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The interpretation of the Bible has been one of 
the most productive, and contentious, areas of study 
since the dawn of Christianity. Christians from the 
earliest Church to the modern day have been produc-
ing commentaries on all the books within the Bible 
attempting to unravel the secrets of the Scripture. 
Today, the development of interpretation Christians 
have taken in the interpretation of the Bible has 
gone far astray from its earlier roots. With the rise 
of Rationalism and the products of the Enlighten-
ment, Scripture has been subjected to entirely new 
paradigms which would have been foreign to the 
Early and Medieval Christians1.  It is with the loss 
of Ancient Christian ideas that we see the rise of 
several new ideas in the interpretation of the Bible. 

One of the prime offshoots of the modern era is 
the literal interpretation of the Bible. Literal inter-
pretation, as most people know it, refers to the 
events of the Old Testament as concrete histori-
cal realities. From Genesis where God creates the 
universe in six days to Moses leading the Israelites 
out of Egypt and parting the Red Sea in Exodus, all 
of these events are taken as historical and cannot 
be challenged by science, new historical informa-
tion, or archaeological findings; such interpretation 
of the Old Testament can be seen in many works 
in print today2.  Other scholars show, with histor-
ical research and mastery of language, how Gene-
sis should not be seen through the lens of modern 
science, but for what it is, ancient cosmology3.  Yet, 
what we call the literal interpretation of the Bible 
today was incredibly different for the Christians of 
the early Church.

The term literal in the sense of Ancient Chris-
tian understanding was the text as it appeared on the 
page. This meant to look at the words, the grammar, 
and its relation to other texts within the Scriptures 
itself. This literal sense of Scripture is what is writ-
ten in the pages of the scripture, but the ancients 
did not stop there; they had a few different ways of 
reading the scripture from allegory, typology, and 
moral ideas to name a few. The Scriptures were 

true because they were the word of God; It was not 
a perfect historical record, but a highly complex 
reality shaped by divine providence. It provided 
the early Christians with a way to see the order of 
the world4.  

This paper will begin with a historical overview 
section showing the increased reliance on the literal 
sense, which will help with understanding the views 
of two writers from the British Isles during the late 
16th and 17th century. It is with the growth of this 
interpretative tradition that the many commentar-
ies of Revelations will be focusing on the current 
political scene and religious controversies raging 
within the British Isles. From changes in ecclesi-
astical and political structures, and the hope of the 
coming end times relating to the years of strife it 
was fertile ground for interpretations arguing for 
both a authoritative view of Church and society and 
a purification of the British Isles from the influence 
of the Catholic Church. This will be examined in the 
writings of Richard Hayter, an orthodox divine, and 
John Napier, a Scottish Laird who wanted to prove 
and purge the demonic influence of Catholicism 
with his interpretation of Revelations. 

Historical Overview of Biblical 
Interpretation

Early Christian Interpretation of The Bible
The interpretation of the Ancient Church fathers 

has long been understood to contain three “modes” 
of interpretation; they can be classified as the literal, 
the typological, and the allegorical. This must be 
explained a bit. The main theological categories 
we use for the father’s interpretation of the Bible 
were not equally applied or used within the Ancient 
Church and are primarily put into theological boxes 
based on modern scholarship. Augustine’s Literal 
Interpretation of Genesis in our own sense of the 
word could be anything but literal5.  The fathers 
would jump from literal to typological seamlessly 
they would not announce their intention to move to 
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the allegorical interpretation or vice versa. 
Another issue that has been perpetrated in the 

study of biblical interpretation is the distinction 
between Antiochian and Alexandrian interpreta-
tion. One subject of debate is the influence of the 
two schools on Medieval exegesis. Robert M. Grant 
in his work,  A Short History of the Interpretation of 
The Bible, believes that the literal-historical method 
of Antioch was the prime mover of Medieval inter-
pretation leading all the way to the Reformation6.  
Another scholar, Beryl Smalley, in her work The 
Study of The Bible in the Middle Ages states that 
for the Medieval student the Antiochians were 
neglected while their adversaries the Alexandri-
ans were the most venerated7.  It does not help that 
Grant and Smalley have a different idea on how the 
Antiochians interpreted the Scriptures, but while 
this debate was raged there is a growing consensus 
that the two schools of interpretation were not as 
different as previously thought. Manlio Simonetti 
states that the idea of opposing schools of Antioch 
and Alexandria are simple generalizations that when 
studied in-depth shows that both schools used the 
ideas of literal and allegorical interpretation and 
were not exclusive to each school8.  These were but 
a few issues when dealing with the interpretation of 
the Early Church. 

