A CASE FOR THE FUTURIST INTERPRETATION OF THE BOOK OF REVELATION

Introduction

While previous generations of dispensational interpreters may have enjoyed the luxury of
the widespread assumption that the Book of Revelation primarily concerns future events, such a
“golden age” has now come to an end. Today, many scholarly and popular commentators alike are
aggressively challenging the futurist interpretation of Revelation. Perhaps the most vociferous
challengers to the futurist position come from the works of partial preterists who contend that the
futuristic section of the book (4-22) was mostly fulfilled in the events surrounding the fall of
Jerusalem in A.D. 70." They believe that the Book of Revelation was penned in the mid 60’s and
predicts God’s divorce and A.D. 70 judgment upon harlotrous, national Israel due to her rejection of
Christ. At that time, God was also at work creating the new universal, international church to
permanently replace disgraced and judged Israel (John 4:21; Gal 3:9, 28-29; 6:16; Eph 2:14).
However, partial preterists are quick to distinguish themselves from full preterists by still holding to
a future bodily return of Christ and final judgment (20:7-15).2

The partial preterist relies upon several key texts in Revelation in order to portray the

book as a prediction that was essentially fulfilled two thousand years ago. However, as this paper
will show, these texts actually end up arguing for futurism rather than preterism. Although time
constraints prevent an exhaustive study on how preterists handle the entirety of the book, this paper

will highlight several textual arguments relied upon by partial preterist Kenneth Gentry in some of

' Kenneth L. Gentry, Before Jerusalem Fell (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1989); idem, He Shall
Have Dominion, 2d and rev. ed. (Tyler: TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1997); idem, “A Preterist View of Revelation,”
in Four Views on the Book of Revelation, ed. C. Marvin Pate (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998); R.C Sproul, The Last Days
According to Jesus (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998); Gary DeMar, Last Days Madness, 4th rev ed. (Powder Springs, GA:
American Vision, 1999); idem, End Times Fiction (Nashville, TN: Harvest House, 2001); Hank Hanegraaff, The Apocalypse
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Tyndale, 2004); idem, The Last Sacrifice (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 2005).
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his recent material surveying the Book of Revelation.> While some futurists may believe that the
preterist early date scheme ends the debate, this paper will attempt to show that the preterist system
should be rejected regardless of whether one holds a Neronic (A.D. 65) or Domitianic date (A.D. 95)

for the composition of the book since the text itself favors futurism over preterism.

Hermeneutics

As with most theological controversies, differences among competing viewpoints are rooted
in different hermeneutical methodologies.* This principle holds true in the dispute between
preterists and futurists. The futurist applies a consistently literal or normal® interpretive grid. This
method attaches to every word the same meaning that it would have in normal usage, whether
employed in speaking, writing, or thinking.® It also entails interpreting the Apocalypse according to
the same hermeneutical rules that one employs when interpreting any other section of Scripture.’

Although its theological opponents often malign the normal hermeneutical method as a
wooden and inflexible literalism that fails to consider Revelation’s symbolic character and multiple
figures of speech,® such a characterization is erroneous. As in ordinary communication, the normal
interpretive method recognizes symbolism and figures of speech when they are conspicuous in the
text. Clues such as the adverb “spiritually” (11:8), the noun “sign” (12:1), the comparative words
“like” or “as” (8:8), direct correspondence with Old Testament concepts (Rev 13:2; Dan 7), and

interpretations of visions found within the same context (17:18) all alert the interpreter to the reality

¥ Gentry, He Shall Have Dominion, 407-34; idem, “A Preterist View of Revelation,” 37-92.
* “Hermeneutics” may be defined as the science and art of biblical interpretation.

® Ryrie further explains that literal interpretation “...might also be called plain interpretation so that no one receives
the mistaken notion that the literal principle rules out figures of speech.” Charles C. Ryrie, Basic Theology (Wheaton: Victor
Books, 1986), 86.

® Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970), 89-92.
" Robert L. Thomas, Revelation 1 to 7: An Exegetical Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1992), 38.
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that symbolism and figures of speech are being employed. When the interpreter encounters such
language he is assisted by either the immediate context (12:3, 9), the Old Testament (12:1; Gen
37:9-10), and the notion of comparison inherent in a simile (8:8) in order to discern the meaning of
the figure of speech or symbol being used.

