possible only in terms of its reception. He can show
that the situational nature inherent in all acts of interpretation: “This situated-
ness means more than acknowledging that, as an interpreter, I always work
from within my historical locale; it means acknowledging that my very con-
sciousness exists within that locale.”13 Gadamer writes that “If we are trying to
understand a historical phenomenon from the historical distance that is char-
acteristic of our hermeneutical situation, we are always already affected by his-
tory,” and states that “historical consciousness is itself situated in the web of
historical effects.”14 Gadamer argues that each interpretation is preceded by
other interpretations, which depend on the context and emphasize particular
aspects of the text. The meaning of a text is not limited to the author’s intention
and the reading of the original audience. The meaning of a text “unfolds step by
step, through different layers of meaning related to the historical situation. This
series of readings codetermine more or less straightforwardly the interpretive
process of today.”15
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9 Ian Paul, “The Reimagining of Theological Time: Revelation’s Use of the OT in Defining
Its Temporality,” in The Scriptures in the Book of Revelation and Apocalyptic Literature: Essays
in Honour of Steve Moyise, ed. Susan E. Docherty and Steve Smith (London: Bloomsbury,
2023), 101.

10 William J. Lyons notes: “Reception history aims to understand the interaction between a
text, a context and an audience’s response” (“Hope for a Troubled Discipline? Contributions to
New Testament Studies from Reception History,” JSNT 33 [2010]: 213).

11 See Christina Hoegen-Rohls, “Rezeptionskritik und Rezeptionsgeschichte des Neuen
Testaments: Eine methodologische Skizze,” NTS 69 (2023): 258–70; Régis Burnet, “What is
Reception Study? A Proposal for Terminological Definitions Based on Christina Hoegen-
Rohls’ Article,” NTS 69 (2023): 271–76; Régis Burnet, “Why ‘Reception History’ Is Not Just
Another Exegetical Method: The Case of Mark’s Ending,” NTS 69 (2023): 277–90.

12 Timothy Beal, “Reception History and Beyond: Toward the Cultural History of Scrip-
tures,” BibInt 19 (2011): 360. For example, see Emma England and William J. Lyons, Reception
History and Biblical Studies: Theory and Practice (London: Bloomsbury, 2015); Michael Lieb,
Emma Mason, and Jonathan Roberts, The Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the
Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).

13 Lieb, Mason, and Roberts, The Oxford Handbook, 1–2.
14 Hans G. Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode: Grundzüge einer philosophischen Hermeneu-

tik (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr Paul Siebeck, 1960), 285.
15 Régis Burnet, Exegesis and History of Reception: Reading the New Testament Today with

the Readers of the Past, WUNT 455 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2021), 62. Robert Evans writes:



Gadamer’s hermeneutic ideas were adopted by Biblical interpreters16 and
theologians and gradually the direction of research in the reception history of
the Bible gained popularity. Scholars started an ecumenical project – the Evan-
gelisch-Katholischer Kommentar zum Neuen Testament, which was supposed to
contain the reception history.17 Ulrich Luz paid considerable attention to the
reception history in his commentary on the Gospel of Matthew18 and “his main
contribution has been in putting the ‘effective history’ of texts (or Wirkungs-
geschichte) firmly on the map of New Testament scholarship.”19 Contemporary
interest in the reception history of the Bible can be seen in projects such as
Lexikon der Bibelhermeneutik, Encyclopedia of the Bible and its Reception, New
Blackwell Bible Commentaries series, The Oxford Handbook of the Reception
History of the Bible, Ruprecht’s The Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History
of Interpretation, and the Journal of the Bible and its Reception.20 In addition,
research in the reception history in French began to be published in a journal
Suppléments aux Cahiers Évangile, Collection the Graphè series (University of
Artois Press), the Études d’histoire de l’exégèse series, and the dictionary of the
Bible in the world’s literature (La Bible dans les littératures du monde).21 Given
this trend in New Testament studies, the reception history of one of the most
mysterious books of the New Testament acquires particular relevance.22

Information about ancient and modern interpretations and their influence
will always be relevant for students of the book of Revelation. Ian Boxall writes
that “Reception history can… explore the trajectory of specific traditions of
interpretation” and “open up forgotten or fresh perspectives.”23 He also empha-
sizes two useful aspects of the reception history. The first one is “essentially
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“Wirkungsgeschichte in Gadamer is not a history, nor a method, nor a type of reception, but a
principle – that alongside the apparent immediacy with which we encounter a text from the
past, we need a consciousness that we are already affected by history” (Reception History,
Tradition and Biblical Interpretation: Gadamer and Jauss in Current Practice [London:
Bloomsbury, 2014], 8).

