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The Apocalypse of John ends with awarning to al auditors not to add to or subtract from any
of the “words of the prophecy of thisbook.” That, | submit to you, is*reader-response criticism.”
How one reads this book seems to have graver consequences than most others. And wouldn't we all
like to have that sort of power over editors and readers? Later editors of the New Testament no doubt
gppreciated the contral this ending gave the canon.

But the authoria voice behind this narrator hardly plays by these rules. The implied author
borrowed extensively from the Bible; he borrowed characters, phrases, and images. There are
hundreds of dlusionsto the Hebrew Bible or LXX in Revelation, athough not one of them is marked
by acitation formula.

The strong interest among scholars in John's use of the OT comes from the overwheming
evidence that the Apocalypse is soaked with scriptura references. A fundamental debate among
scholars has been over whether the use of the HB in Reveation should be understood as anthologicdl,
in which the author uses his scriptura sources as a thesaurus for the new, independent vision of the
Apocaypse, or as exegetica, in which the use of the HB in Revelaion shows a greater degree of
intentiondity, the prophetic textsin particular shaping John's vison and theology. The anthologicd

gpproach istypified by Louis Vos and Elisabeth Schiisder Fiorenza, who describe the use of the OT in



Revelation respectively as a* garb in which John clothes his New Testament Vison” or asa“language
arsend in order to make his own theologica statements or express his own prophetic vision.”* For the
opposing view, | take Jan Fekkes careful and detailed study of the use of the Hebrew Biblein
Reveation astypica. Fekkes sets out to chalenge this anthologica approach or, in hiswords, “the
common assumption that John is not conscioudy interpreting the OT, but Smply using it as alanguage
and image base™ Hisfocusis, in fact, authorid intent, as the term "conscious interpretation” indicates.
Fekkes goes as far to claim that John's use of a passage "extends aso to the setting and purpose of the
origina biblical passage.'®

| think it is difficult to maintain that the free recombination and rewriting of scripturd textsin the
Apocaypse has any correspondence with the purposes of the origina passages. While these
references do have generd thematic smilarities with the origina passages, there are too many for the
audience to discern any clear exegetical technique asde from their thematic smilarities. A recent sudy
of the use of scriptura adlusion in Revelation by Steve Moyise uses theoreticad work on intertextudity,
moving the discussion beyond more traditiond higtorica-critica treatments. Moyise rightly reminds
critics of the Apocaypse that dlusion by its very nature introduces discontinuities between the origina
(sub)text and the new (inter)text by the relocation of literary and cultural contexts?® Intertextuality does
not, however, necessarily connote a completely haphazard or anthological approach to the Hebrew
texts. Moyise aso engagesin study of the dialectical tension of dlusonsin Revedion, where, quoting
the Renai ssance poetry critic Thomas Greene, “the text is the locus of a struggle between two rhetorica
or semiotic systemsthat are vulnerable to one another and whose conflict cannot easily be resolved.™

Moyise explores the tension in Reveation particularly in its use of destructive and military imagery,



arguing that Revelaion forces a reinterpretation of thisimagery by juxtaposing the rhetoric of
dedtruction in Reveation (my term) with Chrigtian imagery such asthe Lamb of Christ who wasdain, in
order to suggest the metaphorical battle faced by Chrigtians®

Moyise makes a troubling association of the “ disagreegble’ militaristic and destructive rhetoric
in Revelation with Judaism, and | do not think Moyise's gpology for Revelation’ s rhetoric adequately
addresses the psychologica critique of Harold Bloom, who sees St. John as aweak poet who has a
nervous breakdown under the anxiety of prophetic, literary influence. To quote Bloom on Reveation:

Lurid and inhumane, it’ s influence has been pernicious, yet inescapable . . .. perhapsit

is gppropriate that a celebration of the end of the world should not only be barbaric but

scarcdy literate. Where the substance is so inhumane, who would wish the rhetoric to

be more persuasive, or the vision to be more vividly redized.”®
Bloom, in the tredition of D. H. Lawrence, mounts a powerful critique of Reveation, dthough in terms
of apsychoanaytica rather than class-based methodology. It isa critique that Fekkes never attempts
to answer and Moyiseg, | believe, failsto answer completely.’