When speaking about the literal interpretation of 
the Bible we must forgo our own thoughts on literal-
ism and the Scripture. We must not think of concrete 
historical events, but the words that are written in 
the Scriptures. The basis of the literal interpretation 
was the written word. This included deep reading of 
the Scriptures and the words, phrases, and sentences 
that produce the entire body of the text9.  Included 
with the text the literal sense would also use the 
authors, metaphors, and figures within the text. The 
literal sense of Scripture was seen as simple and the 
first steppingstone into understanding the mysteries 
of the sacred page. 

Following the literal sense, the two senses that 
were higher in the understanding of the Church were 
the typological and the allegorical. The two senses 
were very similar in their approach, but with one 
key distinction: typology always referred to Christ 
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and the New Testament10.  The proper way of under-
standing the Old Testament correctly was to read it 
christologically, that is, in the light of Jesus Christ. 
The Old Testament is always pointing to its fulfill-
ment in the New11.  Christ is the truth and the light 
that with knowledge of him can the Old Testament 
be understood correctly. The Apostle Paul himself 
uses typology to explain that Christ is the new Adam, 

“For as by a man came death, by a man has come also 
the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, 
so also in Christ shall all be made alive.”12  Adam 
is a type of Christ: Adam led all men to death, but 
Christ leads all men to eternal life. Another common 
type is that of the Prophet Moses leading the Israel-
ites out of Egypt. Pharaoh pursues the Israelites to 
the Red Sea, by a miracle Moses parts the Red Sea 
and the Israelites escape, but not before Pharaoh and 
his army are crushed beneath the waves. This refers 
to Christ and the sacrament of baptism. Christians 
are immersed in water and this relates to the Isra-
elites passing through the Red Sea. Both are saved 
by their respective waters.13  These types are but a 
few that were understood by Christians in the Early 
Church, but the counterpart to typology, allegori-
cal interpretation, could be seen in almost all the 
Scriptures. 

Allegory is in the same family of interpretation 
as typology which would be understood as “spir-
itual” to the Early Church, but as typology draws 
comparisons between the Old Testament and the 
New Testament allegory refers to a hidden reality 
that cannot easily be drawn out from the literal sense.  
14The use of allegory is threefold: allegories make 
sense of passages that do not make sense literally; 
the literal sense makes sense but it can go deeper; 
and the allegory can negate the literal interpretation 
and produce something new.15  By some, allegory 
was seen as a misuse of hermeneutical ideas, and to 
others it was necessary to produce a true understand-
ing of the Scriptures. 

Origen believed that there were parts of Scrip-
ture that could not be taken literally and must be 
understood in the higher spiritual sense: 

But since, if, in every detail of this covering…the 
sequence had been kept and the order preserved, 
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we would, possessing a continuous series of mean-
ing, certainly not believe that there is anything else 
contained within the holy Scriptures except what 
was indicated on the surface, for this reason divine 
Wisdom took care that certain stumbling-blocks or 
interruptions of the narratival sense should occur…
so that the very interruption of the narrative might 
make the reader pause…on account of which he 
might refuse to proceed along the path of ordi-
nary sense and, by excluding and debarring us, it 
might recall us to the beginning of another way, 
in order that, by entering upon a narrow path, it 
might unfold, as a loftier and more sublime road, 
the immense breath of divine knowledge.16 

The difficulties within Scripture are placed there 
not to demoralize or stop the reader, but to bring 
them to a higher level of understanding and faith. 
This is what the allegorical sense of Scripture offers: 
a deeper understanding of the mysteries of God and 
his Church. 

It is with these three modes of interpretation that 
the Early Church interpreted the Scriptures. It must 
be remembered that the bracketing of these tech-
niques would have been foreign to the theologians 
who interpreted the Scriptures. Moving between the 
literal and the allegorical would be instantaneous 
for them.17  The commentaries of the Early Church 
fathers would be the basis for all interpretation in 
the West and lead to a growth in study by the monas-
teries and the cathedral schools. 

Medieval Interpretation of the Bible
The Medieval era continued the ideas of the 

Early Church along with developing their own ideas 
within the tradition of the Church. During the Caro-
lingian revival, in the cathedral schools and monas-
teries, a new aid to biblical study was produced: 
the gloss. The gloss was a compilation of and 
extended commentary on the Bible by the fathers 
of the Church which would aid the readers in under-
standing the sacred page. Those who would teach 
on the Scriptures would use these glosses to teach 
and preach from; making sure to be in accordance 
with the fathers and the traditions of the Church.18 

Along with the development of the gloss, Medi-
eval theologians would expand upon the senses of 
Scripture; these could range from two all the way 
up to seven. The theologian Angelom of Luxeuil 
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expanded on the traditional three to seven which 
included the literal, allegorical, a moral, and a para-
bolic to name a few. John the Scot use would two 
broad categories included allegory and the symbol. 
John’s allegorical sense would comprise both alle-
gory and the literal sense which would lead into the 
deeper symbol.19 

