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Part II  
The Further New Testament Perspective: 

Revelation, the Letter to the Hebrews 
and the Gospel of John 

 
In the previous chapter (Chapter 4) the New Testament book of 1 Peter was 
already referred to in the general discussion about the persecution of 
Christians by the Romans in the first century. Although there may already be 
a reference to the fiscus Judaicus in this book (1 Pet. 5.9), the real impact of 
the fiscus is not yet visible. For this possible impact on early Christianity I 
will turn to three other New Testament books that will be studied in the next 
chapters, keeping in mind the conclusions about the administration of the 
fiscus Judaicus under Domitian (Chapter 2) and the reform by Nerva 
(Chapter 3) that were drawn in the first part of this study (the Roman 
perspective). 
 These books will be treated in the chronological order that I consider to 
be the most likely: Revelation (ca. 95 under Domitian), Letter to the 
Hebrews (ca. 96 under Nerva) and the Gospel of John (ca. 100 under 
Trajan). The main topics that will be discussed are the relations with the 
Roman authorities, the reports about any persecutions, the precise nature of 
these and, not insignificant, the relations with mainstream Judaism. 
Furthermore, it is important to study what the reactions were from individual 
members of Christian communities as a result of actual persecutions or the 
threat thereof. 

The circumstances under Domitian for non-Jewish Christians were worse 
than for Jewish Christians, who did not yet run the risk of execution. For the 
latter the full danger became apparent under Nerva, when they probably lost 
their official status as Jews as described in my chapter about Nerva and the 
fiscus Judaicus (Chapter 3). Both groups, thus, became susceptible to a 
greater risk of apostasy at slightly different moments in time. For non-Jewish 
Christians this risk was very real under Domitian, which is also reflected in 
the Book of Revelation, as will be argued in Chapter 5. For Jewish 
Christians the risk of apostasy became very real under Nerva, which is 
probably reflected in the Letter to the Hebrews. This will be discussed at full 
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length in Chapter 6. Both in the Book of Revelation and the letter of the 
Hebrews there is also a clear Jewish context, which will be discussed in 
combination with the effects of the fiscus Judaicus, being the Roman 
context. 

The Jewish and Roman contexts of early Christianity will be treated 
extensively in Chapter 7 with regard to the issue of Jewish identity at the end 
of the first century: the possible connections between fiscus Judaicus, birkat 
ha-minim and the Gospel of John will be discussed. In the last chapter 
(Chapter 8) I will broaden the focus and pay attention to the ongoing debate 
about the ‘Parting of the Ways’, the separation between Judaism and 
Christianity. This chapter will be largely based on the conclusions that have 
been drawn about the impact of the Roman fiscus Judaicus on early 
Christianity and the related impact on the relations between Christianity and 
Judaism in all previous chapters 
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Chapter 5 
Revelation and the fiscus Judaicus 

 
5.1.  Introduction 
At this point in this study it is useful to recapitulate some of the most 
important conclusions that were drawn in the previous chapters about the 
fiscus Judaicus under Domitian. From Suetonius (Dom. 12.1-2) one learns 
that two categories of people were prosecuted in the courts of the fiscus 
officials: Jews who were suspected of evading the Jewish tax and non-Jews 
who were suspected of living a Jewish life improfessi. The main objective 
on the side of the Roman authorities was to increase their revenues: after 
sentencing both Jews and non-Jews suffered the confiscation of their 
property, part of which went to the delatores who denounced them. This 
means that the highest risk was run by people with enough possessions to 
make a prosecution worthwhile for both fiscus and delator. Furthermore, 
one learns from Cassius Dio (Hist. Rom. 67.14.1-2 and 68.1) that being an 
‘atheist’ was considered to be the underlying crime committed by non-Jews 
‘drifting into Jewish ways’ or ‘living a Jewish life’ under Domitian, which 
could even lead to the execution of those found guilty of this.  

Earlier in this work I concluded that Jewish Christians may well have 
been among those Jews who were prosecuted for tax evasion, and non-
Jewish Christians could certainly have been among those charged with 
leading a Jewish life improfessi and found guilty of ‘atheism’ or ‘contempt 
of the gods’, possibly facing execution on these grounds.301 A circumcision 
test was used in court to find out whether men were Jewish or not, and it 
may be assumed that a sacrifice test (like the one used by Pliny not much 
later under the emperor Trajan) was used to find out which non-Jews could 
be regarded as ‘atheists’. 

When turning to the Book of Revelation, which is dated to the later years 
of Domitian’s reign by a majority of scholars, we find ourselves faced with 
a somewhat peculiar situation. Although persecution by representatives of 
the Roman Empire and the exhortation to persevere under this hardship are 
major themes in this book, the conviction has grown in the past two decades 
among many scholars that Revelation should not be read against the 

                                            
301 See Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion of these issues. 
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background of a real persecution.302 It is their view that there was no 
persecution of Christians under Domitian, mainly because there are no 
Roman sources to corroborate this. I could agree with this conclusion if it is 
more accurately formulated as: we know of no persecution of Christians as 
Christians under the emperor Domitian.303 However, immediately I must 
add: the fiscus Judaicus may very well have been the reason why Christian 
communities felt they were persecuted by Roman authorities. The relatively 
wealthy members of this group ran the risk of being denounced and 
prosecuted: Jewish members on a charge of evasion of the Jewish tax and 
non-Jewish members on a charge of ‘living a Jewish life improfessi’. Their 
property could be confiscated as a possible sentence and non-Jewish 
Christians even ran the risk of being executed as ‘atheists’. This state of 
affairs may well have been the background against which the Book of 
Revelation was written.304 This also means that the Roman emperor cult 
probably played no significant role in the circumstances that led to the Book 
of Revelation and is only part of a wider context.    

The first issue that will be discussed in this chapter is the date of 
Revelation. In the context of this study I will argue for the traditional date: 
‘towards the end of Domitian’s reign’.305 After this discussion about dating 
issues the distinction between Jewish and non-Jewish Christians will be a 
leading principle again, as it was in the previous chapters. This distinction 
will be taken into full account when the following topics are considered: the 

                                            
302 Important studies in this respect are Yarbro Collins 1984, who introduced the term 
‘perceived crisis’ for the background of the Book of Revelation: ‘Relative, not absolute or 
objective, deprivation is a common precondition of millenarian movements. In other words, 
the crucial element is not so much whether one is actually oppressed as whether one feels 
oppressed’ (84); L.L. Thompson (1990) also argues that there was no ‘real’ crisis: ‘In a 
nutshell, the conflict and crisis in the Book of Revelation between Christian commitment 
and the social order derive from John’s perspective on Roman society rather than from 
significant hostilities in the social environment’ (175); Thompson is followed by Carter 
2008, esp. 39, 69-72; Duff 2001, argues that the origin of Revelation should be sought in an 
internal leadership crisis within the churches, in which the main players were John and the 
woman he calls Jezebel. 
303 This more accurate formulation is used by, e.g., Yarbro Collins 1984, 70. 
304 The more traditional interpretation of Revelation, which is based on the assumption that 
it was written against the background of real repression and persecution during the reign of 
Domitian is still alive as well: see, e.g., Schüssler Fiorenza 1985, 194; Beale 1999, 6-16; 
Witherington III 2003, 8; in one of the following paragraphs I will come back to the issue of 
persecution. 
305 Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 5.30.3 
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nature of the ‘persecution’ found in several passages of Revelation, the local 
circumstances that one learns about in the letters to the ‘seven churches’ 
(Rev. 2-3), and John’s visions of the 144 000 out of the tribes of Israel and 
the innumerable multitude ‘from every nation, from all tribes and peoples 
and languages’ (Rev. 7).  

