UNVEILING REVELATION AND A
LANDMARK COMMENTARY SERIES

Gty of. Dndery

The one major book of the New Testament on which John Calvin never
wrote a commentary was the Book of Revelation.’ Historians believe that
he was unsure how to interpret it.? Many writers over the centuries who
did pontificate dogmatically about the last book in the Bible might have
done better to follow in Calvin’s footsteps. Today, however, as is true with
almost every book of the New Testament, there are a plethora of outstand-
ing commentaries on John’s Apocalypse, from the most scholarly of works
to the most devotional.?> Robert Millet, to whom this Festschrift is dedi-
cated, has himself a very short but clear exposition of Revelation.* But now
a landmark set of commentaries has begun to appear, the BYU New Tes-
tament Commentary Series. In what may be an unprecedented sequence
of releasing volumes in a commentary series, the initial offering to appear
is on the book of Revelation. Richard D. Draper and Michael D. Rhodes
have coauthored the work, which was released first for Kindle in 2013 and
presumably will be coming out in hard copy soon.”

If Draper and Rhodes’s work is any indication of what the rest of the
volumes in the collection will look like, this will be the most ambitious,
detailed, and scholarly commentary series on a portion of the Bible ever
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produced by Latter-day Saints. Perhaps even more noteworthy is the use
of the full range of scholarly sources. A substantial majority of the items
in the bibliography are non-Mormon; within the footnotes, close to half
of the citations represent sources authored by non-Latter-day Saints. Of
course, a work that utilizes a wide cross-section of previously published
commentaries will inevitably draw on a full range of theological traditions,
given the comparative paucity of formal Mormon commentaries on indi-
vidual books of the Bible. Particularly encouraging to me, though, were the
number of major evangelical commentaries consulted. Of the 2,249 foot-
notes in Draper and Rhodes’s volume, 243 cited Greg Beale’s massive New
International Greek Testament Commentary,® 220 referenced David Aune’s
three-volume Word Biblical Commentary” and 95 mentioned Robert
Mounce’s New International Commentary on the New Testament.® The next
most commonly cited non—Latter-day Saint commentators were individu-
als who are not distinctively evangelical, and the numbers dropped off con-
siderably in frequency of appearance: R. H. Charles with 68 occurrences,’
George Caird with 48 references,'® and J. Massyngberde Ford with 45.11

Undoubtedly to assuage Mormon readers who might fear that the
result of this broad-ranging use of sources had compromised the Mormon-
ism of the end product, the authors explain in their preface:

This study is not a compendium of statements about the book of Rev-
elation nor is it a study of the last days. It is a complete examination
of every verse in Revelation within its historical setting. Though a
person may enjoy Shakespeare without any knowledge of Elizabethan
England, both understanding and appreciation are greatly increased
by background knowledge. The same holds for the whole of the New
Testament, including Revelation. Therefore, we have studied the
most important Jewish and Christian apocalypses and other histor-
ical, apocryphal and pseudepigraphical materials from the first and
early second centuries AD. Also we have consulted and drawn from
scholars both in and out of the LDS community. Of all our sources,
however, none trump [sic] the information that has come from
the Restoration. The inspiring words and insights from latter-day

scripture and general authorities have anchored this volume in the
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teachings of the Restoration. In all of this, our intent has been to

bring John’s writing into its fullest light.!?

What they mean by this is that if non-Mormon authors present evidence
from the historical or literary contexts, or from the meaning of the words
or grammar of a certain passage in Revelation, which might call into ques-
tion Latter-day Saint doctrine or statements from General Authorities, that
material will not appear in the commentary except on very rare occasions.

This creates an interesting read for the non-Mormon scholar. Early on
I recognized that every time the Joseph Smith Translation diverges signifi-
cantly from the King James Version, Draper and Rhodes will tell us and will
find a way to defend the JST. Almost every time Joseph Smith, Brigham
Young, or one of a host of other Church leaders made some well-known
pronouncement about a certain verse or text in Revelation, their state-
ments will be quoted as the definitive interpretation of that passage. So I
was curious to see whether or not the commentary would hang together as
a coherent whole at these junctures. Some of the time it does, and evangel-
ical scholars who were given an excerpt from Draper and Rhodes without
knowing who wrote it could easily imagine it was someone from their own
community. For example, in explaining Revelation 10:6, the authors note
that while the KJV renders hoti chronos ouketi estai as “that time shall be
no longer,” in context a more accurate translation (as in the BYU rendi-
tion) would be “that there will be no further delay.”*? Almost all modern
translations agree, though the JST merely followed the KJV. Or again, in
illuminating the identity of the great whore in chapter 17, we read, “It is
easy to see that Rome, like Babylon of old in all her glory and decadence,
was an excellent symbol of the corrupt godless societies that had arisen
and would arise over the years, more particularly during the last period of
earth’s history.”!* Few evangelicals would disagree.