Hugh of St. Victor, a religious and scholar, 
pushed back against the use of glosses and believed 
the student must have a background in the liberal 
arts and an extended lectio divina to prepare the 
student for deeper study. Lectio Divina was the read-
ing of Scripture and the foundation of the contem-
plative life within a monastery.20  According to Hugh, 
once a student had a thorough understanding of the 
liberal arts he would begin with an intense reading 
of the historical books of the Old Testament along 
with the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles. To 
help with the understanding of the literal-histori-
cal sense, students would be given historical and 
geographical aids to help them with what the Scrip-
tures were referring to. With the understanding of 
the literal-historical students would then be allowed 
to pass on to the allegorical understanding.21  Hugh’s 
third sense of Scripture was the tropological which 
meant that this reading would be trying to under-
stand morals and virtues. All three of these senses 
were to be seen on equal footing. A student must 
understand the literal and the allegorical to pass on 
to the tropological.22  

A major theme within Hugh’s interpretation was 
to uplift the literal sense of the Scriptures. Hugh 
believed those who skip the literal meaning of Scrip-
ture would be undermining their whole enterprise, 

“‘We read the Scriptures’, they say, ‘but we don’t 
read the letter. The letter does not interest us. We 
teach allegory.’ How do you read Scripture then, 
if you don’t read the letter? Subtract the letter and 
what is left?”23  To Hugh the letter is not simply the 
word on the page but the entire meaning along with 
its figurative meaning. Hugh of St. Victor would be 
a major influence on the theologian Andrew of St. 
Victor, who would come to love the letter (literal 
sense) even more than his predecessor.24 

Just as there were theologians praising the literal 
interpretation, there were also those who sought a 
more spiritual sense of interpretation. Joachim of 
Fiore would present a new system of understand-
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ing the spiritual sense with its apocalyptic ideas of 
the world. He speaks of the Old Testament judge-
ment literally then moves to the spiritual fulfillment 
of man in a new age. Joachim saw world history 
as three ages. In the final age, which was yet to 
come, men would have perfect understanding of the 
Scriptures spiritually and would no longer need the 
letter. The third age, known as the age of the spirit, 
would begin with the first anti-Christ and culmi-
nate with the coming of twelve holy men, prefig-
ured by the twelve Apostles and patriarchs.25  The 
ideas of Joachim would prove to become its own 
movement but would soon be seen as heretical by 
the Church at large. 

Just as in the Early Church there were a multi-
plicity of senses and interpretations to the Scriptures, 
but there begins to be a narrowing of interpretation 
into a singular literal sense. Thomas Aquinas was an 
ardent defender of the literal sense within Scripture 
and made arguments that a multitude of senses could 
confuse and disorient the reader. Aquinas states that 
all interpretation is built on the literal and that with 
it all truth can be found, but this did not exclude the 
other traditional senses including allegory.26 

The exegete who could be said to be profoundly 
literal was the theologian Nicholas of Lyra. Lyra 
commented extensively on both Testaments and 
could be seen as the champion of the literal interpre-
tation. He had such a strong aversion to allegory that 
when describing his hermeneutical principles, he 
used the term “double literal sense” of Scripture; the 
literal meaning must always take precedence. Other 
theologians would say that the prophecies concern-
ing Christ in the Old Testament were hidden in the 
text, Lyra believed them to be the literal understand-
ing of the text; Christ is ever present within the text. 
There was no other way to look at it.27  Nicholas of 
Lyra would prove to be one of the most influential 
interpreters for the coming Protestant Reformation, 
and his idea of the literal sense would take root in 
Martin Luther. 

Reformation and Post-Reformation 
Interpretation of The Bible 

There is a well-known rhyme regarding the 
influence of Nicholas of Lyra upon Luther as an 
exegete, “Had Lyra not lyred, Luther would not have 
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danced.”28  As an interpreter of the Bible, Martin 
Luther believed that the Scriptures interpreted 
themselves, and that the literal sense was the proper 
understanding of Scripture. This means that what is 
taught in Scripture can be deduced from the Scrip-
tures themselves through the Holy Spirit. The best 
and most certain interpretation is the simple literal 
sense; the only way to depart from this rule is when 
the text itself calls for a metaphorical interpreta-
tion. When Scripture is interpreted in a “spiritual” 
way, the meaning becomes distorted and the inter-
preter can read their own spirit into the text.29  What 
the simple literal sense entails is a Christocentric 
approach to the entirety of the Scriptures. Christ is 
the Lord and all Scripture must refer to him or it is 
no longer Scripture.30  

