Response to:
“When will the prophecies of the Apocalypse be fulfilled?”
Introduction
In the September-October 2003 issue of La Terre Sainte, the editors published a
biblical study by the Argentinian priest and theologian, P. Ariel Alvarez Valdés, entitled
“When will the prophecies of the Apocalypse be fulfilled?”1 After presenting his extreme
version of the Preterist interpretation, which sees the entire text as a description of the
struggles of the early Church against the Roman Empire, the author comes to the following
conclusion, with an almost audible sigh of relief: “So all the prophecies of the Apocalypse are
already fulfilled”.2 Many Christians will have been shocked and surprised by this conclusion,
since it is equivalent to saying that the Day of the Lord has already come. They may even
wonder what the Church says about it, since, in a similar situation, St. Paul felt the need to
respond to those who were saying the Day of the Lord had already come (2 Thess 2). The
present moment is especially appropriate for an open and critical review of this article, since
its author has recently been suspended by the Church Authorities from further teaching,
publishing and distribution of his academic work.3
One of the main problems in discussing the Apocalypse is that there is very little
agreement on what it is about. Biblical scholars identify at least four fundamentally different
approaches to the text (Preterist, Idealist, Historicist and Futurist). There is no other book in
the Bible, including the Song of Songs, whose interpretation is subject to such a wide
divergence of opinion, even among the scholars. This means that any discussion of the text
must begin with a return to first principles, in order to ensure agreement on the basic
approach.
Evidently aware of this, P. Ariel persuades us to accept his Preterist approach by
drawing attention to the emphasis in the text on the imminence of the events it prophesies.
The author of the Apocalypse does indeed affirm that these events will happen promptly (1,1;
22,6), and that “the time is near” (1,3; 22,10) and that Christ’s second coming will take place
soon (22,7.20). In view of this imminent expectation, P. Ariel infers: “that the book
prophesies events that are very close to the times of the author and its first readers”.4 He asks
us therefore to stop looking for the fulfilment of these events in our own days: “The book
assures the readers of the first century that these events were going to be realized promptly.
We ought to believe this and abandon the idea that the events will come to pass in our own
age.”5 Basing himself entirely on this premise, he goes on to explain which historical events
he thinks the Apocalypse is referring to.
According to his version of the Preterist interpretation these events refer to the break
with Judaism in the first century AD and the persecution of the early Church by the Romans.
The woman of ch. 12 is the Church, the dragon confronting her is the Roman Empire, the two
beasts of ch. 13 represent the Roman State and its official religion, and Babylon of ch. 17 is
the ancient city of Rome. The judgments depicted in these chapters represent the punishment
that has long since fallen, from our twenty-first century point of view, on Rome and on her
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ruling authorities. The thousand-year period of ch. 20 has passed and the new Heaven and the
new Earth of chs. 21-22 have already appeared, obliging us to conclude that the final
judgment (Rev 20,11-15) has also taken place.
In P. Ariel’s view, the purpose of the Apocalypse was to assure its desperate readers
that Christianity was destined to last forever, under the protection of God, and would emerge
triumphant over the two major threats confronting the early Church: Judaism and the Roman
Empire. Even though “all the prophecies of the Apocalypse have already been fulfilled”, the
text nevertheless has a meaning for Christians today: Christianity will emerge victorious
against its contemporary foes, just as it did in its early days. “John’s book is a book of hope”6
concludes P. Ariel, but it is a hope that has nothing to do with the consummation of the age,
or with the present day, for time and again he insists: “The Apocalypse does not therefore
speak of the end of the world, as certain people believe. Of what use would it have been to
these desperate and persecuted Christians to know a few details about the end of the world,
which was not going to take place for thousands of years? Why would John warn them of
what was going to happen many centuries later, if they did not know whether they would still
be alive the next day?”7
Leaving aside, for a moment, P. Ariel’s interpretation of the nearness of the end-time
in the Apocalypse, on which he bases his entire argument, there are two general objections to
his Preterist interpretation. They concern:
1. The history of interpretation and reception of the text of Apocalypse
2. The accommodation of the text to the history of the early Church.
The history of interpretation and reception of the text of Apocalypse
According to the eminent biblical scholar, R.H. Charles, there are no references to, or
quotations from, the Apocalypse in the writings of the early Church, until at least 60 years
after it was said to have been written.8 This curious silence can best be explained by a
reluctance of the first recipients to write about a text they did not fully value and appreciate.