On other occasions, the informed non-Mormon scholar would rec-
ognize that the source of a certain piece of commentary was Mormon but
also see how the believing Mormon could understand it to flow naturally
from the text at hand. For example, in speaking of the Greek word pro-
totokos in Revelation 1:5, usually translated “firstborn,” Draper and Rhodes
remark that the term “in its literal sense . . . was used to designate either
the firstborn or the only son in a household,” while “in a figurative sense,
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it referred to one with rank and dignity. It also carried both messianic and
royal nuances.”!® From the context and the Old Testament background, we
can clearly see the regal use; from Doctrine and Covenants 93:21 we see the
filial use. No logical contradiction is involved in affirming with our authors
that both meanings are present in Revelation 1:5, though those who do
not accept Joseph Smith’s writings as divine revelation would undoubt-
edly point out that nothing in Revelation itself or its historical background
would ever suggest that “Jesus is the firstborn spirit child of Elohim.”1¢

In still other places, however, the quote from the Church leader does
not merely supplement but seems to conflict with the meaning of the text
arrived at through historical-grammatical methods of interpretation. As
mentioned above, often the reader of Draper and Rhodes’s commentary
would not know this unless they do some of their own exegetical home-
work or are familiar with non-Mormon scholarship. An excellent example
of this is the treatment of the seven seals as seven millennia from the cre-
ation of the earth to the Lord’s Second Coming, a topic to which we will
return shortly.

In a few places, Draper and Rhodes themselves offer sufficient exeget-
ical data to show the historical-grammatical interpretation of the text to
be at odds with later Mormon commentary and give no indication how
they hold the two approaches together. As an illustration, the Greek of
Revelation 1:6 includes the words 0 thed kai patri aurou. Apart from any
context, they could be translated “to God and his father,” as the KJV mis-
leadingly renders them. In context, however, this interpretation is virtually
impossible. Verse 5 has just mentioned Christ, who in verse 6 we learn is
the one who loves us and who freed us from our sins by his blood and made
us a “kingdom” and “priests.” Given the frequency with which John in his
other writings refers to God as Jesus’ Father, and given that the standard
koiné Greek way of expressing the concept of a possessive adjective gov-
erning two nouns was to use the genitive of the personal pronoun placed
immediately after the second noun, the phrase would normally mean “to
his [Jesus’] God and Father.”'” In fact, this is precisely how the BYU New
Testament rendition translates it.!®

We can state the matter even more strongly. Granville Sharp’s rule, for-
mulated by the polymath by that name, also a fighter of the British slave
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trade with his contemporary William Wilberforce, articulated a pattern for
which he found no exceptions in Hellenistic Greek, and even today with
sophisticated searchable databases of all extant ancient Greek, remarkably
no exception has ever been found. When a single article governs a pair of
nouns in an “x and y” construction (that is, “the x and y” rather than “the
x and the y”), the two nouns are always closely linked together. But when
those nouns are singular, personal and nonproper (including words like
“God” and “Father”) they always refer to the identical person.!® In other
words, “God” and “Father” in Revelation 1:6 simply cannot refer to two
separate individuals, as if God had a Father. Grammatically, the sentence
can only mean that the God of Jesus Christ is also his Father.

Draper and Rhodes observe that the JST also translated it this way, but
that ten years after Joseph Smith completed his translation, he claimed to
have received revelation that his understanding of the KJV was right because

