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Introduction

Is it true that you can make the Bible say anything you want it to?  How many of us have heard this said throughout our Christian lives?  Perhaps we have even said it or thought it our selves.  We hear of the squabbles in churches about how the end times will play out in reality.  Does anyone really know anything for certain?  Is everyone just giving their own opinion?  Why do big “brand name” Bible teachers have different views on Prophecy?

In our introduction we intend to demonstrate that men can have a high degree of understanding in the area of Eschatology [End Times].  We do not propose to know everything or to even be totally certain all the time.  What we do say is simple.  If we apply the same diligence of exegesis and interpretation to this study as we do to the rest of Scripture, it will yield a harvest of Spiritual Blessing to the Student.  There is much we can be certain of and much that is still not clear.  One thing is certain.  Revelation 19:10  “The testimony of Jesus is the spirit of Prophecy,”  and Revelation 1:3   Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of the prophecy, and heed the things which are written in it; for the time is near.  Let’s plunge into the life giving and joyous study of the “Revelation of Jesus Christ” our Lord.
Defining our Terms: 

Hermeneutics.  How to interpret the Bible. In this case How to interpret prophecy. It will be our contention that there are not two systems of interpretation for the Bible. One for prophecy and another for the rest of the Bible.  Instead we contend that there is only one system and philosophy of interpretation that will allow the Text to speak for itself. God must be allowed to speak for Himself. We may not put words into His mouth or thoughts into His head.  It is our goal to interpret according to a uniform principle throughout the Scripture. 
Pre-Tribulationalism:  That Jesus will literally, physically return from heaven  at the same moment that all Christians who have ever lived from Pentecost until that moment are resurrected [if dead] or translated [if still alive].  His Church will then meet Him in the air and return into heaven with Him. This event is called The Rapture.
Mid-Tribulationalism:  That Christ will return for His Church in the middle of the 7 year Tribulation. 

Post- Tribulationalism:  That Christ will return for His Church at the end of the 7-year Tribulation. 

Pre-Millennialism:  That Jesus will return again from heaven after the 7 years, with His church, to establish a literal, physical 1000 solar year reign upon the earth. 

Post-Millennialism:  That Jesus will return again from heaven after the Church has effectively conquered the world for Christ and transformed the institutions of the World.  Christ will then assume the reign on David’s throne. 

A-Millennialism:  That there will be no actual 1000 year reign of Christ on the earth. It is to be understood spiritually not physically. The majority of prophecy is to be understood as a metaphor.  In this view, prophecy about Israel is usually understood to apply to the church instead. 
A Brief History: 

It is often stated that the pre-trib / pre-mill position originated with Darby in the 19th century.  What actually originated there was a strong system of interpretation that applied the same rules to every portion of the Bible. This was a system of interpretation known as “Literal.”  It was not “NEW.”  It sought to apply the basic rules of literature to the Scripture.   It is much maligned even today and often “Straw Manned” in debates.  That is to say,  It’s opponents seldom if ever give an accurate description of how literalists read and interpret the Scripture.  We will be trying to do that below.  Here is a verse from the Darby Translation of the Bible. It is available on line at www.biblegateway.com. 

”For God so loved the world, that he gave his only-begotten Son, that whosoever believes on him may not perish, but have life eternal” John 3:16    Darby Translation
During the 20th century this system of interpretation largely captured the heart and mind of the believing church.  Many mainline denominations rejected it at that time and within a generation they were unbelieving.

I. Our system of Interpretation will determine the outcome of our study.  
You may never have thought about it, but every person uses a system of interpretation.  When we read or listen to language we apply rules to determine the meaning of the text.  People are considered functionally illiterate when they are unable to apply the rules of their language in order to understand it. 

Tests conducted have revealed that college graduates, when examined on common materials they read for pleasure, do not understand much of what they read. While they can pronounce words, they cannot define many of the words they pronounced and do not really comprehend what they are reading.  A high percentage cannot give understandable directions to a destination.  In short, they are not able to use their language for the purpose intended, to communicate thoughts from one mind to another. 
There are two methods employed to understand the meaning of the text of Scripture. Let’s consider them:

A. The Allegorical Method

1. Defined:  It concentrates on the hidden meaning of the text rather than on the actual words of that text.  The interpreter seeks to know what is being symbolized by the words written. “According to this method the literal and historical sense of Scripture is completely ignored, and every word and event is made an allegory of some kind either to escape theological difficulties or to maintain certain peculiar religious views.”  Bernard Ramm
2. Its Dangers:  
· Seeks understanding without interpretation.  It does not apply principles of grammar and syntax to understand the actual meaning of the language used by the author. 

“There is…unlimited scope for fancy, if once the principle be admitted, and the only basis of the exposition is found in the mind of the expositor.  The scheme can yield no interpretation properly so called, although possibly some valuable truths may be illustrated.” Angus-Green

· The primary authority is not the Scripture but the mind of the interpreter.  What the religion, upbringing, culture of the interpreter bring to the passage then becomes the meaning of the passage. 

“When once the principle of allegory is admitted, when once we start with the rule that whole passages and books of Scripture say one thing when they mean another, the reader is delivered bound hand and foot to the caprice of the interpreter.”  A. W. Farrar, History of Interpretation

· There is no way to test the conclusions of the Interpreter.

“to state that the principal meaning of the Bible is a second-sense meaning, and that the principal method of interpreting is “spiritualizing” is to open the door to almost uncontrolled speculation and imagination.  For this reason we have insisted that the control in interpretation is the literal method.”  Bernard Ramm 

3. Are there any allegories in the New Testament?

In Gal 4:21-31 Paul give a paraphrase of a preceding thought as an illustration and refers to it as an allegory.  He then clearly tells us [literally] what it means.  We are not left to draw any conclusion that suits us about its purpose in the text.  