With this Christ-centered view of interpretation 
the difference between the two testaments are mini-
mal. Christ is foretold and salvation is promised in 
the Old Testament while the New Testament bears 
witness to Christ. Because Christ is Truth, the Old 
Testament is completely true and is the basis of the 
New Testament. Yet, the truth in the Old Testament 
is hidden and must first be known and revealed in 
the New. In Luther’s thought, the New Testament is 
an interpretation of the Old Testament.31  

Luther’s interpretation has a twofold dichotomy: 
which are called the simple literal and spiritual. The 
spiritual reading according to Luther is seen in the 

“figures” of the Old Testament. These figures can be 
people, events, and things that are portrayed. The 
Levitical law, the Old Testament priesthood, sacri-
fices are all figures of Christ, the entirety of the Old 
Testament and its figures point to Christ in the New 
Testament. This differs from the traditional allegori-
cal interpretation of the fathers because Luther pays 
attention to the meaning of the actual words and 
historical events of Israel. The “spiritual” interpre-
tation of Luther is grounded in the history of salva-
tion.32  The simple literal sense, which can also be 
called historical, relates to what is presented in the 
Scriptures. Just as the Psalms were a book pointing 
toward Christ, they also are songs of the people of 
Israel.33  It is no problem for the two types of inter-
pretation to work together. The simple literal and 
the spiritual both point to Christ and the Gospel.34  
Luther’s interpretation would provide the bedrock 
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for later orthodox Lutheran interpretation and it 
would hit many of the same key concepts such as 
a Christocentric interpretation and an emphasis on 
the literal sense. 

The orthodox Lutherans who come after Luther 
will be conservative and constructive. In their theol-
ogy there will be a respect for Luther, the Church 
fathers, tradition, and the Lutheran Confessions.35  
These theologians believed themselves as the 
continuation of the apostolic Church and would 
use what the Church produced to enhance their own 
scholarship.36  When it comes to the Scriptures, the 
orthodox Lutherans produced some of the most 
interesting work, and their interpretation is just as 
rich as Luther’s. 

The principle known today as sola Scriptura 
did not mean to Luther or the orthodox Lutherans 
what the modern meaning entails. To Luther and his 
orthodox successors, sola Scriptura meant that all 
doctrine can only be established from the written 
Word of God alone and to emphasize the Word of 
God in human life.37  Theology can only be known 
from its direct source: the Scriptures. Yet, the Scrip-
tures cannot be understood by anyone, the potential 
interpreter must have the gift of interpretation from 
the Holy Spirit. 

Martin Chemnitz states how the gift of interpre-
tation manifests itself: 

Yet, lest they should have been put into Scripture 
in vain or should give occasion for error, God 
wanted the gift of interpretation to be present in 
the church…God does not want this gift either 
despised or rejected, but used reverently as a tool 
and aid the for discovering and understanding the 
true and sound meaning of Scripture…However, 
this gift of interpretation is not found outside of 
the Church in the unregenerate…38 

The gift of interpretation can only be given to 
those who are regenerate, what Chemnitz is saying 
is that only those within the true apostolic church 
can understand Scripture correctly. The regener-
ate interpreter must not rely on his own reason but 
requires the continual aid of the Spirit. If the Scrip-
tures do not conform to reason, reason must be aban-
doned; this is known as a sacrificium intellectus 
(a sacrificial intellect).39  The key rule in orthodox 
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Lutheran interpretation is to establish the literal 
sense of Scripture. The literal sense of Scripture is 
the meaning that the words directly convey. There 
are many passages that can be understood literally 
such as John 3:16, but the literal sense is also for 
passages that are figurative. For passages that are 
figurative, the interpreter must not understand them 
superficially. The literal sense is what is intended by 
the writer no matter the trope or genre used.40 

Sensus literalis unus est, there is only one literal 
sense. This means that any given passage in the 
Scriptures only has one genuine literal sense to it. 
The purpose for this doctrine was due to the ortho-
dox Lutherans believing that a multiplicity of mean-
ings would prove chaotic for the clarity, inerrancy, 
and authority of Scripture. Moving from the realm 
of Scripture, if the Scripture has multiple meanings 
would not Christian doctrine? A careful investiga-
tion must be made into the Scriptures before declar-
ing the true literal sense.41 Along with the single 
literal sense there is Scriptura est suisius interpres, 
the Scriptures interpret itself.42 

Johann Gerhard states that to draw out the inter-
pretation from Scripture requires the aid of the 
author: 

…whoever is the principal and chief author of 
Scripture, who once published published and 
spread the sacred tables of divine truth through 
the prophets and apostles, he is also the chief and 
authentic interpreter thereof. The Holy Spirit is 
the chief and principal author of Scripture. There-
fore he is also the authentic interpreter of thereof. 
Finally, whoever is the final judge and infallible 
judge of theological controversies is also the chief 
and authentic interpreter of Scripture. The Holy 
spirit is the chief and infallible judge of contro-
versies…Therefore he is also the authentic inter-
preter of Scripture. 43