“John discovered that God the Father of Jesus Christ had a Father, [and]
you may suppose he had a father also.”?° Of course, if that is what the KJV
meant in its Elizabethan English, then English-speaking Christians would
have been teaching that doctrine widely in between 1611 and the Resto-
ration, but they did not. The KJV translators took 14 thed kai patri autou
to mean “to God, even his [Jesus’] Father,”®! but rendered it awkwardly, so
that Joseph Smith, as he increasingly departed from the more orthodox faith
of his earlier years in Mormonism, later misinterpreted it as meaning that
God himself had a Father. Or at least he posited a revelation that would
trump the historical-grammatical meaning of the text.?? So it is mystifying
to a non-Mormon how Draper and Rhodes can supply sufficient data for
concluding that this passage does 7oz teach “a plurality of Gods” but then
go on to assert that it does indeed promulgate precisely that doctrine.?? It is
time for Latter-day Saints to invert the hermeneutical principle that the later
Joseph Smith always trumps the earlier Joseph Smith even when he is demon-
strably wrong, at least if words and grammar are allowed to mean what they
normally mean. Often the earlier Smith should be allowed to trump the later
Smith by a “back-to-our-oldest-roots” hermeneutic.?* And if this approach
isn't ever permitted, then that means the JST is wrong in at least this one
place, since Smith later changed his understanding. So why should Draper
and Rhodes follow the JST so slavishly elsewhere in the commentary?
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One ecarly online reviewer of the commentary, David Tayman, who
describes himself as “an active and believing Latter-day Saint who might
be considered an informed nonscholar,” had almost the identical reaction
to Draper and Rhodes’s attempt to wed large segments of non-Mormon
scholarship together with past pronouncements by Latter-day Saint leaders
and to allow the JST consistently to trump the original Bible. He writes:

At times, a selection of LDS traditions surrounding a passage are
[sic] indeed presented, as they should be. But I noticed times when
a passage of modern LDS scripture or modern doctrinal concept is
expressed as interpretively authoritative or preferred, with a single
authoritative interpretation of the selected quote being presented,
and the discussion is then considered resolved. Even non-scriptural
texts, such as ideas from the Lectures on Faith, curiously “trump”

other concepts without much discussion.?>

After giving his own examples of this practice, he reaffirms that, “to be clear,
I do not find the existence of connection and exploration of the uniquely
Mormon concepts connected with the text to be incorrect, wrong, or even
problematic.” He acknowledges that doing so can be “a very important
part of helping Latter-day Saints find many roads of relevance and reso-
nance to these texts, and exploring our rich history seeking to find meaning
from them.” But he then adds that what frustrated him personally “was
the way in by which, in practice, certain doctrinal ideas tended to ‘crump’
other options seemingly only by virtue of them being more in line with the
author’s preferred school of conservative Mormon thought.”?¢

One example where Draper and Rhodes offer an alternative interpre-
tation to that of a General Authority might point the way to what they
could have done much more often. In discussing the choice of the seven
churches to which John had his writing delivered, they first note that
Elder James Talmage “suggested that the seven congregations were the last
bastions of faith, the great apostasy having engulfed all the other areas.””
But then they add, “John’s symbolic use of numbers, however, should not
be overlooked. From early times the number seven connoted that which
was full or complete and, therefore, could show that John’s message was
universal, that is, for all branches of the Church, even those outside of
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Asia Minor and those beyond.”?® Draper and Rhodes’s option is far more
likely than Talmage’s, given the very limited and very gradual departure of
second-century Christianity from the various forms of the early church in
the first century, to which the sizable majority of primary sources point.
There never was one moment or even one century when everyone “turned
the lights out,” turning them on again only to discover a radically different
form of Christianity.?® Draper and Rhodes recognize this, but they present
Talmage’s view respectfully and do not directly challenge or contradict i,
while nevertheless showing us a still more excellent way. One could hope
that future volumes in the BYU New Testament Commentary series will
acknowledge this kind of diversity of perspectives, even within Mormon
thought, much more often.

It would be easy to spend this entire short essay focusing just on the key
places in Draper and Rhodes’s commentary where I disagreed—not with
their historical-grammatical exegesis, which rarely ever misleads, but where
they rushed too quickly to cite some Latter-day Saint authority, especially
outside of the standard works, whose perspective just doesn’t fit the culture
or context of the Apostle John and his audiences in Asia Minor in the late
first century. What I would prefer to do with the rest of this essay, however,
is to highlight a cross-section of the many marvelous points of agreement
between the commentary and non-Mormon scholarship, especially evan-
gelical Christian scholarship.

I begin with Draper and Rhodes’s thorough introduction.®® Like many
conservative Protestants and Catholics, but against the rest of the guild,
Draper and Rhodes argue that the case for authorship by the Apostle John
is the strongest of the alternative proposals. John was exiled to the island of
Patmos in the mid-90s under the emperor Domitian. While actual perse-
cution at this time has sometimes been overestimated, it did exist, even if it
wasn't all from Rome or generated by imperial decree. With references to a