16 See, most effectively, Peter Stuhlmacher, Vom Verstehen des Neuen Testaments: Eine Her-
meneutik (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986).

17 Burnet, Exegesis, 64–65.
18 See Ulrich Luz, Das Evangelium nach Matthäus (Mt 1–7), EKKNT (Zurich: Neukirchen-

Vluyn: Benziger; Neukirchener Verlag, 1985); Das Evangelium nach Matthäus (Mt 8–17),
EKKNT (Zurich: Neukirchen-Vluyn: Benziger; Neukirchener Verlag, 1990); Das Evangelium
nach Matthäus (Mt 18–25), EKKNT (Zurich: Neukirchen-Vluyn: Benziger; Neukirchener Ver-
lag, 1997); Das Evangelium nach Matthäus (Mt 26–28), EKKNT (Zurich: Neukirchen-Vluyn:
Benziger; Neukirchener Verlag, 2002).

19 Mark W. Elliott, “Effective-History and the Hermeneutics of Ulrich Luz,” JSNT 33 (2010):
161.

20 Burnet, Exegesis, 65.
21 Burnet, Exegesis, 65.
22 Heikki Raisanen writes, that research the effective history of Bible is “an important area

of fresh research” (“The Effective ‘History’ of the Bible: A Challenge to Biblical Scholarship?,”
SJT 45 [1992]: 324).

23 Ian Boxall, “Reception History and the Interpretation of Revelation,” in The Oxford



interdisciplinary,” and second – “ability to address ‘real life’ issues.”24 Regis Bur-
net points out another important aspect:25

Taking the past readings into account makes it possible to resist the temptation of the
tabula rasa method. To believe that we are our own beginning is to smuggle into our
discourse some opinions that precede us and which we will no longer question. Reading
in tradition, therefore, makes it possible to fight a certain form of methodological solip-
sism to engage in methodological debates.

Ian Boxall states that “attention to reception history” is important “for under-
standing New Testament texts.”26 Eric Covington proposed the analogy of the
geometric principle of trilateration to demonstrate the importance of reception
history.27 The exegete (one hermeneutic horizon) meets the biblical text (the
second hermeneutic horizon), and when the reception history is added (the
third hermeneutic horizon), it provides “a more focused range of interpretative
possibility within which the New Testament exegete can work.”28 Covington
explains:29

The significance of a Wirkungsgeschichtliches approach in New Testament studies is that
it requires interpreters to engage with voices and perspectives that occupy a different
hermeneutical horizon and challenge the interpreter to recognize and engage with the
blind spots that occur as a result of their own finite horizon. This also has, it should be
noted, significant hermeneutical significance for understanding the necessity of inten-
tionally engaging scholarship that originates beyond one’s own denominational, nation-
al, ethnic, and gender boundaries in the interpretive conversation.

Therefore, engaging with the Wirkungsgeschichte of a text is not merely an op-
tional methodological supplement separate from New Testament interpreta-
tion; instead, it constitutes an essential part of the interpretive process itself.30
Accordingly, the reception history of the book of Revelation is the third herme-
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Handbook of the Book of Revelation, ed. Craig R. Koester (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2020), 389.

24 Boxall, “Reception History,” 390.
25 Burnet, Exegesis, 72.
26 Ian Boxall, Patmos in the Reception History of the Apocalypse (Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 2013), 3.
27 Eric Covington writes: “Trilateration, as expressed in modern location services, is based

on the simple but profound idea that three satellites provide a more plausible range of locative
possibility than two. If the radial distances of the satellites may be compared to the hermeneut-
ical horizons suggested by Gadamer and Jauss, GPS trilateration provides an analogy for the
significance of adding a third hermeneutical horizon” (“Wirkungsgeschichte and Trilateration:
A Methodological Analogy for Understanding the Role of Reception-History in New Testa-
ment Exegesis,” in Studies in the History of Exegesis, History of Biblical Exegesis [Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2022], 28).