 
5.2.  Date of Revelation 
A majority of scholars date Revelation to the later years of the emperor 
Domitian.306 The most important external evidence for this date is given by 
Irenaeus in his Against Heresies (ca. 180), when he writes about John’s 
apocalyptic vision: ‘it was seen not long ago but almost in our time, towards 
the end of Domitian’s reign’ (5.30.3).  This is a very important piece of 
evidence, which is explicitly taken over by Eusebius in his Church History, 
quoting this passage by Irenaeus twice (3.18 and 5.8).  

Internal evidence to corroborate this date has also been brought forward. 
The most important indication for a date after 70 is the metaphorical use of 
‘Babylon’ for Rome.307 This is clearly connected to the fact that both 
Babylon (in 587 BCE) and Rome (in 70 CE) were responsible for taking 
Jerusalem and destroying the temple. The latter fact (the destruction of the 
heart of the Jewish religion) is very likely the direct cause for this metaphor, 
which also appears in other Jewish literature after the year 70.308    
 Further internal evidence points to a date between 70 and 100 as well. 
The legend of Nero redivivus (or redux or rediturus), which is used in Rev. 
13 ‘is attested as early as A.D. 69, though a later date for the widespread 
currency of this legend seems required’.309 The use of the phrase ‘the twelve 
apostles’ in Rev. 21.14 also points to a date in the late 80s or early 90s, 
because this is not otherwise attested before the year 80.310  

Another important indication for a date after 70 is a coin issued by 
Vespasian on which one sees the goddess Roma seated on the seven hills of 

                                            
306 For a full discussion of the dating issues, see Aune 1997, lvi-lxx; Beale 1999, 4-27. I 
generally agree with the discussion and conclusions about the date of Revelation by Mayo 
2006, 4-17.  
307 Yarbro Collins 1984, 57-58; Aune 1997-1998, lxi; Beale 18-19;  Mayo 2006, 14-15. 
308 All roughly contemporary with Revelation: 4 Ezra 3.1-2, 28-31; 2 Bar. 10.1-3; 11.1; 
67.7; Sib. Or. 5.143, 159. 
309 Aune 1997-1998, lxix-lxx, lxi. But also see Van Kooten 2007, 238-240, who argues for 
the earlier date also in this respect. 
310 Aune 1997-1998, lxiv, lxx.  
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the city of Rome (see Illustration 5 below). This is the only known 
representation of Roma on the seven hills and it is strongly reminiscent of 
the description of the ‘whore of Babylon’ in Rev. 17.3 and 17.9. In fact, 
Aune and others consider the vision in Rev. 17 as an ekphrasis: a ‘detailed 
description [of a work of art]’, in this case ‘a marble or bronze relief’311 or, 
more likely, this particular coin of Vespasian, since there is no evidence of a 
similar picture in any other form. 

Many other coins are known to us on which the goddess Roma is 
depicted, but this specific scene is unique in the Roman coin archive. It was 
issued in the year 71 during the third consulship of Vespasian, in which year 
the many varieties of the IVDAEA CAPTA, DEVICTA IVDAEA and ROMA 
VICTRIX coins were also minted.312  
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 

 
 
Illustration 5. RIC II 442: On the reverse of the coin there is a picture of the 
goddess Roma seated on the seven hills of Rome, which is strongly reminiscent of 
the description of the ‘whore of Babylon’ in Rev. 17.3: ‘I saw a woman sitting on a 
scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten 
horns’ and 17.9: ‘the seven heads are seven mountains on which the woman is 
seated’; below left, she-wolf with Romulus and Remus; to the right, a 
personification of Tiber reclining. Ex Monnaies et Médailles 28, June 1964, 303. 
(http://www.coinarchives.com/a/lotviewer.php?LotID=55584&AucID=58&Lot=737).   
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

                                            
311 Aune 1997-1998, 919-928. 
312 See, e.g., RIC II 419, 424, 425, 426, 427, 446, 468. Also see Cody 2003. 
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It is almost as if one is watching Roma fully at ease again after her 
victory in Judaea and the establishment of the Flavian dynasty. Note the 
bare breast of Dea Roma on this coin, which seems to add more substance to 
the label ‘whore’. This is actually the most ‘frivolous’ and ‘laid back’ 
depiction of the goddess Roma that I have come across on Roman coins. 
She is often found with one bare breast on gems, medallions and coins, e.g., 
from Nero’s reign and other coins issued by Vespasian, but usually these 
pictures show a more ‘military’ goddess.313 Illustration 6 is very 
characteristic of this type: Roma dressed as an Amazon (also short tunic and 
bare breast) seated on a cuirass with shields in the background.    

 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

 

 
Illustration 6. Dupondius of Vespasian, also from 71, RIC II 476 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
 
The drawing of the ‘Roma on the seven hills’ coin in Aune’s commentary 
(920) shows her fully dressed. His conclusion that ‘nothing on the sestertius 
of Vespasian with the goddess Roma on the reverse (…) explicitly links that 
figure with prostitution or sexuality’, is perhaps true for the drawing of the 
coin in his commentary, but not true for the specimen as shown above and 
others.314 Aune spends a few pages on this numismatic evidence in his 

                                            
313 See, e.g., some of the plates in Vermeule 1959 (I, II and III) and Illustration 6.  
314 Aune 1997-1998, 929, follows Beauvery 1983, 257, who also concludes: ‘Sur la monnaie 
étudiée, la déesse Rome, armée du parazonium et coiffée du casque à cimier, ne possède 
absolument rien, ni dans sa posture, ni dans son vêtement, qui puisse évoquer, tant soit peu, 
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commentary and, although the scene on the reverse of this sestertius does 
not appear in his general discussion about the probable date of Revelation, 
he concludes: ‘it does suggest the relative chronological conclusion that the 
author probably became acquainted with it after that date [i.e. A.D. 71]’.315 
My conclusion would be that this is virtually certain. 
 Alternative dates, both earlier and later than the last years of Domitian’s 
reign, have also been suggested for Revelation.316 In all of these cases the 
external evidence from Irenaeus needs to be dismissed as false, which in 
itself is a big step to take.317 Most support has been given to an alternative 
date between the death of Nero in the year 68 and the destruction of the 
Jewish temple in Jerusalem in 70, primarily based on the assumptions (1) 
that the description of Jerusalem in Rev. 11.1-13 points to the fact that the 
temple was still standing when Revelation was written, and (2) that the 
succession of Roman emperors as described in Rev. 17.9-14 should be read 
very literally (starting with Caesar or Augustus and including the short-lived 
emperors Galba, Otho and Vitellius).318 The strength of these arguments will 
be discussed. 