It suggests, but does not prove, that the first readers understood very little of this book. This
finds some confirmation in a writing ascribed to St. Dionysius, the Bishop of Alexandria (c.
250 AD), in which he refers to its reception as follows: “Some before us have set aside and
rejected the book altogether, criticizing it chapter by chapter, and pronouncing it without
sense or argument, and maintaining that the title is fraudulent. For they say that it is not the
work of John, nor is it a revelation, because it is covered thickly and densely by a veil of
obscurity”.9 Being careful not to slander the Apocalypse, Dionysius included himself among
those who did not understand it,10 and was joined a century later by Jerome, one of the
greatest biblical scholars of the early Church.11 Most of the early Church Fathers who
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referred to the Apocalypse in their writings (e.g., Justin Martyr, Irenæus, Hippolytus,
Tertullian, Cyprian) saw it as a prophecy of the concluding period of history, and not as a
book that was addressed primarily to the Church of their times. So the writings of the Fathers
and Scholars of the first few centuries certainly do not support the claim that the message of
the Apocalypse was primarily addressed to the early Church.
This conclusion is further strengthened by the fact that the Apocalypse was not
received as quickly or widely as one would have expected if it had been generally understood
to refer to the contemporary situation. In fact, in the Eastern Church, the text was not
accepted into the canon until at least the 6th or 7th century, and although it was included much
earlier into the canon of the Western Church, its acceptance was by no means unopposed.12
At the turn of the last century, H.B. Swete, a Cambridge scholar and churchman, remarked
that “no book in the New Testament with so good a record was so long in gaining general
acceptance.”13
Far from supporting the ‘Preterist’ interpretation, then, the history of interpretation
and text reception actually go a long way to confirm that the Apocalypse was largely ignored
by the early Church as a whole. With the possible exception of the first three chapters, which
contain messages for the seven local churches in Asia, the early Church does not appear to
have understood St. John’s visions to refer to her contemporary situation.
Accommodating the text to the history of the Early Church
If we then go on to study the historical situation of the Christians who were
persecuted in the first few centuries, and compare this situation with the visions of the
Apocalypse which are said to represent it, we certainly do not find a convincing
correspondence.
For example, a persecution as severe or diffuse as the one described in the
Apocalypse (Rev 7,9-17; 13,5-10) never took place in the history of the early Church. The
persecutors never performed miracles in order to induce the people to worship an image of
the emperor, nor did they ever try to control them by giving them a mark, without which they
could not buy or sell (13,11-17). Never did a Roman emperor destroy his imperial city in the
definitive way the beast and his allies destroy the city called ‘Babylon’, according to the
description in the Apocalypse (17,15-17; ch. 18). There has never been environmental
damage on the scale described after the blowing of the first four trumpets in the visions
recorded by St. John (ch. 8), nor has there ever been a ministry of two prophets like the one
described between the blowing of the sixth and seventh trumpets (11,3-13).
Furthermore, the final judgment has evidently not yet occurred, since its main result is
the removal of all sin, evil and suffering, in order to make way for the fulfilment of eternal
salvation (Rev 21-22). No one can seriously argue that evil and suffering have been
eradicated from the world or that creation has yet reached this state of eternal perfection.14
I have said less than the book deserves. All praise of it is inadequate; manifold meanings lie hid in its every
word).
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It should also be noticed that the only part of the Apocalypse which is explicitly
concerned with the situation prevailing around the time it was written (Rev 2-3), hardly
mentions the problem of persecution: in the letters to the churches only one persecution is
predicted, of brief duration and limited to a few people (2,10), and there is only one passing
reference to a martyr (2,13).