There is adidecticd tenson between John's literary visons and his scripturd sources. Despite
the lack of citation formula and acknowledgments of source materia, Revelation doesin fact actively
engage its scriptural sources so that critical readers can discern a particular interpretive stance towards
these sources. 1n the passage on which the title of my paper is based, Reveation turns to the audience
and atempts to shape their response to the text. In my reading of this warning and of the use of the
Bible in Revdation, | am attempting an intersection of socid-hitoricd and literary-critica interpretive

methodologies. Inthisrisky and perhaps unethical attempt a genetic engineering, | am happy report
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to the Lit Crit/Bib Crit Section that literary critical methods have led the way, infusing strong and hedlthy
new tissues in an otherwise weakened interpretive frame. That is, considering this end-warning from a
literary perspective has greetly informed my thinking on the socid-historica Stuation. Scholars have
long recognized the explicit daim to prophetic authority here and e sewhere in the Apocalypse (1:2,
etc).® Theimplied author casts his narrator as God' s authoritative prophet-dave and this text as divine
scripture. No other canonicd text makes such aclam. This claim to prophetic authority has been
understood within the socia context of early Christian prophecy. | am proposing today that this
warning isitsaf ahermeneutica statement directed towards controlling the act of literary interpretation.
Considering how to read this warning from a literary-critical perspective, | have focused on what the
text says about reading itself. Interrogating the rhetoric of reading in this ending-warning takes us deep
into the didecticd tensonsin the intertextudity of the Apocaypse and into the ideologies of the text
and the communities who wrote and read the text.

The cordllary to the notion that texts function as ideologica scripts within their rhetorico-
political Situation istha reading isapolitica act.’ To say that Revelation isapolitica text should not
surprise anyone here. The rhetoric of Revelation exhortsiits audience to take a politica stand against
the dominant Greco-Roman culture. Reveation aso takes a strong ideologica stand within the
Chrigtian communities of Asa Thisisless recognized among readers and scholars. The surface
rhetoric of Chrigtian prophecy fighting Roman palitical power and Greek cultural power is so strong
that the underlying intra-Christian ideology tends to be lost or ignored. Furthermore, scholarly research
for the past 100 years has focused on the religio-mythica “backgrounds’ of the text, an interpretive

drategy of alegory that de-politicizes the text for “safe” scholarly consumption. My point of view,



however, bears repesating, that the primary axis of power in thistext is not Roman vs. Christian but
gpocayptic-prophetic Chrigtian vs. other Christian leaders and teachers. With this framework in mind,
| suggest that the warning in Rev 22:18-19 circumscribes the reading of the Apocaypse, and the
readers of the Apocalypse, within particular ideologica boundaries.

Thetask as| seeit istherefore to interrogate the control of interpretation assumed by thetext in
terms of its own reading and rewriting of biblica texts and in terms of its control of the audience. The
contradiction at the heart of thisideology is palpable.® Texts are not concrete, absolute entities but are
sgns pointing to other signs. The Apocalypse does not exist apart from the Hebrew scriptures, woven
asit isfrom the iconography and vocabulary of the Hebrew texts. The author of the Apocaypse pulls
finished stone from the temples of the scriptures like afurtive resdent in a deserted imperid city. He
does not build a monument to what has past but destroys what he uses by asserting hegemony over
scripture, the scroll that he has swallowed, and over the audience. The contradiction in thisideology is
in the enormous gap between how Reveation reads and how it triesto force its
READERSAUDIENCE to read. Returning from literary to socid-historicd criticism, my hypothesisis
that the very act of reading—reading scripture, reading tradition, reading revelatory visons—was an
issuein theideologica struggle between the apocayptic-prophetic community that inscribed their
power in Reveation and the post-Pauline community leaders opposed by this circle of prophets. | am
presenting not merely aliterary-critica reading but a socid-historica congtruction in which a conventicle
of intinerant-charismatic prophets chalenge the mord, theological, and ideologicd authority of the
emerging post-Pauline establishment in Asa. Circumscribing the act of reading is one way of atacking