                                                                                                                
quelque lascivité ou insigne caractéristique de la prostituée.’ Beauvery is drawing a wrong 
conclusion here, mainly because he was working from photographs of two specimens of the 
coin: one from the Cabinet des Médailles de Paris (the reverse of which looks a bit worn on 
the picture) and one from the British Museum. This latter coin is also described by 
Robinson 1974, 482, who was in the possession of a cast of the coin: ‘she wears Amazon 
costume (short tunic) with the right breast bared’ (sic!). Beauvery (1983, 245) states that 
one should always see the coins one is writing about in person, but in his case this was not 
possible: ‘j’ai travaillé sur photographies’, which apparently did not have the quality that 
can be obtained today. For a depiction of Roma in similar dress on the Cancellaria Reliefs, 
see Henderson 2003, esp. figures 46-50. 
315 Aune 1997-1998, 928. Aune follows a suggestion by Vermeule 1959, 41, that the picture 
on the coin may have been inspired by a marble or bronze relief, but for all we know the 
coin could very well be the original work of art (cf., Robinson 1974, 482-483, who also 
leaves open the possibility that the die engraver was the original artist).   
316 Dates as early as the reign of Nero or as late as Trajan’s reign have been suggested. See 
the commentaries of Aune and Beale (note 306) for these alternatives, which in general have 
very few supporters, with the exception of an alternative date between the years 68 and 70: 
see below. 
317 The main argument to dismiss Irenaeus as a reliable witness is his inaccuracy in other 
matters related to the first century. See, e.g., J.A.T. Robinson 1976, 222; Wilson 1993, 597-
598; Marshall 2001, 94-95. See also the discussion in Mayo 2006, 4-7, who convincingly 
argues in favour of the veracity of Irenaeus’ testimony. 
318 Wilson 1993, 599-604; Van Kooten 2007. 
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The first argument that is usually used for an early date is found in Rev. 
11 as mentioned above, but the references to the temple (which seems to be 
still standing in these verses) are too ambiguous to be persuasive for a date 
between 68 and 70. Aune concludes: ‘there is evidence in the text that these 
references were given an interpretive overlay that may have arisen years 
after the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in A.D. 70.’319 Beale is of 
the same opinion: ‘the literal reading should be questioned in the light of the 
symbolism throughout the book and in ch. 11 in particular’.320 

To argue successfully for a date before the year 70, it is also necessary to 
counter the strong ‘Babylon’ argument, which was discussed above.321 Since 
the metaphorical use of Babylon for Rome is essentially linked to the 
destruction of the temple, one would not expect this to be used before 70.322 
The siege of Jerusalem started in April of the year 70 and although the 
taking of the city may have seemed an inevitable outcome even before 70, 
this was certainly not true for the destruction of the temple.323  

Those scholars, who argue that Revelation should be dated between the 
years 68 and 70, also read the passage in Rev. 17.9-14 about the succession 
of Roman emperors very literally. The heart of this passage is formed by 
verses 9b-11 about the beast with seven heads: 

 
the seven heads are seven mountains on which the woman is seated; 
also, they are seven kings, of whom five have fallen, one is living, 
and the other has not yet come; and when he comes, he must remain 
for only a little while. As for the beast that was and is not, it is an 
eighth but it belongs to the seven, and it goes to destruction. 

 

                                            
319 Aune 1997-1998, lxix, lx-lxi. 
320 Beale 1999, 20-21 and his comments on Rev. 11.1-2; Mayo 2004, 13-14: ‘those who 
argue for an early date based on a historical reading of this text have failed to account 
adequately for implications of the symbolic meaning developed within the details of the text 
that seem to remove it from a historical interpretation’. Also see his fourth chapter for the 
discussion of this symbolic meaning. 
321 Cf., Marshall, 2001, 96; Van Kooten 2007, 219-221. Wilson 1993, does not mention this 
argument.  
322 Cf., Yarbro Collins 1984, 58. 
323 See Josephus, Bell. Jud. 6.4.6-7 about the attempt of Titus to stop the destruction of the 
temple. But also see Van Kooten 2007, 219-221, who argues that ‘Babylon’ could have 
been used for Rome even before 70. 
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When reading this passage as a succession of Roman emperors, there are 
two possible starting points: Caesar or Augustus. If one starts counting and 
does not omit any emperors, one ends up with Nero, Galba and Otho, or 
Galba, Otho and Vitellius as numbers six, seven and eight.324 This leads to a 
date for Revelation shortly before the year 70. The interpretation of the 
entire book then depends on the fairly recent persecution of Christians under 
Nero in Rome and the apparent fear of a similar persecution in Asia Minor 
under one of his successors during the period of civil war that lasted from 
the death of Nero in June of 68 to the death of Vitellius in December of 
69.325  

One approach that has become quite popular in recent times is to claim 
that the seven emperors do not refer to literal emperors at all, since the 
number seven is probably used in a symbolical way in this passage.326 This 
argument would end all speculation about the actual emperors that John 
could be referring to. But if this argument (which in itself is very valid) is 
left aside, I think more could be said about reading the number seven 
literally in this case. My own preference (after having considered the 
‘bewildering number of ways’ in which this passage has been interpreted327) 
would be to start counting with Augustus and consider the first five 
emperors to be the ones belonging to the Julio-Claudian dynasty: Augustus, 
Tiberius, Gaius (Caligula), Claudius and Nero. The ‘one who is living’ 
refers to Vespasian and ‘the one who comes but only remains for a little 
while’, refers to Titus (who only reigned as emperor for two years). In this 
passage Domitian is referred to as ‘the beast that was and is not’, an eighth 
king who belongs to the seven, i.e., Nero redivivus.328  

                                            
324 This way of counting the emperors leads to slightly differing dates for Revelation in the 
years 68 or 69. See, e.g., Bell 1979, 100: ‘between June 68 and 15 January 69, when Galba 
was killed’; Rowland 1982, 405: ‘the date could be said to be at some point during AD 68’; 
Wilson 1993, 603-604: ‘during the reign of Galba’ or, alternatively ‘in the latter years of the 
reign of Nero’; Van Kooten 2007, 241: ‘probably during the first half of Vitellius’ reign 
between mid-April and August 69’. 
325 See, e.g., Wilson 1993, 597: ‘I would contend that a real historical crisis, namely that 
which existed in the aftermath of the Neronian persecution, should be given at least as much 
attention in dating Revelation as the possibility of a perceived crisis is given.’ 
326 See, e.g., Aune 1997-1998, lxii-lxiii under e, plus literature; Beale 1999, 23-24: ‘More 
likely the seven kings are not to be identified with any specific historical rulers (…).    
327 Aune 1997-1998, lxi. 
328 Cf., Klauck 2001, 695-697. A view shared by L.M. White in his article about the Book of 
Revelation for the project Apocalypse: 
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Although in this way the author gives the impression that the book was 
written under Vespasian, I still believe that it was written under Domitian as 
a vaticinium ex eventu, antedating the book to an (in this case slightly) 
earlier period, a method that is used more often in ancient apocalyptic 
writings.329 The level of comfort given by this type of literature was 
obviously higher if the dramatic events that were actually experienced by 
believers had been revealed to a seer at an earlier stage and could be shown 
to be part of a well-planned scenario that was totally controlled by heavenly 
powers and would end in total victory over the adversaries.   