A consistent application of a literal approach to Revelation logically leads the interpreter
away from viewing the book’s contents as being fulfilled in the past and instead leads to the futurist
interpretation.® A relationship exists between literalism and futurism because the ordinary import of
Revelation’s words and phrases make it impossible to argue that Revelation’s contents have already
been fulfilled. The destruction of half of the world’s population (Rev 6:8; 9:15) and the greatest
earthquake in human history (Rev 16:18) obviously have never taken place. In fact, we might ask
how else God could have possibly communicated global, futuristic concepts if this language is not
allowed to do so?

However, the preterist escapes the normal meaning of language by assuming that Revelation
is part of the “apocalyptic genre.” This classification presupposes that Revelation belongs to a
special group of non-canonical writings that flourished from the intertestamental period into the first
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century® “where symbolism is the rule and literalism is the exception.”™* This categorization

® Merrill C. Tenney, Interpreting Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957), 139, 142.
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functions as a sort of “get out of jail for free card.” Whenever the details of Revelation’s text do not
square with the A.D. 70 events, the apocalyptic assumption allows the preterist to theorize that John
is merely employing elevated apocalyptic hyperbole. Such a device allows the preterist to “cram”
Revelation’s contents back into the first century regardless of the text’s global language.™

By way of analogy, during my law school days my professors used to say that the United
States Constitution is a “living and breathing document.” Such a genre categorization is popular
among legal academics because it allows them to dispense with authorial intention and
simultaneously gives them the literary license to read their own ideology into the text. Classifying
Revelation as apocalyptic literature similarly allows the preterist to reach his theological conclusion
of an A.D. 70 realization regardless of inconvenient textual details. However, the assumption that
Revelation is part of the apocalyptic category can be countered by noting that any similarities it has

with these non-canonical works are outweighed by notable differences between the two.™

Table 1

Apocalyptic Genre Revelation

Pseudonymous Not pseudonymous

Pessimistic about the present Not pessimistic about the present

No epistolary framework Epistolary framework

Limited admonitions for moral compliance | Repeated admonitions for moral compliance

Messiah’s coming exclusively future Basis for Messiah’s future coming is His
past coming (Rev 5:9)

Does not call itself a prophecy Calls itself a prophecy

Traces history under the guise of prophecy | Futuristic prediction

(vaticina ex eventu)

Primarily concerns a future generation (1 Concerns both the generation of the author

Enoch 1:2) (2-3) and a future generation (4-22)

" This is a tactic that Gentry applies repeatedly in his survey of Revelation. See Gentry, “A Preterist View of
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2002), 338. Oepke similarly notes, “[Revelation] has many affinities with literature to which we now refer [i.e. apocalyptic],
though it cannot be simply classified with it.” Albrecht Oepke, “Kalupto,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament,
ed. G. Kittel, trans. G.W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids: 1965), 3:578.



Revelation’s “Time Texts”

The argument most relied upon by preterists to contend for a first century fulfillment is
Revelation’s so called “time texts.” Because Revelation makes use of the words “shortly” or
“quickly” or tacos (Rev 1:1; 2:16; 3:11; 11:14; 22:6, 7, 12, 20), “near” or “at hand” or eggus (Rev
1:3; 22:10), and “about to” or méllw (1:19; 3:10), preterists believe that they have the literary
license to locate the fulfillment of most of John’s prophecies in A.D. 70.> However, the preterist errs
in assuming that these words are technical expressions that always have the same definition every
time they are used. In fact, each of these terms has a broad semantic range and therefore its meaning
must be determined by its context rather than through the imposition of an artificial “one size fits
all” grid.

For example, besides always understanding these words chronologically indicating when
Christ will return, it is also possible to understand them adverbially or qualitatively indicating the
manner of Christ’s return. In other words, when the action comes it will come suddenly or with
great rapidity.*® The New Testament allows for such a usage. For example, while it is true that
Scripture often uses “shortly” or “quickly” (tacos) in a chronological sense to indicate “when” (1
Timothy 3:14), Scripture also uses the same word in a qualitative sense to indicate “how.” For
instance, Acts 22:18 uses tacos to indicate manner when it says, “Make haste, and get out of
Jerusalem quickly, because they will not accept your testimony about me.” The LXX also displays
an adverbial use of these expressions by using them in prophetic contexts that would not be fulfilled

for hundreds and sometimes thousands of years or more into the future (Isa 13:22; 51:5; Zeph 1:7,

' Gentry, “A Preterist View of Revelation,” 41-45.
' John F. Walvoord, The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago: Moody Press, 1966), 35.