this establishment.
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Rhetorical-ideologica analyss of the Apocdypse s claim to interpretive hegemony exposes the
contradiction at the heart of Revelation’s ideology and deconstructs the very deconstruction of the OT
inthetext. A closereading of the warning in Rev 22:18-19 brings to light these contradictions around
what has been read by rhis text (OT) and what can and cannot be read into thistext. The author, a
master reader of prophetic texts, attempts to circumscribe the way /oi akountes, both the implied
Chrigtian audience of the Apocaypse in ancient AsaMinor and dl future readers, would read this text.

The warning is directed to hoi akountes, the Christian audience, those who hear the words of
thisbook. (This reminds us that) Theideologicd plane for Revelation is the Christian community
itself; no Romans or Greeks were listening to the Chrigtians fight it out againgt each other in this Biblion.
The narrator claims God-like authority to control the interpretation of the text. Indeed, the narrator,
acting as prophet, clamsto control God' s retributive actions according to how the reader responds.
John as narrator conscioudy takes on the mantle of dave (1:1, 19:10; 22:6, 9),'* but here reverses that
power dynamic and endaves the audience to the text by cutting off any future act of interpretation, just
asinterpretation cuts off their share of holy wood or heavenly city. Power iswithheld from the
audience by the author, who calls down plagues or removes blessing with the power of the Biblion. It
is aremarkable retributive authorid act, whereby an interpretational addition (an exegetica move? an
dlegory, perhaps) brings with it the inscribed curses of the Apocalypse whereas agrammatical or
textud excison cuts off eternd life. Johrredtsofftiterary nosesto-pite thetreternatHife—

The dlusive, mosaic use of scripture by the prophet isreified. The processisfrozen as Logos
becomes Biblion. The rhetoric of reading in the Apocaypse is founded upon self-objectification. The

text reifies logos as Biblion and essentidizesits own authority vis a vis the akountes. Asthetrmptied



Stdwart historica-critica readers no doubt have some objections, and so | will turn to the
pardldsfor correctives to my decongructive flights of fancy. Of the 200 or more alusions and echoes
of the Hebrew Bible in Revelation, perhaps the most interesting to examine isthisone itsdlf. Itisa
conflation of two passages in Deuteronomy (Deut 4:2; Deut 29:19). Deuteronomy is caled debarim in
Hebrew, of course, and it iswords that the Apocalypse appropriates. In Deut 4.2, “Moses’ charges
the audience neither to add to nor take away from the debarim he has given them and in 29:19
threatens anyone who turns away from the covenant with the curses written in the book. The pardléds
with Revelation should be clear, but the differences are sgnificant. In Deuteronomy, the book of
words, the warnings focus not on words but on the actions of the audience. Deut 4:1 cdlsIsradl to
obey (s¢ma©) the “statues and ordinances’ (‘el-hahuqqim wg ‘el-hammixp~tim) Moses teaches them
S0 that they might enter the land. Deut 4:2 then commands the people neither to add any more
devarim nor take away anything (mimmennii) from it but to keep the commandments of the LORD.
They are neither to add nor take away from these “statues and ordinances,” ‘el-hahugqim we ‘el-
hammixp~tim but keep (s-mar) them. The threat that follows this commandment reminds the people of
how Y ahweh destroyed those who turned to the Baal of Peor while keeping those who followed the
LoRrRD safe. The second warning from Deuteronomy used in Rev 22:18-19 follows the blessngs and
curses in Deuteronomy 28. The narrative context for this warning is the covenant re-enactment at
Beth-peor in Moab. Here, Moses warns the people that the curses written in the book will descend
upon the listeners. Deut 29:19-20 cdls down the curses of the book upon those who hear them and

then turn away to their individua, sinful ways. They are to hear and obey; to keep their loyalty to