If John the seer wrote his book for an audience in Asia Minor towards the 
end of Domitian’s reign, it is not at all strange that he would only refer to 
five emperors of the Julio-Claudian dynasty and three of the Flavian 
dynasty. Writing at that moment in time (more than twenty years after ‘the 
year of the four emperors’), it would have been somewhat peculiar to 
include the emperors Galba, Otho and Vitellius, each of whom never made 
any impact at all in the eastern part of the empire. None of them reigned for 
longer than a few months: Galba was in ‘power’ for seven months, Otho for 
only three and Vitellius reigned for eight months in Rome, the last five of 
which he had a rival emperor in Vespasian in the eastern provinces.330 If the 
book was meant for readers in the nineties of the first century, then they 
would very likely interpret this vision as referring to the Julio-Claudian and 
Flavian dynasties, leaving out the relatively short period of internal strife 
between a number of contenders and their armies.331  

                                                                                                                
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/apocalypse/revelation/white.html; he also 
thinks the book was written under Domitian. Also Giblin 1991, 165, takes this position (‘If 
one still opts for a numbered series….’) and so does Pfeiffer 2009, 120. Beale 1999, 872-
875, finds all of this unconvincing and prefers a figurative understanding of the seven heads. 
329 See, e.g., Roloff  2001, 12, about the ‘fiktive Vorzeitigkeit’ of apocalyptic literature in 
general.  
330 See, e.g., Smalley 1994, 47: ‘AD 68/69 was a time of anarchy; and the three temporary 
leaders, who were not universally recognized, were manifestly rebellious caretakers during 
the interregnum between Nero and Vespasian.’ Smalley dates Revelation to the reign of 
Vespasian (‘the one who is’) and considers the book to be a genuine vision of future things.  
331 Bousset 1906, 406-407, about omitting Galba, Otho and Vitellius: ‘für die letztere 
Deutung entscheidet m.E. der Grund, dass in der Zeit des Interregnums das Gefühl o( ei(=s 
e)/stin kaum entstehen konnte, wenigstens nicht in den Provinzen.’ This observation still 
seems very appropriate for this period of military and political anarchy that was created by 
the civil war. Although Suetonius includes these three in his Lives of the Twelve Caesars, he 
also refers to their reigns as ‘usurpation’ in Vesp. 1: rebellio. 
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In general it is hard to imagine that Revelation was written within one 
year after Nero’s death. More time should be allowed for the circulation and 
further development of the legend of his possible return in the east of the 
empire, as many scholars rightly argue.332 Moreover, this legend provides 
the strongest effect if adapted and used for a ‘second Nero’ who has already 
shown the characteristics of the first: those of a persecutor of Christian 
communities. It would seem that a book like Revelation could only have 
been written after a second emperor (in this case Domitian) had created 
circumstances that were directly threatening and harming Christian 
communities, making clear to them that the Neronian persecution had not 
been an isolated incident in Rome under a cruel emperor. Nero never 
threatened to also persecute Christian communities outside of Rome. This is 
why the great fear of such a persecution in Asia (which is obviously present 
in Revelation and can be no more than fear if the book is dated between 68 
and 70) cannot be explained for this period in time.333 The start of another 
persecution, however, not confined to Rome this time, must have had a 
tremendous impact on the Christian communities in Asia Minor, making the 
Neronian persecution look much more significant in hindsight.  
 In sum: I concur with those scholars who date Revelation towards the end 
of the reign of Domitian, following Irenaeus’ external evidence and a 
number of important indications found in the text itself. In fact, this 
Domitianic date is strongly reinforced once it has been made plausible that 
the prosecutions of the fiscus Judaicus can be considered to be the 
background of persecution against which John wrote his apocalyptic vision.    
 
5.3.  Persecution 
In early Christian tradition Domitian holds a prominent place among the 
persecutors of Christianity. The following passage was written by Eusebius 
in his history of the Church, which can be dated to the early fourth century, 
but contains many references to earlier writers: 
 

Domitian, having shown great cruelty toward many, and having 
unjustly put to death no small number of well-born and notable men 
at Rome, and having without cause exiled and confiscated the 
property of a great many other illustrious men, finally became a 
successor of Nero in his hatred and enmity toward God. He was in 

                                            
332 See, e.g., Aune 1997-1998, lxi and lxix-lxx; Beale 1999, 17; Mayo 2004, 10.  
333 Pace Van Kooten 2007, 238-240. 
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fact the second that stirred up a persecution against us, although his 
father Vespasian had undertaken nothing prejudicial to us.334 

 
Furthermore, there is the earlier evidence from Melito of Sardis (mid-second 
century) who wrote the following passage to the emperor Marcus Aurelius: 
 

The only emperors who were ever persuaded by malicious men to 
slander our teaching were Nero and Domitian, and from them arose 
the lie, and the unreasonable custom of falsely accusing 
Christians.335 

 
Also Tertullian mentions Nero and Domitian as the two main persecutors of 
Christians in the first century: 
 

Consult your histories. There you will find that Nero was the first to 
rage with the imperial sword against this school in the very hour of 
its rise in Rome. But we glory — nothing less than glory — to have 
had such a man to inaugurate our condemnation. One who knows 
Nero can understand that, unless a thing were good — and very good 
— it was not condemned by Nero. Domitian too, who was a good 
deal of a Nero in cruelty, attempted it; but, being in some degree 
human, he soon stopped what he had begun, and restored those he 
had banished.336 

 
Irenaeus and Eusebius date Revelation ‘towards the end of the reign of 
Domitian’; and Eusebius regards this book as reflecting the persecution of 
Christians by this emperor.337 He is also referring to non-Christian writers 
                                            
334 Eusebius Hist. Eccl. 3.17 
335 Quoted by Eusebius: Hist. Eccl. 4.26.9. 
336 Tertullian, Apol. 5.3-4. Tertullian is probably wrong when he states that Domitian 
stopped the persecution of Christians himself. His remark about ‘restoring’ those who had 
been banished, points more in the direction of Nerva (cf., Cassius Dio, Hist. Rom. 68.1; 
Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.20; 3.23). Although he could be thinking of the story of Hegesippus 
(quoted by Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.20, who also quotes Tertullian in this context) about 
Domitian and the relatives of Jesus, whom the emperor decided not to bother any longer 
after he found out they had no real possessions he could confiscate; this is the story that I 
referred to earlier (p. 88), from which it could be concluded that poor Jewish Christians 
were relatively safe under Domitian.  
337 Date of Revelation: Ireneaus, Adv. Haer. 5.30.3, also quoted by Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 
3.18 and 5.8. To argue that it is ‘striking’ that Irenaeus does not mention any Roman 
persecution in connection to his dating of Revelation (e.g., Aune 1997-1998, lxvii) strikes 
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(‘who were far from our religion’) who wrote about the persecution under 
Domitian: 
 

To such a degree, indeed, did the teaching of our faith flourish at that 
time that even those writers who were far from our religion did not 
hesitate to mention in their histories the persecution and the 
martyrdoms which took place during it. And they, indeed, accurately 
indicated the time. For they recorded that in the fifteenth year of 
Domitian Flavia Domitilla, daughter of a sister of Flavius Clement, 
who at that time was one of the consuls of Rome, was exiled with 
many others to the island of Pontia in consequence of testimony 
borne to Christ.338 
 