14; Obad 15; cf. Isa 5:26; 13:6; 58:8; Joel 1:15; 2:1; 3:14)."” Given the broad semantic range of
these terms, “context is king” in determining whether the chronological or adverbial meaning is
applicable. Because the context of Revelation involves global events that have not yet come to pass,
an adverbial rather than a chronological meaning should be assigned to these words.*®

While Revelation’s “timing texts” pose no obstacle to the futurist interpretation, these texts
pose considerable problems for the preterist interpreter. Partial preterist interpretive problems are
created by the fact that Revelation's “timing texts” are found at the end of the Book of Revelation as
well as the beginning (Rev 22:6, 7, 10, 12, 20). The partial preterist system still wants to hold to a
future bodily appearing and final judgment (Rev 20:7-15). However, the use of t&cos and epgus in
Revelation 22 is injurious to the partial preterist system, because the existence of these words at the
end of the book logically leads to the conclusion that the entire Book of Revelation was fulfilled in
A.D. 70 rather than just most of it. If the use of tacos and eggus in the early chapters of Revelation
lead partial preterists to conclude that most of the book’s prophecies were fulfilled in A.D. 70, then
surely these identical words found at the end of the book should also lead to the conclusion that the
entire book was fulfilled in A.D. 70.

In essence, it is impossible to be a consistent partial preterist because the logical corollary of
partial preterism is full preterism. In actuality, the designations “partial preterist” and “full preterist”
are misnomers. Rather, partial preterists should be labeled “inconsistent preterists” while full
preterists should be referred to as “consistent preterists.” This inconsistency is evident even to some
partial preterists, such as David Chilton, who abandoned his partial preterist system in favor of full

preterism.

" Thomas Ice, “Has Bible Prophecy Already Been Fulfilled? (Part 2),” Conservative Theological Journal 4
(December 2000): 306.

*® For a helpful survey of other views that futurists have adopted in an attempt to handle Revelation’s so called
timing texts, see Mark Hitchcock, “A Defense of the Domitianic Date of the Book of Revelation” (Ph.D. diss., Dallas
Theological Seminary, 2005), 86-96.



Because of the use of tacos and eggus in Revelation 22, in order for partial preterists to be
consistent, they also must believe that the Second Advent and final judgment have already taken
place. Such a belief is at odds with the great ecumenical church creeds, which teach a future bodily
appearing of Christ. Denying the Second Advent takes one outside the pale of orthodoxy and into
the camp of heterodoxy or heresy. Thus, the partial preterist understanding of Revelation’s timing

texts flirts dangerously with unorthodoxy.*®

Theme of the Book of Revelation (Rev 1:7)

Rather than seeing Revelation 1:7 as speaking of Christ’s Second Advent, preterists believe
this verse signals Revelation’s theme as God’s A.D. 70 judgment upon apostate Israel. The verse
supposedly teaches that Christ came non-bodily through the Roman armies to judge Israel for her
rejection of Him. Preterists attempt to make their case by appealing to Scripture’s frequent use of
cloud imagery to depict non-bodily, divine judgment (Isa 19:1), the Jewish guilt borne by the Jews
for crucifying Christ (Acts 2:22-23), associating “tribes” with Jews, and interpreting “earth” (gh) as

.2 However, there are at least two problems with this interpretation.?

the land of Israe
First, the phrase “all the tribes of the earth” (pasai aiJfulai ths ghs) always has a
universal rather than local nuance whenever it is employed in the Old Testament (Gen. 12:3; 28:14;

Ps 72:17; Zech 14:17). This phrase refers to all the nations in every one of its Septuagint

occurrences and never refers to the Israelite tribes.”” Second, the term “earth” (ghs) most likely has

' Thomas Ice and Kenneth L. Gentry, The Great Tribulation: Past or Future? (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1999), 162-
63. Here, | am not calling partial preterism unorthodox. | am simply saying that they must maintain an inconsistent position
regarding their interpretation of Revelation’s “time texts” in order to remain orthodox.

