
528 Revelation

In the academic world, biblical scholars have tried to base their conclusions 
regarding the best approach to Revelation on what they have learned about the 
book’s genre (discussed above). They frequently conclude three things: (1) to 
the extent that the book of Revelation is like a letter, it should be read as a 
communication intended primarily for people at the time when it was written 
(not primarily for people born long after it was written); (2) to the extent that 
Revelation is prophecy, it also should be understood as addressing the current 
circumstances of its original readers, since that is what prophecy typically does: 
like most prophets, the author of Revelation discloses things about the future 
not so that people at a later time will have a guide to those events when they 
happen but rather so that the disclosures might affect the attitudes and behavior 

Box 29.2 

Gematria

The practice of gematria consists of assigning a numerical value to a word or phrase by adding together the 

values of the individual letters. This works in Hebrew and in Greek, where the letters of the alphabet can also 

serve as numerals. In Greek, the mark signifying 6 was not used as a letter in New Testament times.

Hebrew Letters

1	=	א

2	=	ב

3	=	ג

4	=	ד

5	=	ה

6	=	ו

7	=	ז

8	=	ח

9	=	ט

10	=	י

20	=	כ

30	=	ל

40	=	מ

50	=	נ

60	=	ם

70	=	ע

80	=	פ

90	=	צ

100	=	ק

200	=	ר

300	=	ש

400	=	ת

Greek Letters
Α α	=	1

Β β	=	2

Γ γ	=	3

Δ δ	=	4

Ε ε	=	5

Ϝ  ϝ	=	6

Ζ ζ	=	7

Η η	=	8

Θ θ	=	9

Ι ι	=	10

Κ κ	=	20

Λ λ	=	30

Μ μ	=	40

Ν ν	=	50

Ξ ξ	=	60

Ο ο	=	70

Π π	=	80

Ϙ ϙ	=	90

Ρ ρ	=	100

Σ σ	=	200

Τ τ	=	300

Υ υ	=	400

Φ φ =	500

Χ χ	=	600

Ψ ψ	=	700

Ω ω	=	800

In the Roman world, gematria became a basis for riddles, jokes, and games:

•	 Graffiti	on	a	wall	in	Pompeii	reads,	“I	love	her	whose	number	is	545.”

•	 As	a	political	joke,	Suetonius	(Nero 39) indicates that the name “Nero” (Νέρων) and the phrase “killed his 

own mother” (ἰδίαν μητέρα ἀπέκτεινε) have the same numerical value (1,005) when written in Greek. 

This was pertinent because the emperor was rumored to have murdered his mother.

In Christianity and Judaism, gematria could provide a basis for religious symbolism:

•	 Rabbis	noted	that	“Eliezer”	(אליעזר), the name of Abraham’s favored servant (Gen. 15:2), has a numerical 

value of 318, which is the total number of servants mentioned in Genesis 14:14. Thus, Eliezer was the 

equal	of	all	the	rest	of	the	servants	combined.
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of people in his own day; (3) to the extent that Revelation is an apocalypse, 
it should be read as a book that employs imaginative symbolic language to 
convey general truth about God and the world rather than as one that tries to 
provide detailed predictions regarding specific future events.

Accordingly, there is a clear preference in academic scholarship for historical 
readings of this book, with some allowance for idealist application. Futurist 
readings generally are disparaged in academic circles, though they remain very 
popular in church and society as a whole. To avoid overstatement, however, we 
should note that most scholars do grant that the book of Revelation intends 
to portray what will happen at the end of time in a broad and general sense. 
What they object to is the detailed futurist interpretations that try to line up 
references in Revelation with specific people or occurrences in the modern 
world. Most scholars hold that such interpretations are incompatible with the 
book’s intent, for they blatantly attempt to understand Revelation in ways that 
its original readers would not (and could not) have understood it.

By any reckoning, Revelation can be one of the more confusing or disorient-
ing books of the Bible. Those who try to take it as a fairly literal projection of 
“things to come” still end up disagreeing over how to construe the eschatological 
timetable (see box 29.3 on p. 531). And those who understand Revelation as more 
of an imaginative proclamation to readers of its own day still end up struggling 
to discover what messages were being conveyed and why the author chose this 
medium as the means for conveying them. Furthermore, everyone agrees that 
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•	 The	Hebrew	letters	in	the	name	“David”	(דוד) add up to 14, so that number could be accorded messianic 

significance: the messiah was to be the Son of David. This is probably why Matthew’s Gospel emphasizes 

that the genealogy of Jesus can be divided into three sets of fourteen generations (Matt. 1:17).

•	 The	Greek	letters	in	the	name	“Jesus”	(Ἰησοῦς) add to 888, which some early Christians found significant: 

eight surpasses seven (the number for perfection) and heralds a “new creation” beyond what God did in 

the first seven days (Gen. 1:1–2:3).

Many scholars think that gematria holds the clue to resolving the puzzle of 666, the number attributed to 

the beast in Revelation 13:18.

•	 A	popular	spelling	for	the	name	of	the	emperor	Nero	adds	up	to	666	when	written	in	Hebrew	(קםר נרון	=	

Caesar Neron). An alternative spelling (קםר נרו	=	Caesar	Nero)	adds	up	to	616,	a	variant	reading	for	the	

number of the beast found in some manuscripts of Revelation.

•	 A	designation	for	the	emperor	Domitian	that	sometimes	appeared	on	Greek	coins	also	adds	to	666:	A. Kai. 

Domet. Seb. Ge. (an abbreviation for Autokratōr Kaisar Dometianos Sebastos Germanikos	=	Emperor	Caesar	

Domitian Augustus Germanicus).

Over time, most Jewish and Christian groups abandoned the practice of gematria, perhaps because certain 

groups used numerology in occult and magical connections. The practice still features prominently in kabbalah 

and other mystical traditions.
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