One also learns from Eusebius (in this case quoting Clement of Alexandria), 
that John, the author of Revelation, was released from the island of Patmos 
and could return to Ephesus when Nerva became emperor, which is 
consistent with the passage by Cassius Dio quoted before (Hist. Rom. 68.1) 
about Nerva’s measures when he became emperor.339 Apparently John lived 
until the days of the emperor Trajan.340    

A number of scholars have challenged this early Christian tradition 
picturing the emperor Domitian as a major persecutor of the Church, as I 
mentioned earlier.341 The main spokesman for this revisionist view has been 
L.L. Thompson, who follows Yarbro Collins in her view that Revelation 
was not a response to political oppression or persecution.  In his The Book of 
Revelation (1990) he wants to offer a ‘plausible reconstruction’ of the social 
order of Christianity under Domitian.342 I quote: 
 

                                                                                                                
me as odd. It would only have been striking if Irenaeus had left us the message that the 
impression of Roman persecution that the reader gets by reading the Book of Revelation 
was wrong, because there was no persecution of Christian communities under Domitian. 
Since he did not reveal this to us, it may be safely assumed that by dating a book to the reign 
of Domitian, which strongly focuses on persecution of Christians, he also understood that 
these persecutions took place under this emperor.   
338 Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.18. 
339 Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.23. Clement does not mention the emperor by name but calls him 
‘the tyrant’. Eusebius interprets ‘the tyrant’ to be Domitian.  
340 Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 2.22.5 and 3.3.4, also quoted by Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.23. 
341 See, e.g., Yarbro Collins 1984; Thompson 1990; Aune 1997-1998, lxiv-lxix; Carter 
2008. See also note 302. 
342 Thompson 1990, chapters 6-9. 
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This social order, reconstructed almost entirely from sources other 
than the Book of Revelation, will provide further evidence that the 
seer and his audience did not live in a world of conflict, tension, and 
crisis. Christians lived quiet lives, not much different from other 
provincials. The economy, as always, had its ups and downs; and the 
government kept the peace and demanded taxes.343 

 
My conclusion in the previous chapters has been quite the opposite, also 
‘reconstructed almost entirely from sources other than the Book of 
Revelation’:  
-   The policy of consecutive Roman emperors towards Judaism was based 
on the principle that Jews were free to follow the customs of their 
forefathers, but in the Claudian edict ‘to the rest of the world’ the emperor 
makes it clear that they were not allowed to ‘show a contempt of the 
religious observances of other nations’.344 Conversion of non-Jews to the 
exclusive monotheism of Judaism was undesirable from a Roman 
perspective. 
-   Roman writers of this period are often suspicious of Judaism, especially 
with regard to non-Jews adopting Jewish customs.345 Some of these 
sympathizers with Judaism even went as far as distancing themselves from 
their traditional gods. Non-Jewish Christians belonged to the latter category: 
the worst in Roman eyes.346 
-   1 Peter (dated ca. 85) gives clear evidence of the pressure that was felt by 
many or even all Christian communities throughout the Roman Empire: 
especially non-Jewish Christians were regarded as ‘evildoers’ by their local 
social environment because they had distanced themselves from friends, 
relatives and the local cults by converting to the God of Israel.347    
- Tensions between Jewish Christian missionaries and Christian 
communities on the one hand and local synagogues on the other were 
known since the days of Paul.348 During Domitian’s reign these tensions 
between Jewish synagogues and Christian communities intensified again, 

                                            
343 Thompson 1990, 95. 
344 Josephus, Ant. 19.290; see also Pucci Ben Zeev 1998: 328-342; also page 7. 
345 Seneca, De Superstitione, apud Augustinus, De Civitate Dei 6.11 ; Juvenal, Sat. 14.100 
and 14.103; Tacitus, Hist. 5.5.2. See pp. 41-43. 
346 See pp. 42-43 and 45-58. 
347 1 Pet 1.14-20; 4.3-4; 5.9; see also pp. 102-108. 
348 2 Cor. 11.24; Acts 9.1-2; 13.44-52; 14.1-7; 14.19; 17.5-9; 17.13; 21.27-36; 22.19; 26.11; 
Mt. 10.17; 23.24; Mk 13.9; Lk. 12.11; 21.12.  
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when Roman fiscal authorities regarded Christian communities as somehow 
belonging to Judaism, whereas synagogues preferred not to be associated 
with this movement.349  
-   This crisis under Domitian was to some extent a ‘coincidence’, but it 
could be argued that the issue of Jewish identity should have surfaced 
sooner or later in Roman history after the introduction of the Jewish tax by 
Vespasian. The question of who was supposed to pay the tax was all 
important for the Roman fiscus Judaicus and apparently the taxpayer had 
not been defined well enough. Under Domitian the broadest possible 
definition of Jew and Judaism was used by fiscal authorities, who were 
pressed to optimize their revenues, which led to oppression and abuse.  

Domitian spent largely during his reign: for his building program, his 
games and shows, and because of his decision to substantially increase the 
military salaries. Thompson does not challenge the claim of several Roman 
historians that in this way Domitian strained the financial resources of the 
empire. The political oppression and persecution by this emperor had strong 
financial reasons according to his contemporaries, and this is reflected in the 
actions of the fiscus Judaicus. In this context it is useful to once again quote 
Griffin about the connection between the financial situation of the Roman 
Empire under Domitian and his later reputation as a bad emperor: 
 

the ancient writers do not assert that that Domitian failed to balance 
his budget, only that he did so in ways that were oppressive and 
unjust.350 

 
The denial of a persecution of Christians under Domitian by Thompson 

and other scholars has also been interpreted as support for an ‘early’ date for 
Revelation. This has been the interpretation of, e.g., Wilson, who strongly 
underwrites Thompson’s conclusions. Wilson regards the persecution of 
Christians under Domitian as ‘an invention by Eusebius and Lightfoot’ and 
he is of the opinion that an important argument for a Domitianic date is 
invalidated in this way.351  

                                            
349 See pp. 82-85. 
350 Griffin 2000, 76, referring to Suetonius, Dom. 12.1-2, Pliny, Pan. 42.1; 36.1; 55.5; 37-8; 
and Cassius Dio, Hist. Rom. 67.4.5. 
351 Wilson 1993, 605; although Lightfoot also dated Revelation between 68 and 70 (like 
Wilson), he was convinced of a real persecution of Christians under Domitian, for which he 
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More recently Beale and Witherington have made it clear that they are 
not convinced by this tendency to deny any form of persecution under 
Domitian. Beale refers to 1 Clement 1.1 (usually dated to the year 96), who 
speaks of ‘the sudden and repeated calamities that have befallen us’.352 
Furthermore, he quotes from Pliny’s letter to Trajan about those people who 
had apostatized from Christianity, ‘a few as much as twenty-five years ago’ 
(i.e., in the late eighties of the first century, during Domitian’s reign).353 
Beale explicitly states that ‘the pagan accusations of “adopting the Jewish 
mode of life” and of “atheism” point to accusations directed against 
Christianity and not against Judaism’354. As seen in Chapter 2, these 
passages by Cassius Dio that Beale is referring to should be linked to the 
one by Suetonius about the fiscus Judaicus and on the basis of that passage 
one should distinguish between Jewish and non-Jewish Christians. The 
charge of ‘atheism’ could only be brought against the latter.355 Witherington 
also refers to Pliny’s letter and assumes that those who had renounced Christ 
during the reign of Domitian had probably done so under the threat of severe 
punishment, very likely execution.356 

This line of arguing by Beale and Witherington is strongly reinforced 
when the conditions under which the fiscus Judaicus could operate under 
Domitian are presented more prominently (like they were in the previous 
chapters): non-Jewish Christians could face execution after having been 
found guilty of ‘leading a Jewish life improfessi’ on account of their 
‘atheism’ and Jewish Christians could be prosecuted for evasion of the 
Jewish tax.    