2 Gentry, “A Preterist View of Revelation,” 45-49.

#! For more problems with this interpretation, see Hitchcock, “A Defense of the Domitianic Date of the Book of
Revelation,” 80-86.

% G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, New International Greek Testament Commentary, ed. I. Howard Marshall
and Donald A. Hagner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 26.



a universal meaning rather than a local meaning in the context of Revelation 1:7. Although the term
“earth” (ghs) can have a local meaning by referring to the nation of Israel (1 Sam 13:19; Zech
12:12; Matt 2:6), it can also have a universal meaning by referring to all the earth (Gen 1:1; Matt
5:18). In fact the universal use of the word “earth” is found just a few verses earlier (1:5) as well as
at the end of the book (21:1).

Thus, the meaning of the term depends upon the context in which it is used. Because of the
global context of 1:7 (“every eye” and “all the tribes of the earth”) as well as the rest of the book,
the universal rather than local meaning of “earth” fits best. By interpreting the phrase “earth” (ghs)
in Revelation 1:7 to mean exactly the same thing that it means in a few other isolated contexts (1
Sam 13:19; Zech 12:12; Matt 2:6), preterists are guilty of committing a hermeneutical error known
as “illegitimate totality transfer.” This error arises when the meaning of a word as derived from its

use elsewhere is then automatically read into the same word in a foreign context.?

Relevance to the Seven Churches of Asia Minor (Rev 2—3)

Preterists contend that interpreting Revelation’s prophecies as concerning the distant future
is to make the book irrelevant to the seven churches, which were John’s original addressees.
Preterists contend that interpreting Revelation in such a manner is to engage in a cruel “mockery” of
the adverse circumstances of the seven churches.?* Such a contention is without merit. It is quite
common throughout the Old Testament prophetic material for God to comfort His people in the
present by furnishing them with a vision of the distant future. The Book of Isaiah amply refutes the
Idea that the prophecy must relate to the writer’s original audience. Isaiah not only sought to address

the needs of his own day (Isa 1-35) but also the needs of a future generation of Jews in Babylonian

% James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), 217-18.
* Gentry, Before Jerusalem Fell, 139-40; Hanegraaff, The Apocalypse Code, 110-11.



Captivity (Isa 40-55). Also, Isaiah’s futuristic prophecies as recorded in Isaiah 40-66 were designed
to comfort Israel in her present adverse circumstances in 700 B.C.

This same pattern is seen in other Old Testament prophetic material (Ezek 34-48; Amos
9:11-15; Zech 12-14). Revelation simply follows this Old Testament pattern by providing the
persecuted churches (Rev 2-3) with a futuristic vision communicating that God will ultimately
conquer all forces oppressing the church at the end of history (Rev 4-22). In fact, even the partial
preterist system recognizes this practice. While partial preterists hold to a future return and
judgment in Revelation 20:7-15,% many of the exhortations that Christ gave to the seven churches
are drawn from that section of Scripture (3:5 and 20:15; 2:11 and 20:14).

In actuality, it is the preterist interpretation that makes Revelation irrelevant to the seven
churches. For example, although the preterist understands the persecution of the beast in Revelation
13 as the Neronian persecution, that persecution was confined to the city of Rome and consequently
never reached Asia Minor.?° Regarding the destruction of Jerusalem, “What does a localized
judgment hundreds of miles away have to do with the seven churches of Asia?...the promise to
shield the Philadelphia church from judgment is meaningless if that judgment occurs far beyond the
borders of that city.”%’

Preterists attempt to overcome this relevance problem by appealing to local enemies taking

advantage of the general anti-Christian sentiment ushered in by the emperor’s Roman persecution®®

% Gentry, “A Preterist View of Revelation,” 86.
% Hitchcock, “A Defense of the Domitianic Date of the Book of Revelation,” 147-48.

#" Robert L. Thomas, “A Classical Dispensationalist View of Revelation,” in Four Views on the Book of Revelation,
ed. C. Marvin Pate (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 225. Preterists make much of the fact that the dictionary definition of
oikoumene in 3:10 is “inhabited land.” However, this word can also have a global nuance in some contexts (Acts 17:31) and
therefore need not be confined to a past local event. This universal understanding is buttressed through the accompanying
adjective “whole.”