By attributing to the text a meaning which it clearly did not have at the time of its
composition, but was the product of a later method of interpretation, the ‘Preterist’
interpretation cannot, and should not, be considered the result of sound exegesis, but rather
an example of what is called eisegesis, or accommodation.15 In other words, it is the result of
projecting on to the text a meaning that is quite foreign to it, in this case the history of the
early Church in the Roman Period.
The imminence of the second coming in the Apocalypse
After raising these objections against the Preterist interpretation in general, we can
return to the original premise of P. Ariel’s argument, which is that since “the book assures its
first-century readers that these events were going to be realized promptly”, then “we ought to
believe this and abandon the idea that the events will come to pass in our own age”. For P.
Ariel, the only way to understand the book’s emphasis on the nearness of the second-coming
and the end-time is to restrict its prophecies to the first few centuries of the Christian era. But
having rejected P. Ariel’s interpretation for the reasons presented above, we are obliged to
look for another explanation for this prominent feature of the text.
We quickly find that “this emphasis on the nearness of the end is not a peculiarity of
Revelation…it appears not only in Revelation but in other apocalypses, in and out of the
Bible.”16 Furthermore, it appears in so many passages of the New Testament17 that it would
be fair to say that the early Church adopted the apocalyptic notion that they were living very
near to the end-time. The resurrection of Jesus was interpreted as the ‘first fruits’ of the
eschatological resurrection, soon to be followed by the rest at the end of the age (cf. 1Cor
15,20). Coherence and consistency with the rest of the New Testament, and with the
apocalyptic tradition, would go some way to explain the same emphasis, in the Apocalypse,
on the imminence of the end.18
In relation to the Old Testament Scriptures, the relevant passages in the Apocalypse
contrast with corresponding passages in the book of Daniel. In Daniel, the author is told to
“shut up the words and seal the book until the time of the end” (Dan 12,4), whereas the
author of the Apocalypse is told “Do not seal the words of the prophecy of this book, for the
15

The Preterist interpretation is the child of the historical-critical method, which actually starts from the
assumption that the entire book was planned to respond to the needs of the Church under persecution at the end
of the first century. It is an assumption that restricts the principal meaning of the Apocalypse to the situation
which prevailed at the time it was written. In fact, it is actually in the making of this assumption that the limits
of the historical-critical method become evident, as recognized by the Pontifical Biblical Commission: “To be
sure, the classic use of the historical-critical method reveals its limitations. It restricts itself to a search for the
meaning of a biblical text within the historical circumstances that gave rise to it and is not concerned with other
possibilities of meaning which have been revealed at later stages of the biblical revelation and history of the
Church” (The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, Rome: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1993, I A 4, p.80).
Since the Apocalypse embraces such a vast horizon – nothing less than the complete fulfilment of the entire
mystery of God at the end of time (cf. Rev 10,7) – it is not surprising that the limits of the historical-critical
method become particularly apparent when the method is applied to the interpretation of this book. Owing to
these limits, the ‘Preterist’ interpretation of the Apocalypse offers an understanding of the book which does not
arrive at explaining the precise or literal meaning of the text.
16
M. Eugene Boring, Revelation: Interpretation, A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching, Louisville,
Ky: John Knox Press, 1989, 70.
17
Boring gives the following references as examples: Matt 4:17; 10:23; 16:28; 24:34,44; Mark 1:15; 9:1; 13:2830; Luke 9:27; 12:40; 18:8; 21:25-32; Rom 13:11-12; 16:20; I Cor 7:25-31; 15:52; Phil 3:20-21; 4:5; I Thess
1:9-10, 4: 13-18; James 5: 7-9; I Peter 4:7; 1 John 2:18.
18
So Robert Mounce The Book of Revelation, NICNT series, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans 1977, 65.