It is now time to return to Revelation itself and look at the passages that 
refer to some kind of persecution. Some references to Christian victims in 
Revelation seem to point to an earlier time, most probably Nero’s reign. 
This is the usual interpretation of the following passages:357  

  

                                                                                                                
brought forward many arguments (called ‘alleged evidence’ by Aune 1997-1998, lxvi): 
Lightfoot 1890, 104-115.  
352 Beale 1999, 13. 
353 Beale 1999, 5. 
354 Beale 1999, 9; based on Cassius Dio, Hist. Rom. 68.1 and 67.14. 
355 See Chapter 2 about Domitian and the fiscus Judaicus. 
356 Witherington III 2003, 7. 
357 See, e.g., Aune 1997-1998, lxv; 424; 1011.  
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When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of 
those who had been slaughtered for the word of God and for the 
testimony they had given; they cried out with a loud voice, 
‘Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge 
and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?’ They were 
each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the 
number would be complete both of their fellow-servants and of their 
brothers and sisters, who were soon to be killed as they themselves 
had been killed. (Rev. 6.9-11)  

 
And in her [Babylon=Rome] was found the blood of prophets and of 
saints, and of all who have been slaughtered on earth. (Rev. 18.24) 

 
In the first passage quoted above future victims are also expected soon 
(me/llontej a)pokte/nnesqai). This seems to refer to the persecutions under 
Domitian that are foretold by the writer of Revelation. When focusing on the 
nature of these expected persecutions, we observe something remarkable. 
Not only executions are found as punishment for ‘Christians’ in the days that 
the book was written (as a vaticinium ex eventu under Domitian in the early 
nineties of the first century), but also imprisonment and banishment. This is 
an intriguing observation, since the only punishment for Christians known of 
under Nero (ca. 64) and under Trajan (ca. 112) is the death penalty.358 In the 
previous chapter I concluded that the executions under Nero were most 
likely linked to the (false) charge of incendiarism, a serious criminal offence. 
Under Trajan it was enough to confess to being a Christian to deserve the 
death penalty, which was probably a fairly recent development at that 
moment. Being a Christian was not a crime in itself under Nero and this was 
still the case under Domitian, as I argued in Chapters 2 and 4. If the fiscus 
Judaicus is somehow present in the persecution as described in Revelation, 
one would expect to find punishments that are different for Jewish Christians 
on the one hand and for non-Jewish Christians on the other. 

First of all there is the statement of the writer himself:  
 

I, John, your brother who share with you in Jesus the persecution and 
the kingdom and the patient endurance, was on the island called 
Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. (Rev. 
1.9)  

                                            
358 Tacitus, Annals 15.44; Pliny, Ep. 10.96. 
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John claims to be sharing the persecution (e)n th|=  qli/yei) with his readers. 
The fact that he is on the island of Patmos seems to be the result of a 
punishment ‘because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus’. This 
punishment was obviously not execution but apparently some kind of 
banishment. Furthermore, there is the central prophecy in chapter 13 stating:  

 
If anyone has an ear, let him hear:  
whoever is meant to be captured will surely be captured (ei)/ tij ei)j 
ai)xmalwsi/an ei)j ai)xmalwsi/an u(pa/gei); whoever is meant to be 
killed by the sword will surely be killed by the sword (ei)/ tij e)n 
maxai/rh| a)poktenei=, dei= au)to\n e)n maxai/rh| a)poktanqh=nai). This calls 
for endurance and faith on the part of God's people. (Rev 13.9-10) 359 

 
John seems to be referring to two different groups of victims here, for which 
different punishments applied. ‘Being captured’ was one of the possible 
punishments, which may have meant imprisonment and/or banishment.360 
Obviously people from both groups could be arrested and prosecuted. For 
some of them, ‘being captured’ was also the worst that could happen but for 
others this prosecution could lead to an execution by the sword. The latter is 
evident in the passage quoted above, but is also reflected in the following 
verses: 
  

it [the second beast] was allowed to give breath to the image of the 
beast, so that the image of the beast could even speak and cause 
those who would not worship the image of the beast to be killed 
(Rev. 13.15) 
 
Then I saw thrones, and those seated on them were given authority to 
judge. I also saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their 
testimony to Jesus and for the word of God. They had not 
worshipped the beast or its image and had not received its mark on 
their foreheads or their hands (Rev. 20.4) 

  

                                            
359 This is a selective allusion to Jer. 15.2 and 43.11. See, e.g., Beale 1999, 704-707.  
360 In Roman times prisons served only for a short incarceration. During inquiry in a 
criminal trial the accused person could be detained so as to be at the disposal of the 
authorities. See Krause 1996, esp. 64-91, who notes: ‘Die Gefängnishaft reduzierte sich im 
Römischen Reich im wesentlichen auf die Untersuchungs- und die Exekutionshaft’ (64).  
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The execution of these people was ordered after they apparently refused to 
‘worship the image of the beast’. Very probably this worshiping consisted of 
sacrificing to an image or idol of the emperor and perhaps several gods as 
well.361 Those who refused to do this were killed by the sword, which should 
be understood as being beheaded according to Rev. 20.4. This was one of the 
types of execution as used by Roman authorities. 

Apparently one type of punishment (imprisonment and/or banishment) 
was given to some Christians, among whom was John himself, the other type 
of punishment (execution by beheading) was given to other Christians who 
refused to worship the idol of the emperor. John was in the isle of Patmos 
‘for the word of God and the testimony of Jesus’ (Rev. 1.9), but others could 
apparently be beheaded, also ‘for their testimony to Jesus and for the word 
of God’ (Rev. 20.4). My suggestion is that the first group of Christians 
consisted of circumcised Jews and the second group consisted of 
uncircumcised non-Jews. This would be consistent with the fact that only 
non-Jews would be suspected of ‘atheism’ as a consequence of their ‘living a 
Jewish life improfessi’ or ‘drifting into Jewish ways’ under Domitian. Only 
they would be forced to undergo some kind of sacrifice test to see whether 
they were ‘atheists’ or not. Based on the widely accepted assumption that 
John was Jewish (which would be established in court by the circumcision 
test), he could only have been convicted for evasion of the Jewish tax. In 
John’s case the relegation to Patmos could perhaps be an additional punitive 
measure, connected to the fact that he may have been the leader of the 
Christian community in Ephesus.362   