The Holy Spirit, who inspired the writers of the 
Old and New Testament is the true author of Scrip-
ture. Only is it through the author that true inter-
pretation can be understood. This leads to the gift 
of interpretation. The author of Scripture and the 
judge of all doctrine reveals to the interpreter the 
literal sense of Scripture. This is only allowed to 
the regenerate because those outside the Lutheran 
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Church are not able to obtain the Spirit. The ortho-
dox Lutherans believed themselves the only ones 
capable to interpret the Scriptures due to their anal-
ogy of faith. The analogy of faith are simply the 
articles of faith which are preached in the Gospel.44  
So, due to the orthodox Lutherans having the true 
faith, the Spirit, and doctrine that conformed to the 
Gospel they could interpret the Scripture correctly 
in their literal sense. 

The Role of Revelation in the British 
Isles During the Late 16th and 17th 

Century 
The book of Revelation is the last book in the 

New Testament and has proven to be the most diffi-
cult to interpret. From the Early Church to the Resto-
ration in England, theologians, laymen, and monks 
have attempted to unravel the truth of the prophe-
cies within. Some have read it as the spiritual strug-
gle between Christ’s church and evil, others would 
have it read as a historical map that pinpoints the 
date of the End Times. For two men in the Brit-
ish Isles it proved to be drastically different things. 
For John Napier it was a text that wove both literal 
and metaphorical readings to weave contemporary 
history with the second coming of Christ. For the 
later theological writer and layman Richard Hayter, 
it showed a literal interpretation of prophecies while 
protecting the integrity of the English Church.45  The 
prophecies within the Revelation of John allowed 
various groups in British society to interpret them to 
fit their own needs; this could be done with the literal 
sense or a more metaphorical sense of interpretation. 
John Napier and Richard Hayter both use Revelation 
to prove the righteousness of their side, but the way 
they interpret Revelation can only be done due to 
the rise of the literal sense within biblical exegesis. 

The Interpretation of Revelations from the Early 
Church to the Reformation

During the Patristic period, the book of Revela-
tion was not heavily commented on in its entirety. 
Early fathers who produced interpretations or 
commentaries were Irenaeus of Lyons, Victorinus 
of Petovium, and Justin Martyr.46  Within the early 
commentaries of Revelation there are ideas that can 
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be seen as broadly millennialist, meaning that the 
prophecies of Revelation 20 are taken literally. This 
refers to the thousand-year reign of Jesus Christ that 
the saints will enjoy. The problem with this idea 
is that in academic circles if one part of the text 
is seen as “literal” the whole interpreter is seen as 
expounding a literal interpretation of the text; this 
does not take into context the rest of the text and 
his other ideas. 

Beginning in the late second century and early 
third century there is an influx of allegorical interpre-
tation emanating from theologians such as Clement 
of Alexandria, Origen, and Dionysius of Alexandria.  
47A non-orthodox theologian that impacted the alle-
gorical understanding of Revelation was Tyconius, a 
Donatist from Africa. He produced a work titled the 
Book of Rules which laid out seven “mystical” rules 
which would aid the interpreter in understanding the 
Scriptures. The rules and ideas of Tyconius influ-
enced the Bishop Augustine of Hippo, who once 
held chiliastic beliefs, but due to the ideas of Tyco-
nius propagated a universal and unitary interpreta-
tion of Revelation and of the Church. This would be 
a standard for Western Christian exegesis of Revela-
tions.48  Much of the Western interpretation of Reve-
lation sticks to the allegorical ideas of Tyconius and 
Augustine, but a Calabrian abbot in the 12th century 
named Joachim of Fiore would bring about the a 
new historical sense into the study of Revelation. 

Joachim of Fiore pushed against the allegorical 
interpretation of Augustine due to the persecution 
of Christians in his time; this made him undertake 
a historical reading of Revelation.49  He saw within 
the book of Revelation three historical epochs corre-
sponding to the trinity. The first epoch was of the 
Father which lasted from Adam to Jesus Christ; 
the second was of the Son and lasted from Jesus to 
the year 1260; and the third epoch was of the Spirit 
which began in 1260 and would see the coming 
of the new spiritual kingdom.50  Within the model 
of Joachim the seven visions in the Apocalypse 
are correlating to events within the history of the 
Church; this would eventually lead to the antichrist. 

Nicholas of Lyra would continue the idea of a 
historical-sequential interpretation of Revelation. 
He interpreted history to the twelfth century and the 
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end of Revelation 16 due to his belief that all proph-
ecies following the 16th chapter were currently 
happening or going to happen within the future of 
the Church. Lyra believed that history could not 
easily be interpreted by using the Bible, and the 
only way to truly understand history and the book of 
Revelation was through the death and resurrection 
of Christ.51  These ideas would take hold of Martin 
Luther who would eventually come to believe that 
the antichrist foretold was the pope. 