“synagogue of Satan,” Revelation 2:9 and 3:9, in particular, show how deeply
seated local Jewish hostility could become. Draper and Rhodes present the
four main interpretive approaches to the Apocalypse—preterist, historicist,
idealist and futuris—complete with each other, along with their various
strengths and weaknesses. They distinguish between “dispensational futur-
ism” and “modified futurism,”! which correspond roughly to what is more
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commonly called dispensational premillennialism and historic (or some-
times “classic”) premillennialism. It would appear that Joseph Smith was
a historic premillennialist, arguably the most common viewpoint among
second- through fourth-century Christians prior to Augustine’s Cizy of God,
which catapulted amillennialism into the prominence it would maintain for
the next thousand years in Roman Catholicism.?? In other words, Smith
looked for a literal future millennial reign of Christ on earth but did not
exempt the Saints from living through the horrors of the tribulation that
unfolds just before Jesus™ return.?® Draper and Rhodes do not, however,
discuss pre-, mid- and post-tribulationism per se. They do, however, opt for
modified futurism with a touch of idealism—the view that the Apocalypse
presents timeless behaviors of God throughout history with respect to both
his people and his enemies, an approach I have defended myself.34

In ways I similarly applaud, Draper and Rhodes go on to discuss the
significance of Revelation embodying elements of three literary genres—
apocalypse, prophecy, and epistle. They accurately survey the historical
background of events at the end of the first century, even if they consid-
erably exaggerate the amount of heresy and apostasy that was occurring.
Very helpfully, they highlight those verses and portions of Revelation that
have been most stressed by key Church leaders, beginning with Joseph
Smith, and nicely summarize their emphases.

I next turn to the commentary proper. At the beginning of each
section of text into which our authors subdivide Revelation, they present
the Greek text according to the 27th edition of the Nestlé-Aland Greek
New Testament,*® the official Latter-day Saint-approved King James
Version in English, and a brand new translation that largely follows the
best textual evidence (even when the KJV doesn’t) and that remains very
formally equivalent in its translation theory but is up to date in its use of
twenty-first-century English. Instead of calling it a translation, however,
it is labeled the BYU New Testament rendition, even though it is very
much a translation in all the ways that the JST is not! This portion of the
commentary alone could be of great help to Latter-day Saints, especially
those who may be wary of modern translations of the Bible outside the
Church and nevertheless find the Elizabethan English of the KJV increas-
ingly difficult to navigate. The commentary portion of the treatment of
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each pericope is divided into two main sections, “ITranslation Notes and
Comments” (the bulk of each section), which proceeds phrase-by-phrase
through the text, and a much briefer “Analysis and Summary” that crys-
tallizes the fundamental meaning of the passage and often reflects on the
contemporary significance of its main ideas.

After the Apostle’s description of his initial vision in Revelation 1, the
commentary which we have already cited several times, John pens the letters
to the seven churches, which span all of chapters 2 through 3. Here Draper
and Rhodes give excellent historical information about each of the seven
cities in which the churches were located, often noting how the choice
of metaphors used to describe the spiritual health of the congregations
draws directly on details of local history and current events. Particularly
important is the recognition that the water supply for Laodicea came either
from the cold, clear mountain springs near Colossae or the therapeutic hot
spring at Hierapolis. By the time the aqueducts reached Laodicea, however,
the water was tepid and hard to drink. Little wonder Christ threatens to
spew the lukewarm churches, like their city’s water, out of his mouth (see
Revelation 3:16). Maybe the Latter-day Saints have not been afflicted with
the teaching popular in other Christian circles that “hot” is good and “cold”
is bad when Christ declares he wishes the Laodiceans were cither hot or
cold, as if staunchly resisting the gospel were somehow better than being
right on the threshold of making a clear-cut stand for Christ! But Draper
and Rhodes recognize that this cannot be, in light of the context in which
both cold and hot water are considered good.?”

Chapters 4 and 5 are nicely summarized by our authors with this intro-
duction: “The throne room theophany provided the seven churches with
the reason why they should put their trust in the Eternal God. The rest
of the vision gives additional support for that trust. It reveals the power,
majesty, and omnipotence of God and the Lamb and also discloses their
work as they prepared for the salvation of the faithful.”38

When we come to chapter 6, Draper and Rhodes apparently have no
choice but to adopt the interpretation of Doctrine and Covenants 77:7 that
each seal represents a thousand years of world history. Had Joseph Smith
heard of the historicist approach of interpreting the seven churches as seven
periods of church history and decided to try out the same approach on
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the seven seals??® Of course, conquest,%® warfare, famine, and death are
common enough in any era of world history, so one can make the interpre-
tation work—very broadly and vaguely and by ignoring all the other events
that occurred in each era. But what in the context of the Apocalypse or of
the end of the first century would ever lead to equating a sea/ with a thou-
sand years, much less requiring the otherwise unbroken chronological pro-
gression of events (except for chapter 12) to be ruptured, returning instead
to the beginning of world history, a history which we now also know long
predated 4000 BC? Texts like Doctrine and Covenants 77, even though they
appear in the standard works, are those that reinforce the non-Mormon con-
viction that we have merely one man’s opinion here, not divine revelation.!