4

time is near” (Rev 22,10). The implication is that, in contrast to the situation at the time of
Daniel, the advent of the Messiah has brought near the eschatological consummation of all
things. The emphasis on the imminence of the end-time in the Apocalypse can therefore also
be understood as way of highlighting this contrast between the situation before and after the
advent of Jesus Christ, in particular on the aspect of ‘inaugurated fulfillment.’19
There are many other proposals to explain this prominent feature of the Apocalypse.
Beasley-Murray compares the text’s emphasis on the expectation of the end-time to the foreshortening that characterizes some of the prophecies in the Old and New Testaments, which
he terms a ‘telescopic’ view of history.20 This may in itself be understood an attempt to
promote the authentic life of faith in God, since living in imminent expectation of the end can
help to increase awareness of the divine will and resist temptation to sin. It has recently been
suggested that this was a rhetorical tactic to appeal to the emotions of fear and confidence.21
Another approach has been to show how the Apocalypse tempers the imminence of
the end-time with the anticipation of certain delays, in a way that realistically reflects the
historical situation in the first century, after it became clear that the Parousia would be
delayed.22 By means of this technique, the imminence of the end-time is sustained throughout
the text in spite of considerable delay. In brief, a quick glance at the commentaries would
have shown P. Ariel that there is no shortage of explanations, apart from his own, for this
prominent aspect of the text.
However, there remains a sense that St. John did seriously want to inform his readers
of the nearness of the end, not simply as a tactic or as a technique, or for the sake of
conformity to tradition or doctrine, but precisely because the Lord revealed it to him in that
way. This impression is confirmed by the observations of Schüssler Fiorenza: “In sum, Rev.
does not comfort the community with a reference to God’s plan for history but with the
assurance of the immediate coming of its Lord to judge the world…By the use of apocalyptic,
mythological, and historical materials and by the application of traditional eschatological
schemata John qualifies the present time as the “short time” before the end. He knows that
the end and the coming of Christ are imminent, but he is also aware that until then only a
short but definite time must elapse.”23 The author is indeed serious about the proximity of the
end and when he writes that ‘the time is near’, “the simple meaning cannot be avoided”.24
Nineteen hundred years later, though, we are in a good position to know that the
author of the Apocalypse was not referring to the persecution of the early Church in his
prophesy, for the reasons stated above. The only apparent alternative is to admit that he must
have been wrong to expect the end so soon. After a reasoned discussion of various
viewpoints, this is precisely what M. Eugene Boring concludes, associating it with his error
of referring to the earth as if it was square and had four corners (cf. Rev 7,1).25
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In the remaining part of this review, I would like to propose another explanation for
the author’s emphasis of the nearness of the end-time – an interpretation that takes account of
the presence of the author on earth, for the renewal of his prophetic vocation, just before the
sound of the seventh trumpet (Rev 10,7-11; 11,15-19).
The first task is to define precisely which ‘time’ St. John is referring to when he
writes that “the time is near” (Rev 1,3; 22,10). It is clearly linked to the Parousia, since this is
mentioned a few lines later (Rev 1,7), but the use of the same distinctive word for ‘time’ (ho
kairos) later in the text shows precisely what this involves. At 11,18, the heavenly chorus
praises God because: “the nations were angry and your anger has come, and also the time (ho
kairos) for the dead to be judged, and to give the reward to your servants the prophets and to
the saints, and to them that fear your name, and to the small and the great, and to destroy
those who are destroying the earth” (Rev 11,18). Evidently, ‘the time’ refers principally to
the final judgment, when the dead will be raised (20,11-15), the destroyers condemned and
the servants of God rewarded by the realization of the new Jerusalem (Rev 21–22). This
meaning of the word in reference to final judgment is consistent with its use elsewhere in
early Christian writings.26 So when the author announces that “the time is near”, there should
be no doubt that he is referring to the realization of all the events prophesied in his book,
right up to the end.