The Protestant reformers thought of themselves 
as living through the End Times. The teachings of 
Joachim of Fiore proved to be extremely influential 
to the burgeoning Protestant movement. The history 
he proclaimed all pointed to the new age of the Spirit 
which the reformers were living through. Also, the 
idea of the literal sense understood by Nicholas of 
Lyra would provide the Protestant reformers with 
a new framework to not only understand the book 
of Revelation, but the history of the world.52  The 
first two Protestant commentaries on the book of 
Revelation described the papacy and Turks as the 
embodiment of the antichrist, and also foresaw a 
millennium of peace after the fall of the antichrist. 
Luther himself was identified by the prophecies as 
an apostle, an angel sent to destroy the papacy, and 
the second Elijah.53  These ideas from the continent 
would filter into the ideas of Protestants all over 
Europe, eventually making it to the British Isles 
where various Protestant theologians and laymen 
would produce their own interpretations of Reve-
lation. 

Revelation in the Late Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Century 

The ideas that grew in the Medieval period and 
gained a significant following during the Reforma-
tion eventually made its way to the British Isles. 
There all manner of groups began to interpret that 
book in hope of understanding the struggles they 
went through. To Scottish Calvinists fearing the 
rise of Catholicism, the nonconformist struggle 
against popery and Episcopalians, or the Anglican 
divines attacking the claims against their Church; 
the prophecies within Revelation, when understood 
literally and historically, gave men and women from 
all groups ideas to understand the time they lived 
in. With the framework inherited from the continen-
tal reformers and their offspring, the simple literal/

51 Philip Krey, “Many Readers but Few Followers: The Fate of Nicholas of Lyra’s “Apocalypse Commentary” in the Hands of His Late-Medieval 
Admirers,” Church History 64, no. 2 (1995): 185-201, www.jstor.org/stable/3167904

52  Andrew Cunningham and Ole Peter Grell, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: Religion, War, Famine and Death in Reformation Europe 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 22. 

53 Cunningham and Grell, 23-25.
54 Robert G. Clouse, “John Napier and Apocalyptic Thought,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 5, no.1 (1974): 101-114. doi:10.2307/2539589.
55 Clouse, 101-114. doi:10.2307/2539589.  
56 Clouse,101-114. doi:10.2307/2539589.  

historical sense would be the way to understand 
Revelation.  

John Napier, a Scottish Laird, inventor of loga-
rithms, and interpreter of Holy Scripture wrote one 
of the most influential commentaries on Revelation 
within the British Isles. He came from an influential 
land owning family and his father was one of the 
first men to be identified as a Protestant in Scotland.54  
While at the University of St. Andrew he recalls 
being impressed with the sermons on Revelation by 
Christopher Goodman, and had a good relationship 
with a fellow student who was Roman Catholic. He 
failed to prove to his friend that the city spoken of 
within the prophecies of Revelation were referring 
to the seat of the papacy in Rome; with this failure, 
John was determined to investigate the mysteries of 
Revelation more deeply in the future.55 

Due to his influence, John Napier was involved 
in the political and religious affairs of his time. 
One pressing matter was the attempt to reestab-
lish Roman Catholicism in Scotland. There was a 
conspiracy, made known to the Protestant nobles 
of Scotland, that Napier’s own father-in-law, Sir 
James Chisholm, was conspiring with Spain to land 
30,000 soldiers in an attempt to conquer the British 
Isles and reestablish Catholicism.56  It was during 
this time that Napier published his commentary on 
Revelation. In the introduction, Napier exhorts King 
James VI to purge the country of false religion: 

…or shal hee purge his house, who is not purged 
himselfe by priuate medi¦tations with his God? I 
say therefore, as God hath mercifully begunne 
the first degree of that great worke in your inward 
minde, by purging the same from all apparant spot 
of Antichristianisme, as that fruitfull meditation 
vpon the 7.8.9. and 10. verses of the 20. Chap-
ter of the Reuelation, which your highnes hath 
both godly & learnedly set forth, doth beare plaine 
testimony, to your M. high praise and honour: 
So also wee beseeche your M. (hauing consider-
ation of the treasonable practises in these present 
daies, attempted both against Gods trueth, your 
authoritie, and the common wealth of this coun-
trie,) to proceede to the other degrees of that refor-
mation, euen orderly from your M. owne persone 
till your highnes familie, and from your family 
to your court. Til at last, your M. whol country 
stand reformed in the feare of God, ready waiting 
for that great day, in the which it shall please God 
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to call your M. or yours after you, among other 
reformed Princes, to that greate and vniuersall 
reformation, and destruction of that Antichris-
tian seat and citie Rome, according to the wordes 
prophecied…57 

