
Revelation

26 May 2009



Basics

• Composed in Gk. around the end of the 
first century

• Written by “John,” a traveling preacher 
and prophet who does not appear to have 
been either one of the Twelve, an apostle, 
the author of the Fourth Gospel, or the 
author of the Johannine Epistles.

• Visions on Patmos; writing perhaps in 
Ephesus



Essential to Understanding 
Revelation or Any Text:  Genre 

Definition



What is an apocalypse?

a genre of revelatory literature with a 
narrative framework, in which a 
revelation is mediated by an 
otherworldly being to a human 
recipient, disclosing a transcendent 
reality that is both temporal, insofar as it 
envisages eschatological salvation, and 
spatial, insofar as it involves another 
supernatural world.



Apocalypse

Gk. apokálypsis, “a revelation”

For our purposes, the term 
“apocalypse”—with a lowercase a—
refers to the literary genre 
apocalypse.

With a capital a, the Apocalypse 
refers to the Book of Revelation.



Septets

• An organizing principle of Revelation 
is the use of septets, groups of seven.



v. 2 a white horse:  A symbol of victory; 
the general celebrating a military 
victory often rode a white horse.

holding a bow:  A weapon 
characteristic of Parthian armies; 
Parthia was the successor of the 
Persian empire.



•v. 4 a flame-colored horse:  The 
second horseman represents war, as 
the description makes clear.

•v. 5 a black horse:  Black was 
associated with death, perhaps 
because of the darkness of the 
underworld.  The description 
suggests that death by famine is 
meant.



•v. 8 a pallid horse:  The color 
seems to signify sickness.

• Death:  The personification of Death was 
known in Gk and Jewish literature (Ps 
49.1; Hosea 13.14).

• Hades was following with him:  Hades was a 
Gk god, lord of the underworld; the 
netherworld as a place was also called 
Hades.  Hebrew įÌĠÓwas used in the same 
ways (Ps 49.15-16; Hosea 13.14).  The 
usual power of Death and Hades will be 
allowed to increase so that one-fourth of 
the earth is affected.



Intertextuality

“Intertextuality refers to the way in 
which texts gain meaning through 
their referencing or evocation of 
other texts.”

Source:  The International Society for the 
Study of Narrative 
http://narrative.georgetown.edu/wiki/index.php/Intertextuality

http://narrative.georgetown.edu/wiki/index.php/Intertextuality


Intertextuality
• To understand Revelation, one must know 

the literature that John, the author of 
Revelation, assumed for his audience.

• The meaning of Rev. 4.8 is lost if one 
cannot make the connection with Isaiah 
6.2—in the context of another apokalypsis, 
“revelation.”

• The notes and cross-references in the NAB 
are helpful in decoding some of the 
multivalent symbolism of Revelation.



Intertextuality

•Parody movies such as Scary Movie
and Superhero Movie require that the 
audience knows what is being 
spoofed.

•Can you think of other TV shows or 
movies that only really work if you 
know some other TV shows or 
movies?











Intertextuality

In Superman:  The Movie (1978), Clark 
Kent frantically looks for a place where 
he can change into Superman.  He 
pauses and looks perplexed at a public 
pay phone.  Why?  Because in the comic 
books and in earlier animated 
Superman shows, Clark would 
regularly change clothes in a fully 
enclosed phone booth.  Not anymore.





The Number of the Beast



Why is wisdom needed to calculate 
the number of the beast?

The number of the beast is a gematria
(Jewish mystical numerology) puzzle.  
Various explanations have been 
proposed; the one I find most persuasive 
is as follows.



Who is the Beast?

• The beast here seems to be either Nero (d. 
68) or Nero reincarnated as Domitian (d. 
96).

• By gematria, the numeric value of Nero’s 
name is six hundred sixty-six.



• If one transliterates the Latin for Emperor 
Nero, Caesar Nero, into Greek, one gets 
Kaisar Nerôn. For euphony and to fit with 
the way names were done in Greek, it’s 
necessary to add an “n” to the end of 
Nero.  (Nero’s name is written with the 
final “n” by Josephus and many other 
ancient Greek authors.) Next, transliterate 
the Greek into Hebrew. Add the numeric 
values of the Hebrew letters to get six 
hundred and sixty-six (hexakosioi hexêkonta 
hex).



• K qoph 100

• S samech 60

• R res 200

• N nun 50

• R res 200

• W waw 6

• N nun 50

• Calculating the Number of the Beast



Layers of Meaning

• On one level, the Beast is a monster 
empowered by Satan.

• On another level, the Beast seems to 
represent the emperor Nero, who 
blamed and tortured Christians for the 
fire in Rome of 64 CE.

• On another level, the Beast seems to be 
Domitian, as something of a 
reincarnated Nero.



665, the Neighbor of the Beast

• Calculate your own beastly number; go to 
http://www.hermeticsoft.com/gematria/#

• RONALD WILSON REAGAN

• 6-6-6 ≠ six hundred and sixty-six



Revelation 9.21:  pharmaka

•Nor did they repent of their 
murders (×ÏÖÕĥÕ), their magic 
potions (×ÏÈÙÔÈÒĥÕ), their 
unchastity (porneias), or their 
robberies (ÒÓÌÔÔÈÛĥÕ). (NAB)



Rev. 9.21:  An Expanded 
Decalogue

• Rev. 9.21 reflects an expanded Decalogue:

a. murders #5 No murder

b. magic potions (×ÏÈÙÔÈÒĥÕ)

c. unchastity (porneias) #6 No adultery

d. robberies #7 No stealing

• The list is expanded by the second 
element, the pharmaka.



What Are These pharmaka?

• Since pharmaka could refer to 
medicines, abortifacients, 
contraceptives, love potions, charms, 
and sorcerous tools of various sorts, 
context is needed for clarity.

• Words have no souls; meaning emerges 
in context, not from a dictionary.



Context as Clue to the Meaning 
of pharmaka

If the type of pharmaka in 
Rev. 9.21 serve as a thematic 
link between “murders” 
and “illicit sexual unions,” 
what sort of pharmaka might 
be indicated?



Thematic Link

• Ancient Jewish, pagan, and Christian 
literature associates abortion with 
nonmarital sex—abortion covers up 
the effects of such illicit activities.

• Ancient Jewish and Christian 
literature (not so much pagan) 
presents abortion as an unjust act of 
killing.



Genre as Context
• In ancient Jewish and Christian apocalyptic 

tours of hell (like Dante’s Inferno) present 
abortion as the second most common sin for 
which the damned are being punished.  (The 
first is adultery/fornication.)

• Apocalypses reveal what is hidden, as 
abortion hides.

• It wouldn’t be surprising to see a reference to 
abortion in another apocalypse, Revelation.