Joseph Smith’s take on the seven seals, nevertheless, is superior to most
of the other Christian schemas in that he recognizes that the seals repre-
sent what must be removed before one can read the scroll of God’s final
judgments against humanity. Thus they do not constitute something that
happens only right before Christ’s return or which occurred only in the
first century. Instead, they refer to preparatory events that are not unique
to the period of intensified horrors which John calls the “great tribula-
tion” (7:14).42 They closely resemble the features of life in this fallen world
that Jesus taught in his Olivet Discourse would characterize the forty-year
period between his death and the destruction of temple in AD 70 (see
Matthew 24:1-14), as the preterist stresses. Yet, as the idealist interpreter
observes, they have been repeated throughout church history many times
over. Finally, as the futurist suspects, they may well characterize the gener-
ation before Christ’s Second Coming as well.4?

Interpretations of the relationships among the seal, trumpet, and bowl
judgments have historically divided into three main camps. The most
straightforward is the strictly chronological, in which all twenty-one judg-
ments follow one another in strict sequence, though not necessarily with
identical intervals in between them. This approach fails to account for why
the sixth seal and the sixth trumpet appear to bring us to the very threshold
of the end, after which the cosmos as we know it cannot continue. And yet
it does. A second main view, therefore, is the recapitulative perspective, by
which each series of seven judgments covers the same chronological ground
but from different vantage points. The sixth of each series then does bring
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us very close to the end of human history as we know it. But this view
doesn’t adequately explain the intensification from one-fourth of the earth
affected during the seal judgments, to one-third during the trumpet judg-
ments, to the entire world during the bowls (or “vials of God’s wrath” as
the KJV memorably rendered it). The third approach is sometimes called
the telescopic view. Here the seventh seal when looked at closely turns out
to contain the seven trumpets. It is not a separate judgment itself; indeed,
when this seal is opened, all that happens is silence in heaven for a half an
hour. So too the seventh trumpet, when scrutinized carefully, is seen to
contain the seven bowls, because while there are storms and earthquakes
after it is sounded, they occur in heaven and not on earth. They create what
led Eugene Peterson to entitle his incisive little commentary on the Apoca-
lypse Reversed Thunder.** This approach preserves the strengths of the other
two while remedying their weaknesses.#> While Draper and Rhodes don’t
discuss this debate explicitly, it appears their commentary would mesh with
this third, telescopic approach, which I also think fits John’s visions best.
Ever since Hal Lindsey’s Late, Great Planet Farth*® became the
best-selling book of “nonfiction” (a somewhat dubious label) in the entire
decade of the 1970s, countless individuals around the world have imag-
ined that literal, prolonged, and excruciating human warfare will bring
world history to its climax just before Jesus comes back. Of course, Lindsey
hardly invented this notion; he merely popularized it on an unprecedented
scale, which the sixteen novels in the Left Behind series of the 1990s and
2000s elaborated further.#” Revelation 9:1-12 has always featured prom-
inently in these kinds of interpretations; since the invention of modern
flying machines many people have imagined them to be armed helicop-
ters.®® D. Kelly Ogden and Andrew C. Skinner observe that “some have
wondered if John could be describing fighter aircraft, tanks, flame throw-
ers, missiles, and so forth.”#> Meanwhile, the purely historical or preterist
perspective notes the Parthian hordes that threatened Rome in the first
century with their long-haired riders swinging maces behind them as they
rode on armored horses.>® Draper and Rhodes, though, rightly highlight
the demonic origin of these creatures and speak of “hell-inspired pandemo-

nium”>! and elaborate:
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The images expose the overall horror of the beasts and their power-
fully destructive force. To limit them to helicopters or tanks weakens
the message and the warning. Their description serves to empha-
size the demonic nature that drives them and the broad power to
torment they possess. Besides, there is nothing human associated

with them.52

Chapter 9:20-21 explains why God permits such horrors; even at this

late hour he is giving humanity every chance to repent. That so many people
do not is astonishing. In Draper and Rhodes’s words, “That they can come
through the brutalization of the first and second woes with not a shred of
turning from their ways reveals an unimaginable depth of hardheadedness,
a hardheadedness built on demonic deception.”>® I fully agree and wonder
if this doesn’t temper the otherwise highly optimistic Latter-day Saint spirit
about how few people are so intransigent that they will remain in hell for
all eternity. Consider also the evidence of 20:7-10. That unbelievers could
live through a millennium of unparalleled goodness directly attributable
to the reign of Christ and the goodness of his people and then rebel the
moment that Satan is released to deceive the nations (20:7-9) reinforces
my conviction. With C. S. Lewis, I affirm that the “doors of hell” may be
“locked on the inside,”* but let us never underestimate how many may
for eternity prefer to be the master of their own destinies, however sordid,
rather than bow the knee to any other person or power. It is tragic, but it
rings true to history’s experience with the human condition.