ALLEGORY is “the expression by means of symbolic fictional figures and actions of truths or generalizations about human existence” Webster

PARABLE: Luke 15: 11-32 “The parable” is a type of allegory but does not employ the “allegorical method” to find hidden meaning in a plain text.  It falls into the metaphor category in which the teacher attempts to explain the unknown to his students by comparing it to something that is known.  In no way is this an example of the allegorical approach to Scripture interpretation! 

"At its simplest a parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active thought."  C. H. Dodd, The Parables of the Kingdom 

When the allegorical method is applied to Scripture you can and do end up with erroneous conclusions like this one:

“The story of Christ is a redemption allegory.  The events portrayed in Scripture did not actually happen but the story itself is useful for teaching us about a virtuous and self-sacrificing life.”
2. The Literal Method.

The Literal Method reveals the opposite mind set.  In it, we apply the everyday literary rules, that all men live by, to our understanding of God Himself and what He has communicated to us in His Word, The Bible.   

Defined: The Literal Method, “gives to each word the same exact basic meaning it would have in normal, ordinary, customary usage, whether employed in writing, speaking or thinking.”  Bernard Ramm
“To interpret literally means nothing more or less than to interpret in terms of normal, usual designation.  When the manuscript alters its designation the interpreter immediately shifts his method of interpreting.”

Bernard Ramm

Illustrated:  A man goes into a meat market and says, “I want a pound of hamburger.  What does he mean? In everyday usage he would mean 16 ounces [a measurement agreed upon and known to all] of ground beef.  To look for another meaning when the plan meaning of the words are clear would throw our normal life into complete confusion. 
Defended: Dr. Bernard Ramm offers the following arguments in favor of the Literal Interpretation Method:

“The literal meaning of sentences is the normal approach in all languages”

“All secondary meanings of documents, parables, types, allegories and symbols, depend for their very existence on the previous literal meaning of the terms.” 

Illustration A:  “A sower went forth to sow.”  Is this a parable?  Yes.  The spiritual message of the sower depends squarely on the literal meaning of the word, “sower”  

· Sowers sow seed.

· Seed needs to be in good soil to take root.

· Seed that falls into bad soil will not take root. 

“The greater part of the Bible makes adequate sense when interpreted literally.”

“The literalistic approach does not blindly rule out figures of speech, symbols, allegories, and types; but if the nature of the sentences so demands, it readily yields to the second sense.”

Illustration B:  Jesus said, “I am the door” Is he therefore literally made of wood with hinges on the side? This is a literal symbol.  It is understood only because we understand the literal meaning of a door. 

Do doors have a specific purpose?  What is it?  

· To provide a way for you to get into the house.

· To keep you safe once you are in the house. 

“This method is the only sane and sage check on the imaginations of man.”

“This method is the only one consistent with the nature of inspiration.  The plenary inspiration of the Bible teaches that the Holy Spirit guided men into truth and away from error.  In this process the Spirit of God used language, and the units of language are words and thoughts.  The thought is the thread that strings the words together.  Therefore, our very exegesis must commence with a study of words and grammar, the two fundamentals of all meaningful speech.”

The “Allegorical Method” seeks a hidden meaning and regards the actual meaning of the words as secondary to the “spiritual truth” hidden in the text.  It can never ground its conclusions in fact, only the opinions, preconceptions or religious beliefs of the interpreter. 

The “Literal Method” is grammatical and historical.  It is based on the meanings of the words, grammar and syntax of the text. It is to interpretation what the “scientific method” is to other fields of discipline.  It allows us to test the truth of any interpretation.  Different men who are faithful to this method will independently arrive at the same meaning of a given text of scripture. 

In our study of Revelation we will use the Literal Method.  We will allow the Scripture to teach us what will happen in the End Times.  We do not desire in any way to “prove our points” with Scripture.  We desire the Word of God to instruct us in the truth. 

“Let God be true, and every man a liar. As it is written: "So that you may be proved right when you speak and prevail when you judge.’” Romans 3:4 cf. [Psalm 51:4]

Some important things to know about the Book of Revelation.

· It’s Greek name is “apokalupis” meaning “an uncovering” or “an unveiling”

· The book “unveils” Christ or “reveals” Him to us, hence the English name. 

· The human author is the Apostle John [Rev. 1:1,4,9; 22:8]

· It was written toward the end of the 1st Century.  Probably A.D. 94-96

· John had been banished to the barren island of Patmos for preaching Christ. [1:9]

· The book reveals Christ in His Glory. [1:5-16]

· There are four main interpretive approaches to this book: 

Preterist: The book describes events that took place in the 1st Century.  All its prophecy has already been fulfilled.  The problem is that all the events in this book did not take place in the 1st Century [i.e. The return of Christ] and the book claims to be prophecy not history. [1:3; 22:7,10,18,19]

Historicist:  The book gives a panoramic view of church history from the apostolic to the present.  The problem is that the book is clearly written to the Jews and concerns Daniels 70th week.  Also, this view has to ignore the time limitations that the text puts on the events. [7 years, 1260 days, 42 months] 

Idealist:  The book is an allegory of the ongoing struggle of good and evil [i.e. The Trilogy of the Rings] It is an anthology of stories intended to teach spiritual truth.  The problem is that the book begins in a most literal way with John in prison and Jesus sending messages to “Seven Literal Churches” that can be demonstrated to have existed during the first century. 
Futurist:  Sees chapters 6-22 as future. These chapters literally and symbolically tell of events yet future.  It interprets Revelation with the same historical, grammatical method as all other Scripture
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