Napier meant to draw James firmly to the Prot-
estant side, but Napier did not mean to simply influ-
ence the king, but the all the classes within Scotland. 
Their duty was to resist Catholicism with all their 
might. He published the work in English to reach 
a wider public audience, and by 1645 his commen-
tary was published in French, Dutch, and German.58 

In connection to the continent, John Napier had 
at his disposal the ideas of Lutheran scholasticism 
otherwise known as Lutheran orthodoxy.59  With 
their ideas relating to the simple literal sense of 
Scripture and the Protestant historical understand-
ing of Revelation, Napier was well placed to write 
his historical-literal commentary. John Napier’s 
commentary is split into two separate parts: the 
first, is made up of thirty-six propositions, and the 
second a commentary on the entire text.60  Within 
the first section relating to the propositions are the 
main takeaways from the text itself. Some of the 
more radical pronouncements are proposition 14 
which dates the final judgement between the year 
1688-1700; proposition 23 where Napier states that 
the Whore of Babylon is not a spiritual Babylon, 
but the present city of Rome; and proposition 26 
which states that the antichrist is the pope.61  All of 
the propositions have many proofs proving their 
validity for example, proposition 26 states that the 
antichrist must be a Christian because he will lead 
God’s people away from him. The Babylon spoken 
of in Revelation is the present city of Rome accord-
ing to 23, so if Babylon is Rome and the antichrist 
has to be a Christian the only logical perpetrator is 
the pope with his seat in Rome.62  This is a basic 
overview of Napier’s thought process, his original 
justification for the antichrist being the pope goes 
on for over twelve pages, but it shows that he is 
putting together scriptural and worldly evidence for 
the conclusions he makes. 

In relation to the other ideas of Christian exege-
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sis,  John is firmly following the ideas of Lutheran 
Orthodoxy and the Reformation ideas on Revelation. 
The ideas of a papal antichrist go against the Medi-
eval ideas countering this, and the dating of the end 
times would never be discussed within the Early 
Church. Due to the ideas of a strict literal sense 
imported from the Lutheran orthodox on the conti-
nent, Napier is forced to see the book of Revelation 
from a historical-literal point of view. A commen-
tary like Napier’s could not be written in an earlier 
time of the Church due to its extremely literal idea 
of the prophecies within the text. Earlier Protestants 
used the book of Revelation to prove the justness 
of their cause, and Napier himself uses it to prove 
the evils of Catholicism in Scotland. The ideas of 
Napier would continue to be incredibly popular, but 
in England the ideas of the Apocalypse would take a 
different turn, continuing against Catholics, but also 
justifying the authority of the established Church of 
England against various dissenter groups.

There is not much known about Richard Hayter, 
he was the son of a fishmonger and took a degree 
from the University of Oxford. After attaining his 
M.A. in 1634, he returned to Salisbury and wrote 
The meaning of the Revelation, or, A paraphrase 
with questions on the Revelation of the Holy Apos-
tle and Evangelist John the Divine in which the 
synchronisms of Mr. Joseph Mede, and the exposi-
tions of other interpreters are called in question.63  
Within the publication itself Hayter explains the 
criteria of his commentary: 

Some forsake our Church Assemblies, and judge 
them to be Antichristian, and fetch a warrant for 
their separation out of the Revelation…Yea, a 
great in-let to our late Civil Wars, hath been the 
misinterpretation of the Revelation, and some 
men did believe that that War was Prophesied 
of, Rev. 17. 16… our Church Assemblies be not 
Antichristian, nor our Bishops, Babylonians. A 
man may frequent our Church Assemblies, or 
be a Minister of the Church of England, and not 
partake of Babylons sins, and receive not of her 
Plagues.64 

At the time of writing his commentary there was 
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much strife and discontent within the broader reli-
gious movements of the time. He believes the cause 
of the Civil Wars within England were due to the 
influence of misreadings from dissenters and other 
religious assemblies. Another one of his main points 
he wanted to stress was the idea of a literal inter-
pretation, “Whereas other men expound the Proph-
ecies of the Revelation mystically… making them 
symbols, types, and figures of other things; I for 
the most part…expound the words literally, with-
out making them symbols, types, or figures of any 
other things than what their usual signification will 
afford.”65  With the mystical interpretation of Scrip-
ture, any group can produce a commentary denounc-
ing an established group or organization. With the 
literal interpretation Hayter wanted to prove that 
the prophecies that are discussed within the book 
of Revelation have yet to be fulfilled, and that they 
would not occur in the British Isles. This would 
mean that the ideas that Hayter produced should be 
seen as the one literal sense. 