Y ahweh uncontaminated by individual desires or disobedience to the commandments. Deut 29:19
includes nothing about adding or taking away commandments. More significant, there is nothing here
about reading and interpreting the commandments. The focusis the peopl€ s choice to listen in their
hearts and obey—or to turn away and be smitten by the curses of the Lord. Deuteronomy rhetoricaly
connects word and deed, devarim and mac|fieh.

The conflation of the two Deuteronomy passages in Rev 22:18-19 short-circuits the
Deuteronomic rhetoric that would equate word and deed, hearing and obeying. The implied author
rewrites the biblica text so that the curse associated with disobeying now appliesto how one READS
thetext. Violating his own warning, the author has taken awvay and added to biblica subtext, atext
which itsdf tries rhetoricaly to protect its own integrity. John/the implied author is thereby privileging
the new text over theold. The didectica tension between the two semictic-rhetorica systemsisthere
indeed, but in its attempt to prevent interpretationa moves by the audience Reveation swalows the
biblica subtext.

Evidence that this type of warning at the end of atext was conventional among gpocayptic
texts might lead one to dismiss my questions about the warning because it should be read as a generic
feature of gpocalyptic works. The most important parale occursin I Enoch 104:10-12, which fals at
the end of the Epistle of Enoch.'? The author of the Apocaypse could well have known 7 Enoch and
may have used it asasource® 1 Enoch 104:11-13, like Deuteronomy and Reveaion, explicitly
refersto the faithful tranamission of its own teachings, including warnings and threats againgt “those who
alter [or] take away from my words, all of which I testify to them from the beginning!” The

parald provides an important contrast when we note the target of these threats. the enemies of the



righteous, cdled here snners, (the poalitical and rdigious establishment in Jerusaem, perhaps Alexander
Janneus and John Hyrcanus) will invent “fictitious stories’ and write out “my Scriptures’ on the basis of
their own words. IN the dominant and typicd “us'them” rhetoric of agpocalyptic, the danger of fase
interpretation or nefarious emendation comes from outside the interpretive, reading community. Rev
22:18-19 in contrast directs its warnings againg interpretation not to the dominant “them” of the
visons—that is, the beasts and those who worship the beast, the kings of the earth, and the forces of
Satan—but to /0i akountes, those who hear the text, the immediate audience within the Christian
churches. The epilogue and warning in 22:18-19 rhetoricaly implies the audience of the seven
messages in chapters 2-3, the community of the Asian Christian churches!* The threat implied by this
warning iswithin the Christian community. In the seven messages the author, through the voice of
“Chrigt,” judges and attacks members of the churches, especidly other authority figures such as
apostles, prophets, or teachers, who oppose his authority or mora teachings. Rev 22:18-19isdso
directed to the Christian community. Thiswarning, however, does not concern idol mest, reliance on
wedlth, or spiritual commitment, as do the messages. Here, the issueis interpretation of texts,
specificaly thistext (“the words of this book of prophecy,” tou;" 1 ovgou" th™" prof hteiva" tou’

bibl iv ou touvtou)

