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Adapted from Greg Beale’s commentary.
Interpretive Approaches to the Book of Revelation
This list is adapted from the one in the ESV Study Bible. It uses the most common labels for the four main approaches to interpreting Revelation.

Historicism understands the literary order of the visions, especially in 4:1–20:6, to symbolize the chronological order of successive historical events that span the entire era from the apostolic church to the return of Christ and the new heaven and earth.

Futurism likewise treats the order of the visions as reflecting the order of particular historical events (with some exceptions). Futurists, however, typically view the visions of chapters 4–22 as representing events still future to twenty-first-century readers, thus in a distant future from the standpoint of John and the churches of Asia. For many futurists, these coming events include a discrete seven-year period of intense tribulation (chs. 6–19), followed by a millennium (20:1–6) in which Christ will rule on earth before the general resurrection and the inauguration of the new heaven and earth (20:7–22:5).

Preterism (from Latin praeteritum, “the thing that is past”) thinks that the fulfillment of most of Revelation's visions already occurred in the distant past, during the early years of the Christian church. Preterists think these events—either the destruction of Jerusalem or the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, or both—would “soon take place” only from the standpoint of John and the churches of Asia. Some preterists interpret the order of the visions as reflecting the chronological succession of the events they signify, but others recognize the presence of recapitulation (that is, that distinct, successive visions sometimes symbolize the same historical events or forces from complementary perspectives – see below under ‘idealism’).

Idealism agrees with historicism that Revelation's visions symbolize the conflict between Christ and his church on the one hand, and Satan and his evil conspirators on the other, from the apostolic age to Christ's second coming. Yet idealist interpreters believe that the presence of recapitulation means that the visions' literary order need not reflect the temporal order of particular historical events. The forces and conflicts symbolized in Revelation's vision cycles manifest themselves in events that were to occur “soon” from the perspective of the first-century churches (as preterists maintain), but they also find expression in the church's ongoing struggle of persevering faith in the present and foretell a still-future escalation of persecution and divine wrath leading to the return of Christ and the new heaven and earth.
Our approach in this series is a version of the idealist approach. But I am using the label ‘resumptive’ approach (or ‘parallelist’ approach) for a few reasons. ‘Resumptive’ indicates the fact that the book resumes its main themes regularly (referred to as ‘recapitulation’ – above) in different ways and with different emphases. ‘Parallelist’ indicates that these resumed sections parallel each other as they speak of the same overall period – the whole church age. I tend to avoid the label ‘idealist’ as some commentators have given it a bad name by removing the book too much from reality and history and because it isn’t a good descriptor of the approach. ‘Idealism’ in contemporary use has a very different meaning, and not a particularly positive one! 