The vision of the two witnesses in Revelation 11 is regularly described as
the hardest chapter of the apocalypse to interpret.>®> But Draper and Rhodes
echo many premillennial interpreters when they see the events occurring in
Jerusalem (“the great city . . . where also their Lord was crucified”—verse 8)
rather than Rome, and when they understand the survivors of Jerusalem’s
carthquake being terrified and giving glory to the God of heaven in verse
13 as referring to actual repentance and the conversion of many in Israel or
among Jewish people more generally.>® Draper and Rhodes likewise echo
most commentators of all theological stripes in seeing the dragon and two
beasts of chapters 12 and 13 as a parody of the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit.’” Against the somewhat more popular understanding of the myste-
rious number 666 as gematria (Hebrew numerology) for the name NRWN
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QSR (Nero Caesar), they agree with the second-most-common scholarly
explanation of the number (as do I) that explains it as the triple imperfec-
tion of the Satanic trinity trying to mimic the true Godhead (which would
yield 777—the number of completion or perfection in Jewish thought) but
always falling just short.>®

With Richard Bauckham’s influential study of the theology of Reve-
lation,>® Draper and Rhodes take the harvest of the earth and the wine-
press of God’s wrath to refer to the harvest of believers and the judgment
of unbelievers, respectively. Again, I tend to concur, even if the major-
ity of scholars take both as parallel metaphors for judgment. We have
already mentioned briefly the seven bowl judgments and the nature of the
great whore of Babylon, which account for most of chapters 15-17. That
brings us to Revelation 18, in which the materialistic nature of the whore
is highlighted. In other words, not only is the great, evil end-times empire
politically powerful and religiously blasphemous, persecuting the true
devotees of Jesus, it is also economically wealthy.°® Draper and Rhodes
provide an important corrective to the typical non-Mormon interpreta-
tion that sees this empire fulfilled in forces largely outside the professing
church of Jesus Christ, such as totalitarian regimes, the most unethical
of the multinational corporations and, at times, even the unbridled mil-
itarism of the American empire.®! False Christianity can also readily, if
even unwittingly, side with the beast, empowered by the false prophet
and serving the dragon. On the other hand, Draper and Rhodes do not
adequately acknowledge the allusions to Rome that regularly permeate
every part of the Apocalypse, making the most dangerous threat to the
Church at the end of the first century 7oz the false teachers and apostates
from within but persecution and hostility from without.®?

With Revelation 19, the stage is set for Christ’s recurn and the mar-
riage feast of the Lamb, where he is “wedded” to all of his followers of all
time. At this juncture, Draper and Rhodes helpfully clarify a number of the
comments they have made and a plethora of quotations of Church leaders
they have utilized regarding the role of good works in a person’s salvation.
Quoting Joseph Fielding McConkie and Robert L. Millet, they explain:

In the strictest sense, no one can work out his own salvation. No

person can create himself, resurrect himself, ransom himself from
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sin, or cleanse his own heart from the taints of the world. These
are the actions of a God, of an infinite being. We can seek and ask
and petition and supplicate. We can apply his blood, take his name,
accept his enabling power, and acquire his nature, but we cannot
save ourselves. The Saints of God seek above all things for the sanc-
tifying powers of the Spirit in their lives. Through this process they
have their beings changed, and by means of that Spirit they are moti-
vated to righteous works, the works of God. In that sense, Christ has
begun to live in them (see Gal. 2:20). Thus Paul implored: “Where-
fore, my beloved, as ye have always obeyed, not as in my presence
only, but now much more in my absence, work out your own sal-
vation with fear and trembling.” And now note the Apostle’s words:
“For it is God which worketh in you both to will and to do of his
good pleasure” (Phil. 2:12-13).63

This quotation could just as easily have been placed in the context of the
great white throne judgment of Revelation 20.