28 Covington, “Wirkungsgeschichte and Trilateration,” 29.
29 Covington, “Wirkungsgeschichte and Trilateration,” 31.
30 Covington, “Wirkungsgeschichte and Trilateration,” 34.



neutic horizon that helps the exegete “to learn from the interpretive answers of
the past, to recognize the limitations of those past interpretations, and to rec-
ognize the limitations of their own interpretive horizons.”31 The study of various
hermeneutical approaches can also help to open new horizons in the study of
the New Testament’s apocalyptic book. Tobias Nicklas admits:32

There is the possibility of receiving impulses from the reception of biblical texts that can
help to redefine the position of exegesis within the edifice of theological research, to
formulate entrenched questions from new perspectives and to address lost dimensions
of work to rediscover the Bible.

In the last century, theologians have offered certain studies of the reception
history of the book of Revelation in the form of general articles or anthologies,33
and studies covering the Middle Ages,34 the Reformation,35 the post-Reforma-
tion and the modern period.36 Research has also emerged on the impact of the
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Apocalypse on music, culture and art.37 In this section I will review the main
works covering the period of antiquity and late antiquity (2nd–7th centuries).

Some works cover the entire Apocalypse and the entire history of Christian-
ity. LeRoy Edwin Froom conducted a monumental study. Its four volumes The
Prophetic Faith of Our Fathers: The Historical Development of Prophetic Inter-
pretation, published in the middle of the 20th century took an important and
significant place in studies of the history of the exegesis of the Apocalypse.38
Froom has covered the interpretation of apocalyptic biblical prophecy from
apostolic times to the 20th century. Four volumes are devoted to different peri-
ods of the history of Christianity. The first volume is called Early Church Ex-
position, Subsequent Deflections, and Medieval Revival, second Pre-Reformation
and Reformation Restoration, and Second Departure, third Colonial American
and Nineteenth-Century Old World Awakening, and fourth New World Recovery
and Consummation of Prophetic Interpretation.

In 1981, the book Die Johannesoffenbarung und die Kirche by Gerhard Maier
was published.39 He takes a selective approach to the history of interpretation
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and focuses on key commentators throughout the history of Christianity. In five
chapters, Maier describes the main characteristics of the interpretation of the
Apocalypse and focuses on the early Christianity, Western Christianity, the Ref-
ormation, the Pietism movement, and the period from the Enlightenment to
modern times. At the end, Maier gives his own assessment of the history of
interpretation.

In 2004, Judith Kovacs and Christopher Rowland released the commentary
Revelation: The Apocalypse of Jesus Christ in the series Blackwell Bible Commen-
taries.40 This series is about the reception history of the Bible and it “emphasizes
the influence of the Bible on literature, art, music, and film, its role in the
evolution of religious beliefs and practices, and its impact on social and political
developments”41 The authors created their own commentary structure and div-
ided each section of the book related to the chapter of the Apocalypse into two
parts. The first part of Ancient Literary Context is devoted to the coverage of the
Jewish and Christian literary context, and the second part of The Interpretations
contains an anthology of various interpretations of the text of the Apocalypse.

Craig Koester wrote his Anchor-Yale Bible commentary Revelation: A New
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, in 2014.42 In the introduction,
he gives a brief overview of the history of the interpretation of Revelation
(length – 37 pages), and also a history of interpretation in the introduction to
each part of the Apocalypse. Despite the very concise nature of the presentation,
the author manages to present in a meaningful way the main stages of interpre-
tation and key figures in each period of Christianity. Koester follows a chrono-
logical methodology and divides the history of interpretation into four stages:
1) 100–500; 2) 500–1500; 3) 1500–1750; and 4) 1750–to the Present.

Recently, three publishing houses Brill, Oxford University Press, and Cam-
bridge University Press presented books on apocalyptic literature: A Compan-
ion to the Premodern Apocalypse, The Oxford Handbook of the Book of Revela-
tion, and The Cambridge Companion to Apocalyptic Literature.43 These works
are a collection of valuable articles by various authors, some of which touch on
the reception history of the last book of the New Testament.