Some scholars argue that John was only banished and not killed, because 
he belonged to the higher class of honestiores and not to the lower class of 
humiliores.363 Different punishments could apply for these two categories, 
even if they were convicted for the same crime. If one were to accept this 
explanation, one would be faced with a remarkable and unexplainable 

                                            
361 Cf., Pliny, Ep. 10.96. 
362 John was probably condemned to deportatio, which also involved loss of all rights and 
property (Digest 48.22.6; 48.22.14.3; 48.22.15) or relegatio in insulam, undoubtedly also 
after the loss of his property. Aune (1997-1998, 79-80) gives all possible reasons why John 
may have been on the island of Patmos. He notes that provincial governors made frequent 
use of relegatio (80). Witherington III 2003, 9, also sees John ‘as a leader in the churches in 
Asia Minor, and not merely as a peripheral prophet’. 
363 Aune 1997-1998, 80; Witherington III 2003, 9; Aune indicates that the people who were 
beheaded must have belonged to the upper classes as well (or they were soldiers). 
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difference compared to the situation under Trajan not much later: according 
to Pliny’s letter the confession to being a Christian always led to the death 
penalty in his days. The only distinction that is observed is the one between 
those who were Roman citizens, who were sent to Rome (most likely to be 
executed), and those who were no Roman citizens. The latter could be killed 
immediately under the jurisdiction of Pliny as governor, whereas the former 
could not. Leaders of the Church seem to have been particularly vulnerable: 
the bishops of Antioch (Ignatius) and Jerusalem (Simeon) were both 
executed under Trajan.364  

The reason why the author of Revelation escaped execution under 
Domitian, even while he was probably a prominent member or even the 
leader of the Christian community in Ephesus, is best explained by the fact 
that he was Jewish. He could only have been prosecuted on a charge of 
evasion of the Jewish tax and not of ‘atheism’. He could not have been 
forced to undergo a sacrifice test under Domitian, because at that moment he 
was still considered to be a Jew in Roman eyes, someone who was entitled to 
his exclusive monotheism. Had he been put to such a test himself, he would 
not have survived. 

There is no direct evidence for the confiscation of property in Revelation, 
but this would have been the usual consequence of a conviction and certainly 
so under Domitian according to Suetonius (Dom. 12.1-2), but a strong 
preoccupation with the accumulation of wealth by the Roman Empire in this 
apocalyptic document (especially in chapter 18) and also a strong focus on 
the dangers of wealth for Christian communities can be noted.365 I will come 
back to this latter issue in the next paragraph about the letters to the seven 
churches.  
 First I need to finish this paragraph about persecution by paying attention 
to the Roman emperor cult, a hotly debated subject among scholars of the 
Book of Revelation.366 My position may have become clear in the preceding 
part of this study. The emperor cult did not play a particularly important role 
in relation to Revelation, although the cult was probably quite prominent in 

                                            
364 Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.32; 3.36. 
365 See, e.g., Yarbro Collins 1984: 132-134. She points at the ‘theme of wealth and poverty’ 
that ‘occurs at certain climactic points in the Book of Revelation’. Also see Kraybill 1996. 
For further discussion of this issue, see my paragraph on the letters to the seven churches. 
366 Aune 1997-1998, lxiii-lxiv; 775-779; Beale 1999, 5-12; Witherington III 2003, 23-25; 
and especially Friesen 2001. 
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Asia under Domitian.367 The most important parallel is the one that is found 
in the letter of Pliny to Trajan (Ep. 10.96), in which Pliny explicitly 
mentions the use of an image of Trajan as part of the sacrifice test he is using 
to distinguish between Christians and non-Christians. This should probably 
be interpreted as the similar use of an image or statue of the emperor in the 
Book of Revelation in a similar context: that of a sacrifice test.    
 
5.4.  The letters to the seven churches 
I have found the approach of Hemer very helpful when looking at these 
letters in chapters 2 and 3 of Revelation. He is one of the few scholars who 
clearly distinguishes between Jewish and non-Jewish Christians in this New 
Testament document, although perhaps not consistently enough, especially 
when it comes to the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian.368 First I will give an 
important quote by him and then add my own comment and views. 
 

The Christian was faced with a cruel dilemma. His safety was 
assured only by preparedness, in time of need, to identify himself 
either with pagan society, by sacrifice to the emperor and the 
expected participation in the religious aspects of guilds and social 
life (the ‘Nicolaitan’ answer), or with Judaism on whatever terms 
would gain him acceptance in the synagogue, that is, probably, at 
least an implicit denial of his Lord. (…) The situation also 
introduced a new occasion of disunion between Jewish and Gentile 
Christians, on whom it impinged differently.369   

 
I agree with Hemer’s conclusion about this ‘cruel dilemma’.  Identification 
with pagan society (again) was most probably a way out for non-Jewish 
Christians under the pressure of persecution. This would lead to their 
apostasy. For Jewish Christians it was possible to gain acceptance (again) in 
the synagogue, but this would require full adherence to Jewish law.  As 
stated earlier, this most probably meant they were not supposed to have close 
social bonds with non-Jews (including meals with non-Jewish Christians), 

                                            
367 Price 1984; Friesen 2001; 2005. 
368 Hemer (1986, 7-8) fully recognizes the importance of the fiscus Judaicus for the 
circumstances that prevailed when Revelation was written, but he does not see a (legal) 
distinction between Jewish and non-Jewish Christians in the passage by Suetonius about the 
fiscus Judaicus (Dom. 12.2) and as a consequence of that also no difference in punishments 
for these two categories. See also note 92. 
369 Hemer 1986, 10. 
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which could indeed be felt as an implicit denial of Jesus as their Messiah, 
because the messianic community would break up in this way.370 

If the letters to the seven churches can in any way be linked to the 
possibility that both Jewish and non-Jewish Christians were denounced to 
the fiscus Judaicus for different crimes leading to different punishments, 
then attention should be paid to four variables: Jewish Christians, non-
Jewish Christians, rich and poor. First we should ask ourselves how these 
communities were composed: was there a majority of Jewish Christians or a 
majority of non-Jewish Christians? The second question should be if their 
members were relatively poor or relatively rich, in other words: could they 
easily fall victim to delatores considering them to be attractive targets. In 
this line of thinking a Christian community consisting of a majority of poor 
Jewish Christians, would be relatively safe. On the other hand, a Christian 
community consisting of a majority of relatively rich members would be a 
very attractive target for delatores. Because of the fact that non-Jewish 
members could even face execution, the risk of apostasy by performing an 
act of idolatry (worship of the ‘beast’) under the threat of execution seems to 
have been high for them.  

With this in mind I will look at the letters in more detail. For this purpose 
I will focus on two key subjects that are found in these letters. The role of 
the Jewish synagogues will be the first topic to consider: this is hinted at in 
the letters to the churches of Smyrna and Philadelphia. After that I will look 
at the pressure on Christians to identify themselves more with pagan society 
in all of its aspects. This seems to be the main issue for the communities in 
Ephesus, Pergamum, Thyatira and probably Sardis as well. Only the 
community of Laodicea does not fit into this picture. The relative wealth of 
this community is considered to be their greatest handicap, regardless of any 
internal tensions or external pressure. 