It should not escape our notice, though, that among these events is the period of a
thousand years – a period of partial fulfillment during which Christ and his saints reign on the
earth (Rev 20,4-6). The author was clearly aware that this period of a thousand years had to
pass before the end, but he nevertheless wrote that the end was near. So there is no question,
then, of the author making a simple mistake about the imminence of the end, because he
himself had prophesied a delay of the order of a thousand years. We return, therefore, to ask
how he could say that the time of the consummation of all things is ‘near’ and that events at
the end of the thousand years will happen ‘soon’? There are two ways of answering this
question:
1. The present time of the author is the time of writing, which is at the start of the
thousand year period. However, according to Psalm 90,4 “a thousand years in your
sight [Lord] are like a day”, and so from a divine point of view a thousand years is in
fact only a short period of time. Speaking from the divine point of view, then, the
author is not wrong in saying that the ‘end is near’, even though it may take a
thousand years, or two, from a human point of view. This response is supported by the
almost identical use of Psalm 90,4 at 2 Peter 3, 8-9, in a passage that was specifically
written to explain the delay of the final judgment and complete fulfillment of God’s
promises.
2. The present time of the author is toward the end of the thousand year period, shortly
before the final events take place. In this case, the author is speaking from the point of
view of the renewal of his prophetic vocation, which is placed in the text between the
sixth and seventh trumpet blasts (Rev 10,7-11). Since the sounding of the seventh
trumpet announces the time for the consummation of all things, without further delay
(10,7; 11,15-18), then St. John is literally accurate in saying that, from this point of
view, the end is near and that the events prophesied will happen soon. This view is
supported by the fact that the chain of reception of the “Revelation of Jesus Christ” in
the opening verses of the book (Rev 1,1-3),27 in which we are also told that the end is
imminent, seems to converge specifically on this account of the author’s prophetic
renewal (Rev 10,1-11). It is here that we actually see the author receiving “the
26
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Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave to him” (Rev 1,1 and 5,7) from the hand
of the Lord’s angel (Rev 1,1 and 10,8-10). Since this passage forms the introduction
to the mission of the two witnesses (Rev 11,3-13), who will publicly announce John’s
prophecy, 28 then the author’s present time is identified here with the public
announcement of his prophecy by the two witnesses. And since the mission of the two
witnesses takes place immediately before the brief, 42-month reign of the ultimate
antagonist of Christ and his saints – the ‘Beast from the sea’ described in Rev 1329–
this interpretation matches the author’s self-orientation during the reign of the sixth
king in “five kings have fallen, one is [now], the other has not yet come, and
whenever he comes he must remain for just a short time” (Rev 17,10): the author’s
point of view – his ‘now’ – is just before the full and final end-historical
manifestation of the Beast, which is exactly the time of the announcement of his
prophecy by the two witnesses.
In summary, we suggest that, by means of the unique structure of his book, the author’s
present time can be understood in two ways: the first is the time of writing at the start of the
thousand year period, and the second is the time of the public announcement of his prophecy
by the two witnesses, which takes place towards the end of the thousand years. It is quite
possible that the author has been deliberately ambiguous, with the purpose of sustaining the
imminent expectation of the final consummation throughout the thousand-year period of
partial fulfillment, while nevertheless knowing that a relatively long delay was inevitable.
Either way, whether from the point of view of writing or of announcement, the author was
justified in warning us that “the time is near”, and that the contents of his prophecy will soon
be fulfilled. Having said that, though, there is no doubt that he is more literally accurate, from
the human point of view, when he places himself at the moment of the announcement of his
prophecy by the two witnesses, for this will take place just before the short, end-historical
reign of the Beast. On the basis of this finding, we can be sure that a large part of the
prophecy of Revelation has not yet been fulfilled, especially the part about the two witnesses
in chapter 11 and the events in the prophecy they will have to announce.
John Ben-Daniel,
P.O.Box 1106,
Jerusalem 91010.

28

This is inferred from the fact that their mission forms the continuation of the author’s commission to
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