Some studies focus on specific passages in the book of Revelation. In partic-
ular, Arthur Wainwright publishedMysterious Apocalypse: Interpreting the Book
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of Revelation in 1993, in which he showed the history of interpretation through-
out church history.44 He divided his study into three chapters on the Millen-
nium, Critical Approach, and Cultural Influence. Wainwright’s book not only
covers the most popular interpretations of Revelation but also contains, albeit
in a small amount “some of the lesser-known viewpoints.”45

In 2001, a new edition of the previously printed dissertation Regnum Caelo-
rum: Patterns of Millennial Thought in Early Christianity appeared, in which
Charles E. Hill focuses on the question of interpreting early Christian eschatol-
ogy and focuses on the millennial kingdom (Rev 20).46 The author, analyzing
early Christian literature argues that the idea of chiliasm (millennialism) and
nonchiliasm (amillennialism) existed from the very beginning of the history of
the church.

Ian Boxall published a revised version of his doctoral thesis Patmos in the
Reception History of the Apocalypse in 2013.47 Although it covers the entire his-
tory of the church, it focuses on only one concept of Patmos. Boxall not only
presents the history of exegesis, but places the Isle of Patmos in a broader con-
text. In particular, a separate section is devoted to visual interpretations of Pat-
mos.

In 2023, under the editorship of Nathan Betz, Anthony Dupont, and Johan
Leemans, a volume titled Revelation’s New Jerusalem in Late Antiquity was re-
leased, featuring fifteen scholarly essays on the reception history of the image of
the New Jerusalem during the first millennium.48 The authors examine the
image of the city in Jewish and classical texts within literary, artistic, and theo-
logical contexts, spanning a broad geographic area from the Eastern Mediterra-
nean to Western Europe and beyond.

Also, in early 2025, the monograph City of Gods: The New Jerusalem of John’s
Revelation in Early Christianity by Nathan Betz appeared, dedicated to the im-
age of the heavenly city depicted in the last chapters of the book of Revelation.49
The author focuses on the first three centuries of church history, detailing the
perception and interpretation of the New Jerusalem. Betz also explores the sig-
nificance of this image in the works of the Eastern andWestern early Christians,
considering its eschatological and theological meanings.
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In early 2025, the monograph Revelation 19–21 in the Exegesis of Early Chris-
tian Roman Africa by Martina Vercesi was released.50 The author focuses on
analyzing the early Christian interpretation of chapters nineteen through
twenty-one of the Apocalypse in Roman Africa from the second to the fourth
century. Vercesi examines the historical, theological, and textual issues in the
final part of the book of Revelation, shedding light on the eschatological views
of believers through an analysis of a wide range of sources.

Some studies focus on the reception history of the Apocalypse in the first
millennium. Georg Kretschmar published the monograph Die Offenbarung
des Johannes: die Geschichte ihrer Auslegung im 1. Jahrtausend in 1985.51 In the
first half of his study, he explores Jewish apocalypticism and describes the con-
tent of the visions of the book of Revelation. The second half of the monograph
is devoted to the reception history of the Apocalypse in the first millennium,
both in the West and in the East.

In 2005, the anthology on Revelation was released in the Ancient Christian
Commentary on Scripture series, edited by William Weinrich.52 The book con-
tains quotations of interpretations from biblical times to the eighth century. In
the comments “the interpretive glosses, penetrating reflections, debates, con-
templations and deliberations of early Christians are ordered verse by verse.”53
In the introduction, Weinrich briefly describes the history of the interpretation
of the book in Ancient Christianity.

In 2011, the volume Ancient Christian Intepretations of ‘Violent Texts’ in the
Apocalypse was published, featuring thirteen scholarly essays on the reception
history of the New Testament’s final book, with a focus on its violent imagery.54
On the one hand, some studies explore the Jewish foundations of the military
imagery in the Apocalypse, its use in liturgy, and its intertextual readings. On
the other hand, the authors examine how the Apocalypse is interpreted in the
works of both Eastern and Western early Christians, including Oecumenius,
Andreas of Caesarea, Lactantius, Tyconius, Victorinus of Pettau, Jerome, Bede,
and Joachim of Fiore.

In 2014, a collection of sixteen scholarly essays titled Tot sacrament quot
verba: Die Kommentierung der Apokalypse des Johannes von den Anfängen bis
ins 12. Jahrhundert was appeared, focusing on the history of the interpretation
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