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Discuss the apocalyptic structure of The Revelation of St. John the Divine 

 Underlying Revelation is an implicit tension between the unequivocal, covenantal vow of 

God to fulfill His prophecy and the painful, uncertain patience this demands of the believer. This 

is evident even in the penultimate lines: “He which testifieth these things saith, Surely I come 

quickly. Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (King James Bible, Revelation 22:20). Where John 

as prophet conveys the divine promise—within which is contained a reassurance of imminence

—his mortal and vulnerable aspect nevertheless compels him to invoke the fulfillment of this 

promise. This has implications for his audience. To the extent that Revelation is a vision designed 

to sustain the Christian world until the Second Coming (1:1-3), its successful dissemination 

necessitates robust articulation. As such, the text is fundamentally concerned with the problem of 

translation: John is implicitly tasked with translating a glimpse of eternity into temporal terms; 

and this compels him to mutilate the language of temporality. To this end, John vacillates 

constantly between past, present, and future tense, thereby reinforcing a synoptic vision that 

renders the interim between prophecy and its fulfillment spiritually bearable. In other words, 

John negates time in order to articulate eternity. 

 Owing to its transcendent nature, John’s vision is impossible to articulate without 

compromising a certain logic inherent to the human experience of reality: namely, that of linear 
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and sequential temporality. With reference to the post-Apocalyptic Jerusalem that he sees in his 

vision, for instance, John writes: 

And the city had no need of sun, neither of the moon, to shine in it: for the glory of God 

did lighten it, and the Lamb is the light thereof. And the nations of them which are saved 

shall walk in the light of it: and the kings of the earth do bring their glory and honour 

into it. And the gates of it shall not be shut at all by day: for there shall be no night there. 

(21:23-25) 

Over the course of three sentences, John proceeds from past to present tense; adopts the future 

tense; reverts back to the present tense; and finishes with future tense. There are a number of 

possible explanations. For instance, John’s repeated alteration could simply be due to the various 

and often competing purposes for which he is writing: where he is describing his vision, he uses 

past tense, whereas prophetic moments call for the use of future tense. Unfortunately, this 

explanation disintegrates when we consider John’s use of the present tense. For past tense would 

entirely suffice pure description; that John employs the language of the now implies that, rather 

than simply convey the vision, he is trying to reel the reader into his experience of it. This 

involvement bespeaks a kind of intentional authorial violence. Like an impressionist painter 

whose project is to root their depiction of reality in a particular experience thereof, John’s 

linguistic machinations and obfuscations are performed, actually and paradoxically, in the 

service of truth. In either case, the aim is not a rigid objectivity, but rather a searingly subjective 

authenticity. Thus we find John writing that “the Lord God of the holy prophets sent his angel [to 

John] to shew unto his servants the things which must shortly be done. Behold, I come quickly: 

blessed is he that keepeth the sayings of the prophecy of this book” (22:7). Here, John’s use of 
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the present tense compounds a sense of imminence that reads with an almost perennial urgency: 

these lines are as fresh and enthralling today as they were when they were first set down. This 

urgency is essentially productive: the imminence of God’s judgement induces a kind of rectifying 

terror that amounts to a more robust adherence to the ordinances of God (2:23; 3:10-12).  

 In the first moments of the Revelation, John writes: “Blessed is he that readeth, and they 

that hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written therein: for the time 

is at hand” (1:3). John’s inconsistent use of tense aims at this spiritual edification of the reader. 

By sheer temporal convolution, he compromises the reader’s sense of time, thereby initiating 

them into a state where past, present and future are held together and simultaneously sustained. 

This timelessness allows them to experience his vision more completely. Furthermore, John’s use 

of the present tense, while technically unnecessary, results in the undying potency of his words. 

With these creative decisions in mind, the Revelation is an artistic representation of the 

experience of eternity. It undermines an essential characteristic of human experience—namely, 

that of temporality—but does so in order to accommodate the limits of human understanding. 

The care and consideration this implies themselves evince a mercifulness inherent to the 

operations of the divine. With this mercy in mind, patience becomes not only practicable but 

desirable: for mercy bespeaks love, and love invites reciprocity. Amazingly, then—and 

notwithstanding the borderline psychological terrorism of its incendiary images—Revelation’s 

call to steadfastness is predicated on a profound demonstration of God’s love for man.  
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