Hayter’s futuristic take on the prophecies of 
Revelation are in stark contrast to his contempo-
raries in the 17th century. During the 17th century 
all manner of men used Revelation to justify their 
individual claims and theology, Hayter not being an 
exception to that rule. Those radicals and moderate 
nonconformists produced many works on the book 
of Revelation. The nonconformists held a traditional 
view that was anti-Catholic, but also against the 
established Church of England.66  The book of Reve-
lation, for the nonconformists, provided reason and 
solace for the struggles they endured at the hands of 
the established Church. The nonconformists were 
not a homogenous group, they held some common 
apocalyptic ideals but split in the specifics. Quak-
ers could be against Roman Catholics, Presbyteri-
ans, Anglicans, and Baptists while a Baptist women 
wrote against her own husband and other Baptist 
leaders.67  Thus relations between sects could be 
negative, yet their basic ideas could be seen as 
general principles that bind them. For one, noncon-
formists saw themselves as the godly, they were the 
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chosen people who would reign with Christ; this led 
them to be incredibly vigilant against the activities 
of the antichrist because the second coming would 
begin with the persecution of the saints. England 
itself followed the whore of Babylon by adhering 
to old traditions of the papacy.68  To the noncon-
formist, England and its established Church had 
fallen to the wiles of the antichrist already, yet to 
the established churchmen the prophecies of Reve-
lation provided them with their own ammunition to 
fight back against their charges. 

While both established churchmen and noncon-
formists shared the roots of anti-Catholic interpre-
tation, it was the way that both groups diverged 
that is of importance. Anglican authors focused 
their exegesis on the monarchy and the Church of 
England. Common themes within the exegesis of 
the Anglicans was the description of the preceding 
Civil Wars as a time of the antichrist. Oliver Crom-
well was called a false prophet who led the British 
Isles astray.69  The historical sense of Revelation was 
well used by the established churchmen to describe 
the reigns of Elizabet and James I being seen in the 
prophecy of the war in heaven between Michael and 
the dragon.70  Anglicans after the Restoration were 
not afraid to use the ideas of their ancestors and the 
nonconformists, but Richard Hayter who described 
himself as an Orthodox divine, did not follow in 
their footsteps. 

The thought of Richard Hayter is removed 
from some of his other Anglican kinsmen, but the 
similarities are in the same direction: to secure the 
established church from nonconformist criticism.71  
By limiting the prophecies to the future and to the 
location of Asia, Hayter wanted to reduce the use 
of Revelation by his ecclesiastical opponents. He 
states that the prophecies will occur within the 
distant future, and that they will occur in a literal 
fashion. When an objection is raised to his literal 
understanding, he gives a typical Lutheran ortho-
dox response, “Where a literal sense may stand, an 
allegorical may not be used: but here a literal sense 
may stand…A Revelation cannot be a mystery, nor 
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a mystery a Revelation, they are as contrary each to 
other, as light is to darkness: but the Prophecy in this 
Seal, and all others in this book are a Revelation: 
therefore not a mystery, nor mystically to be under-
stood.”72  Instead of seeing various analogies to his 
own time Hayter keeps the work to the future where 
the prophecies may happen literally. His insistence 
on the literal ideals of Scripture keep Hayter closer 
in touch with the Ancient Church, but while Church 
fathers saw the prophecies in the future as well they 
would never call their interpretation literal. The 
book of Revelation is a properly figurative book. 
The ideas within it are not to be seen as exact future 
happenings, but signs and symbols of the Parou-
sia of Christ. Where Hayter believes the things to 
come could be actual events in the future. This is a 
step the early fathers of the Church would not take. 
Richard Hayter provides a defense of the Church of 
England by producing a commentary that shifts the 
negatives from the Church to a future undisclosed 
time. If the prophecies within relate to some other 
calamity it gives legitimacy to the institutions of the 
English state. As an orthodox divine, this would be 
in Hayter’s own interest. 

Conclusion
The rise of literalism within the interpretation of 

the Bible brought about many changes, not only to 
interpretation, but also the way in which groups of 
Christians view history and the End Times. Begin-
ning in the Medieval and culminating in the Refor-
mation, the rise of the simple literal sense among 
Protestants narrowed the view in which Scripture 
could be interpreted by Christians. If there is one 
way to interpret Scripture, all other interpretations 
must be void, yet with the proliferation of ideas 
the book of Revelation proved to be a beast that 
could not be tamed. Within the British Isles itself 
the book of Revelation was expounded in support 
of one cause or another. Whether it be understood 
historically, in which the events of Christin history 
are seen in light of the prophecies, or futuristically 
where the events foretold have yet to come, the idea 
of the literal interpretation could only have been so 
popular due to the rise of literalism within the inter-
pretation of the Bible as a discipline itself. From 
allegorical to literal, the book of Revelation still 
puzzles theologians, clergy, and laymen today. 
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