Thiswarning condructs a rhetoric of reading for the audience of the Apocdypse. | find the
targeting of “those who hear the text” in Rev 22:18-19 crucid for interrogating the ideolog(ies) in this
rhetoric of reading. “Those who hear” are insders, part of the Christian church, not the evil “them” of /
Enoch. And “those who hear” are those who listen, not those who read. We noted the attention to

obedience to Y ahweh's statues and ordinances in the Deuteronomic subtexts. The vice-lists that
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occupy such an important place in the New Jerusdlem section and the epilogue of the Apocalypse dso
focus on mora obedience: for ingtance the prohibition in Rev 22:15 againgt dogs, sorcerors, fornicators,
idolaters, and lovers of falsehood. But the warning of Rev 22:18-19 focuses on reading. The
Apocaypse warns its audience, hoi akountes, avay from becoming readers. Note how this warning
recalls the introduction of the Apocaypse, 1:3, “Blessed are those who read aloud these words of
prophecy and who keep what is written in them, for thetimeisnear.” Reading is not a passve act of
reciting words doud and internaizing the text but rather an active process of interpretation and
understanding. Reading is a creative act involving verba association, interpretation, exeges's,
transcription, relation, andyss, meditation. Reading is above dl apolitical act. In Reveation, this
activity isthe sole prerogative of the implied author. In Revelation 10, avison based on Dan 12:5-6
and Ezek 2:8-3:3, John takes a biblion from an angd, swalowsit and is told to prophesy again.
The author swallows the word of God and digests it for the audience, who are told strongly not to play
with their literary food. The Apocaypse congtructs a rhetoric of reading, confronting the audience with
specific textua threats and punishments based not on their actions, the nomina surface mord code of
the text, but on how (or whether) they read. Active reading or interpretation—allegory, the substituting
of one st of Sgnsfor another, the mapping of meanings onto images and metaphors—is athreat. John
literally circumscribes the audience, taking away their interpretive freedom to be readers.

The rewriting of the two Deuteronomy passages in awarning againg adding and taking awvay
from this book of prophecy is not so much ironic as emblematic of the intertextuality of the
Apocaypse. John has created amosaic of interpretation from the Hebrew and Greek scriptures. This

intertextuaity could suggest playful midrashic association of words and phrases from the Hebrew
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scriptures. But the process ends here, at the end of the Apocaypse, as the author tries to control both
text and reader to conclude his biblion of prophecy. The Apocalypse can be read as the borrowed
and rewritten scripture of the Hebrew prophets, and yet it ends with a strict warning againgt borrowing
and rewriting. The author casts histext firom scripture, molding and shaping the scripturd imagery for
hisvisons, and then cagtsthe “Old Testament” out of histext. John usurps Moses as giver of devarim,
not only without atributing the source but more significantly with agtrict prohibition of the interpretive

processes whereby such allusiveness would be recapitulated by an intrepretive community.

* * * * *x * * * * *x

My rhetorical-ideologica reading of the end of the Apocaypse does not float in space like
some decongructive flight of fancy but has ahistorical anchor. The production of anew find,
authoritative scriptura text by the author has a specific rhetorica-ideologica purpose in the context of
the Asian Christian communities, ca. 90-100, when Revelation was first written and read. John of
Patmos was an itinerant, charismatic prophet who came to Asafrom Palestine after the destruction of
Jerusalem by the Romans.’® He was the leader of a prophetic group, and was known to a least the
seven Asian churches addressed in Revelation and probably many more!” The author isthe leader of a
smdl radica prophetic community, aminority within the Asan Chrisian community. The author’s
visons and theology are directed againg other Chrigtian teachers. Thisis most explicit in the seven
messages in Revelaion 2-3, where a polarizing mora issue is how each church has responded to other

Chrigtian groups or leaders. "gpodles’ (2:2); "Jews' (2:8, 3:9); the "Nicolaitans' (2:6, 15); "Baaam"
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(2:14); and "Jezebd" (2:20-25). Opposition to John (or his gpocayptic prophecy) determinesto a
great extent the rdative mora vaue of the church because in Reveation, mordlity isideology.