% Gregg, ed., Revelation: Four Views, a Parallel Commentary, 16.



as well as the “aftershocks” of Jerusalem’s destruction.?® However, these solutions are unsatisfying
since they fail to tightly connect the predicament of the churches with either the Neronian
persecution or the A.D. 70 events. Also without merit is the notion that the destruction of Jerusalem
was relevant to the churches by ridding them of their tendency to gravitate back toward Jewish
customs.® The permanent rift between Judaism and Christianity did not begin until the 90°s and did

not reach its final form until the events surrounding the Bar Cochba revolt in A.D. 135.*

God’s Divorce Decree (Rev 5)

Most dispensationalists understand the seven-sealed scroll as the title deed to the earth that
will bring about first of all judgment and then the kingdom including Israel’s ultimate restoration.
However, the preterist understands this scroll as “God’s divorce decree against his Old Testament
wife for her spiritual adultery” and ultimate sin of rejecting Christ.** Gentry attempts to bolster his
case by appealing to various Old Testament concepts. For example, he sees a connection between
the seven-fold nature of the seal judgments and the seven-fold nature of Israel’s covenant curses
(Lev 26:18, 24, 28). However, the rest of the chapter does not predict God’s permanent casting aside
of Israel but rather her eventual restoration (Lev 26:40-46). Therefore, these covenant curses
represent mere temporal discipline rather than a wholesale rejection.

Moreover, Gentry parallels the scroll in Revelation 5 with the scroll of Ezekiel 2:8-3:3,
which represents a message of judgment against Judah that was fulfilled in the Babylonian

Captivity.** However, when the Book of Ezekiel is taken as a whole it does not teach a permanent

# Gentry, “A Preterist View of Revelation,” 49.
* Ibid., 49, n. 33.

L Amold G. Fruchtenbaum, Hebrew Christianity: Its Theology, History, & Philosophy (Washington D.C.: Canon,
1974), 41-44.

% Gentry, “A Preterist View of Revelation,” 51-52.
* Ibid., 51.
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divorce of Israel but rather a mere temporal discipline of God’s chosen people. As depicted on the

following chart, the Book of Ezekiel contains three major sections.®*

Ezekiel

Commissioned
(2-3) mouth closed

l Judgment on

Ezekiel

Recommissioned
(33) mouth opened

l Blessing on

Judah (1-24)

Judah (33-48)
-Glory Returns

Nations
(25-32)

While the first two sections represent God’s judgment upon Judah and the surrounding nations, the
final section represents God’s intention of ultimately restoring His elect nation physically and
spiritually. Thus, the scroll of Ezekiel 2:8-3:3 represents only the discipline of the Babylonian
Captivity rather than a permanent severance between God and Israel.

National discipline rather than divorce is also the theme of the Book of Revelation, which
concludes with a portrayal of Israel’s restored state (Rev 20:9). There is little doubt that this
“beloved city” that is featured prominently in the millennium is Jerusalem. The Old Testament often
describes Jerusalem in the same manner (Ps 78:68; 87:2; Jer 12:7) and also predicts her future
return to glory (Isa 2:2-4; Zech 14:17). Thomas explains Israel’s preeminence in the millennial age:
“At the end of the Millennium that city will be Satan’s prime objective with his rebel army, because

Israel will be leader again among the nations.”® Thus, far from being a book about the divorce of

% Charles H. Dyer, “Introduction to Ezekiel,” (unpublished class notes in 304C Old Testament Prophets, Dallas
Theological Seminary, Spring 2000), 3.

% Thomas, “A Classical Dispensationalist View of Revelation,” 207.
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Israel, Revelation is actually about Israel’s eventual restoration. The reason for the parallels between
the scroll of Ezekiel 2:8-3:3 and the scroll of Revelation 5 is that the theme of temporal discipline
leading to restoration is the theme of both books.

To contend that God divorced Israel in the events of A.D. 70 is to misunderstand the

Abrahamic Covenant (Gen 15), which is the foundation of God’s subsequent covenants with Israel.

Covenant Chart
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