Had the seven seals not been defined as seven millennia, there would
have been no need for Draper and Rhodes (or any other Latter-day Saint)
to defend the rather strained idea of the Millennium beginning before the
return of Christ so that it could include the tribulation that the seventh
seal introduces.®* There is no reason to see the events at the beginning of
Revelation 20 occurring at any earlier point than after the return of Christ
with which chapter 19 ends.®® Indeed, this may be one of the most unfor-
tunate places where the medieval church inserted a chapter break in the
entire Bible. Revelation 19:20-21 narrates the capture and demise of two-
thirds of the unholy trinitcy—the beast and the false prophet. One’s curi-
osity is naturally piqued as to what will happen to the third member, the
dragon—Satan himself. And the first four verses of chapter 20 answer that
question at once. He is bound and thrown into the abyss, which is locked
for a thousand years. All these punishments happen at the same time, so
that the Millennium begins after Jesus has returned to earth, vanquished
his enemies, and confined Satan to prevent him from doing his dirty work
on earth as he had previously done, in particular during the tribulation
depicted by the seven trumpets and seven bowls immediately preceding
Christ’s parousia.®®
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Draper and Rhodes, following the BYU New Testament rendition, do,
nevertheless, recognize what the NIV and several other modern translations
do not—that it is not just martyrs who are raised to life during the Millen-
nium but all of God’s people.®” The kai before the hoitines in the middle of
verse 4 could be appositional, renaming the same group of individuals. But
it is far more likely to be merely continuative, broadening the group from
those who were beheaded for their faith to everyone who never received
the mark of the beast or worshipped its image.®® Draper and Rhodes, again
following the BYU New Testament rendition, similarly recognize that the
aorist tenses at the end of verse 4 are most likely ingressive—the believ-
ers began to live and reign with Christ or, to quote the rendition, “they
were brought to life and ruled with Christ a thousand years.”®® This is no
flashback to Christ’s first coming as in classic amillennialism, making the
Millennium coterminous with all of church history. Neither is it the final
glorious period of the Christianizing of the planet prior to Jesus’ Second
Coming, as in postmillennialism. It is a discrete period between Christ’s
return and the new heavens and new earth, to which chapters 21-22 turn.

Fortunately, there is less disagreement among commentators of all
theological stripes about the final two chapters of Revelation than there
is over many other portions of the book. The eternal state will be more
glorious than any of us dare ever imagine. And it will be earthier than
much of the history of Christianity has envisioned, because the earth as
well as the heavens are re-created. Especially because of verse 24, which
teaches that the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into the new
earth, Draper and Rhodes recognize that “the old earth is not so much
annihilated as reconstituted to become a new celestial orb.””® What our
authors might have added is that here is another mandate to care for our
carth, as well as our material universe more generally, because at least
some of it will be redeemed.”?

Almost all branches of Christianity have read between the lines of
John's prophecy about the new heavens and new earth because Revelation
21-22 leaves so many unanswered questions. Draper and Rhodes, often
following previous Latter-day Saint teaching, are no exception, as they go
well beyond the biblical text in talking about eternal service and becoming
gods. But no umbrage can be taken to their summarizing statement: John
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“has placed all history in its cosmic setting and shown its movement to the

end of time. But even grander than the historical review stands his powerful
and pure testimony of his King and his God, whose power, judgment, and
love he has shown none can escape.””? They do overly narrow the applica-
tion of John’s warnings at the end of the book, based on 22:19, reasoning
that a warning that on€’s share of the tree of life will be taken away from
a person who adds or subtracts from the book could only apply to those
who once had such a share. But John could just as easily mean the share
that a person could have had. Especially since he has just mentioned all the
wicked who remain outside the new heavens and the new earth—“dogs,
and sorcerers, and whoremongers, and murderers, and idolaters” (22:15)—
it is unlikely that he is thinking only of those within the church who have
tampered with his prophecy.”?

Our authors close the commentary proper by rightly observing that
the warning at the end of Revelation refers only to the words of that book
itself and not to the whole Bible. Thus it cannot be used to challenge the
Mormon conviction that “plain and precious truths” have been removed
from Bible that Joseph Smith restored.”4 But it is disingenuous to cite Bart
Ehrman’s two books on textual criticism for support,” because all Ehrman
discusses are the textual variants in ancient copies of biblical books that
actually exist. He offers not a shred of evidence that the specific kinds of
corruption postulated by Smith ever happened.”® Fortunately, the com-
mentary proper is not the end of Draper and Rhodes’s book. A brief epi-
logue summarizes and applies John’s Apocalypse and ends with an extended
passage that well merits recitation:

In sum, the central message of Revelation is that God, the Almighty,
is governing this world. Admittedly, Satan, his followers, those
mortals he is able to corrupt, and those who corrupt themselves have
and are making a hell of it when they can. But God ever limits their
time and effectiveness within the bounds of agency. In the end, he
and his Saints will win this battle with a decisive victory. Therefore,
it behooves all of us to repent and help him move the work forward.
The point is that none can stop the Lord (see D&C 3:1-3). As
his righteous children see this, they react in a magnificent hymn of

praise to his power, majesty, and mercy. In the words of the heavenly
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choir: “Great and marvelous are thy works, Lord God Almighty; just
and true are thy ways, thou King of saints. Who shall not fear thee,
O Lord, and glorify thy name? For thou only art holy: for all nations-
shall come and worship thee; for thy judgments are made manifest.”
(Revelation 15:3-4)77

Adela Yarbro Collins has offered the pithiest summary of the Apocalypse I
have ever heard: “Jesus wins!””8 But Draper and Rhodes offer the necessary
unpacking of this summary in language that both captures John’s message
accurately and highlight humanity’s appropriate response of worship.

What should a reviewer say in conclusion? Tayman’s perspectives from
inside the Latter-day Saint movement almost exactly match mine from
outside. If the purpose of this commentary series “is simply to present
a substantial contribution to moving forward Mormons’ familiarity with
important (and most unheard in Mormon circles) aspects of the history,
traditions, arguments, and usage and language of the book of Revelation,
then its value is great, and is to be recommended.” If; as some both inside
and outside the Latter-day Saint world have hoped, one of the purposes
is “that this volume might serve as a contribution to the outside world of
Biblical Scholarship, to be engaged with and to further widen discussion
of the concepts within,” then “the devotional and seeming uncritical way
certain modern doctrinal interpretations ‘trump’ and give the appearance
of discrediting some available historical and otherwise convincing views,
will not be conducive to this volume making any significant impact in
outside scholastic circles.”

In either case, Tayman concludes:

As a combination educational and devotional tool for the wider LDS
Community, however, I see this project’s development as an import-
ant contribution, and one that should be applauded by those who
wish to see, at the very least, a wider understanding of at least some of
the concepts and problems expressed by the wider Biblical commu-
nity that otherwise may have no other way of being “safely” expressed
from within. While the answers and issues may not be addressed or
resolved how all might ideally like them to be, the fact that issues are
being expressed and acknowledged from a substantial work by a Church-

run institution is in and of itself, at least for me, a major gain.”®

221



UNVEILING REVELATION

With this I heartily concur. And with twenty-six more books of the New
Testament to go, the series has every opportunity to improve even on what-
ever deficiencies may attach to this initial volume.

The key hermeneutical issue to be decided and hopefully to be discussed
in these subsequent volumes is the relationship between General Author-
ities’ statements, even canonical ones, and the historical-grammatical
meaning of the text of the New Testament. Will commentators continue
to employ all of the standard tools of interpretation that are used with
any other work of ancient literature and human communication unless an
authority says something seemingly at odds with that interpretation? Will
the authority normally trump the text’s plain meaning in those instances?
Do Latter-day Saint commentators have the freedom to state their pref-
erence for the plain meaning? If not, why not and what are the implica-
tions of such a restriction? If they have the freedom to do so but prefer a
modern dictum over the ancient historical-grammatical meaning, what are
the implications of such a preference? If they continue to demonstrate sal-
utary historical-grammatical interpretive skills except where such a dictum
exists and then try to hold the two forms of interpretation together in
ways others find contradictory, how can they defend such a hermeneutic?
This is not just asking for more explicit clarification that modern prophets
carry more authority than ancient scripture but rather for explanation of
how they can ever rely on mere historical-grammatical interpretation if the
possibility of later, potentially contradictory revelation remains that would
carry greater authority. Why not simply say we have no idea what the text
means unless we have an authoritative interpretation on which to rely? Or
do those interpretations themselves reflect patterns that could be extended
to other texts? These and related questions will hopefully be addressed as

the series emerges.®°
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Likewise, on both these points, Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of John,
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its mark on their foreheads or their hands.” But the footnote adds that the end of
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the first sentence and beginning of the second could be rendered as “God; I also
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See, e.g., David Mathewson, “The Destiny of the Nations in Revelation 21:1—
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During a question-and-answer time in a seminar at the national meetings of the
Society of Biblical Literature at least twenty-five years ago. I have no further recol-
lection of the specific setting.

All three quotations from Tayman, “First Impressions.”
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the discussions are out in the open and the implications of the various approaches

widely analyzed.