In light of the struggle over authoritative teaching on mora and theologica issues within the
church, the warning at the end of Revelation takes on degper socia-historica significance aswell as
profound literary-critical resonance. Interpretation of scripture is oneissue at stake. We see this most
clearly in the dispute between the author of Revelation and awoman prophet-teacher in Thyatira,
danderoudy called “ Jezebel .”*® The very activity of her teaching and interpreting scripture is an issue
for John (here the text resorts to demonization of this activity as “the deep things of Satan” aswell as
violent sexud imagery suggesting rgpe). The polemic againg “those who cal themsdlves Jews’ would
by necessity include disagreement over the interpretation of the Hebrew Bible, snce John and his
gpocayptic prophets were making dramatically different claims about the meaning of the biblica texts
by rewriting them in revelatory visons. The evidence for scripturd interpretation as the locus of
ideologica struggle goes beyond the Apocadypse itsdlf. First, we know that divisons within Second
Temple Judaism, dating back at least to Ezra and Nehemiah, with consderable evidence from Qumran
and other Jewish sectarian texts (Pharisees/Sadducees), emerged over the interpretation of scripture.
The connection of pesharim, midrash, and rewritten Bible such as Jubilees (or 7 Enoch) to politica
eventsis Jerusalem need not be rehearsed here. The stakes over the interpretation of scripture were

high indeed.

Two brief points of comparison from contemporary texts, one Jewish apocayptic and one early

Chrigtian, help to illustrate and contextudize this point. Thevison of the eeglein 4 Ezra11:1-12:3is
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explicitly connected to the fourth beast in Danidl 7 (4 Ezra11:40). In 4 Ezra12:11-12, the interpreting
angd connects the two texts explicitly, updating Danid’ s fourth kingdom with Roman iconography,
much as Daniel updates Jeremiah’s prophecy of 70 years of exile (Jer 25:11, 12; 29:10) with 70 weeks
of years (Dan 9:2; 9:24-27). Whilethe prior prophecy of Danid isin fact subsumed and replaced by
Ezrd s, to quote Thomas Green, Ezra s prophecy actsasa ' rite de passage’ between a specified past
and emergent present,” “acting out its own coming into being” by juxtaposing the Danidic and Ezra
visonsfor the audience. A gentle corrective to the origind text is provided as the vision is updated.t®

The Pastora Epistles demongtrate both the differencesin the use of scripture in contemporary
texts and how the interpretation of scripture was adivisve issue in the Christian communities. Both 1
and 2 Timothy warn their reeders againgt speculation on myths (1 Tim 1:4; 2 Tim 4:4), one of the vague
and intriguing warnings tha usudly is taken as proto-gnostic but could aso be referring to gpocayptic
speculation. 1 Timothy offers the most direct contrast in Chrigtian attitudes towards the Roman empire
(21). Assmpleaphraseas! evge ga;r hd gafhv in1 Tim 5:18 shows the tremendous difference
between the way this representative of the Pauline traditions, also probably from around Ephesus,
handles scriptura references and the way Reveation does. 2 Timothy includes severa direct
quotations, acknowledge as quotations (2 Tim 2:18-19) and an even more significant appedl to the
faithfulness and inspiration of the Hebrew Scriptures (2 Tim 3:14-16). Scripture, in 2 Timothy, is
construed asiconic, part of halowed and received tradition and sound doctrine. The form of imitation
in 2 Timothy, for both the gpostie Paul and the Hebrew Bible, is reproductive; scripture is part of a

hallowed golden past that is beyond criticism.® The contrast with Revelation could not be grester.
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In conclusion, The text chosen as the superscript/title for this paper is emblematic of the attack on
John's opponents.  John attempts to control interpretation of histext even as he (decongtructs) others.
The act of reading other texts was itsdf an issue in the ideological struggle between the gpocayptic-
prophetic community that inscribed their power in Revelation and the post-Pauline community leeders
opposed by thiscircle of prophets. Revelation takes a palitical stance towards the interpretive
community of reeders, present and future, rhetoricaly circumscribing the act of reading within the
ideology of the Apocalypse. Again, Reading isapalitica act. Reveation threatens plagues and taking
away goodies from anyone who atempts to act as a strong reader and dares to dlegorize, interpret,

connect—in short, to read.
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