                                            
370 The circumstances under Domitian for non-Jewish Christians seem to have been worse 
than for Jewish Christians, who did not run the risk of execution. For the latter the full 
danger became apparent under Nerva, when they probably lost their official status as Jews, 
as described in Chapter 3 about Nerva and the fiscus Judaicus. Both groups thus became 
susceptible to the risk of apostasy at slightly different moments in time. For non-Jewish 
Christians this risk was very real under Domitian, which is reflected in the Book of 
Revelation and will be discussed below. For Jewish Christians the temptation of apostasy 
became very real under Nerva, which in my view is reflected in the Letter to the Hebrews. 
This will be discussed at full length in the next chapter (Chapter 6). 
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It is also good to remember that the issues raised in these letters may have 
affected all churches as addressed by John to some degree and other 
Christian communities as well.  
 
5.4.1. ‘Those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a 
synagogue of Satan’ 
In the letters to the churches of Smyrna and Philadelphia the local Jewish 
communities are also mentioned. They seem to claim to be Jews with the 
exclusion of others who might still have the same claim, in this case 
probably certain members of the Christian community: ‘those who say that 
they are Jews and are not (lego/ntwn I)oudai/ouj ei)=nai e(autou/j kai\ ou)k ei)si\n), 
but are a synagogue of Satan (a)lla\ sunagwgh\ tou= Satana=)’ (Rev. 2.9; 
almost similar to 3.9).   

These messages are usually understood as an indication that there was 
some kind of conflict between the Christian and Jewish communities in these 
cities. They tell us that Smyrna and Philadelphia had Jewish communities, 
but this was also true for the other five cities. Thus, these passages probably 
give important information about the Christian communities in Smyrna and 
Philadelphia as well. A discussion about Jewish identity (‘who is a real 
Jew?’) seems to be the underlying issue here. Following from this it may be 
assumed that the two parties involved in this discussion were on the one side 
Jews belonging to the local synagogue and on the other side Jews belonging 
to the local Christian community.371 This means that the Christian 
communities in these two cities probably consisted of an important number 
of Jewish Christians.372 To find a conflict about Jewish identity in two of the 
seven letters, strongly points to a Sitz im Leben under Domitian.373  

                                            
371 Hence I do not agree with Mayo (2006, 62) who puts forward the thesis:  ‘John is laying 
claim in 2.9 and 3.9 to the term “Jew” as the exclusive right of the followers of the Lamb — 
the true Jews’; also Mayo 2006, 25 and 200. The term ‘Jew’ could hardly have been claimed 
for non-Jewish Christians and it is highly likely that it never was. For John and other Jewish 
Christians it was probably bad enough that they were denied their Jewishness by local 
synagogues. Hirschberg 2007, 219-223, also concludes ‘Jewish believers in Jesus have a 
central significance in the communities of Smyrna and Philadelphia’ (223) and he refers to 
the fiscus Judaicus as an important element in this context as well (222).  
372 Cf., Bauckham 1993, 124-125. 
373 This was an important issue for the fiscus officials and also the issue of the birkat ha-
minim (‘the blessing/malediction of the heretics’ from the Jewish prayer Shemoneh Esreh: 
Eighteen Benedictions), traditionally dated around the year 90, which will be discussed in 
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Very often scholars conclude, based on these verses (Rev 2.9 and 3.9), 
that Jews were directly responsible for the persecution of Christians in these 
cities374, but this is hardly likely when this is considered in the context of the 
fiscus Judaicus. Jewish Christians could be prosecuted by this Roman 
authority for evasion of the Jewish tax, because they were still regarded as 
Jews from a Roman perspective (and they probably still regarded themselves 
as Jews as well). One could say that the fiscus Judaicus, metaphorically or 
literally, pushed certain groups of Jews back to the synagogue (Jewish 
Christians and, e.g., apostate Jews), but the synagogues started to push back, 
since they had a completely different perspective on these issues. It was in 
their interest to distance themselves from Christian communities and deny 
their connection with Judaism, because they did not want to be associated 
with a movement that caused a lot of hostility from their pagan environment, 
which could affect their position in a negative way as well.375     

The fact that synagogues apparently distanced themselves explicitly from 
Jewish Christians, may have felt like a blow to the latter. But it also follows 
from this that Jews were probably not among the delatores that denounced 
Jewish members of Christian communities to the fiscus Judaicus as tax 
evaders.376 From a Roman perspective Jewish Christians (and also, e.g., 
                                                                                                                
more detail in my chapter about the Gospel of John, including discussion of the birkat ha-
minim.  
374 See, e.g., Aune 1997, lxiv-lxv, 176; Beale 1999, 31; 240; Bredin 2003, 131. But also see 
Duff 2006, 168: ‘The letters to the churches suggest little, if any, hostility on the part of the 
Jews’. I agree with the latter. 
375 See pp. 82-85 for a full discussion of this issue. Cf., Schüssler Fiorenza 1985, 194: ‘After 
the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple the self-interest of Jewish communities in Asia 
Minor demanded that they get rid of any potential “trouble-makers” and “messianic 
elements” in their midst, and Christians certainly seemed to be among them’. In the same 
paragraph she makes it clear, however, that she does not regard the fiscus Judaicus under 
Domitian as having directly affected Christian communities.  
376 Contra Hemer 1986, 8; also against Bredin 2003, 131; Bredin concludes about the 
poverty of the Christian community in the rich city of Smyrna: ‘this suggests that the 
synagogue had informed the authorities about the failure of the churches to pay the [Jewish] 
tax’. It would have been inconsistent if the synagogues in Smyrna and Philadelphia had 
denied the ‘Jewishness’ of the Christian communities and yet had informed the authorities 
about their non-payment of a tax that only applied to Jews. Bredin (2003, 110-116; 125; 
130-132) is one of very few scholars who consider the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian as a 
possible background for Revelation (in Bredin’s case explicitly in combination with the 
emperor cult). Hirschberg (1999, 98-99; 2007, 222) also pays attention to the fiscus 
Judaicus in relation to Revelation, stressing the distance that Jewish communities probably 
wanted to keep between them and Christian communities. 
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apostate Jews) were still Jews who should pay the Jewish tax and should also 
be registered taxpayers in the future, but from the perspective of the 
synagogues this connection between the Christian movement and Judaism 
should disappear rather sooner than later. This happened when Nerva 
undertook his reform of the tax in the year 96 and very likely harmonized the 
Roman and Jewish definitions of ‘Jew’. 

John denies the claim of the synagogue members in Smyrna and 
Philadelphia to be Jews and calls them a synagogue of Satan. This harsh 
language could very well be directly connected to the Jewish tax as well. 
The synagogue was very likely the source of information for officials of the 
Jewish tax (comparable to the central role it played with regard to the temple 
tax before 70).377 This tax was collected for the benefit of a pagan temple in 
the capital city of the empire. In John’s view this connection between 
synagogues and Roman tax collectors for the upkeep of a pagan temple must 
have been horrifying (as it may well have been for these Jewish communities 
themselves, but they did not really have a choice).  

A very clear illustration of this link of Judaism with Rome and its most 
important religious centre is found in the coin depicted below. In Illustration 
7 a tetradrachm is shown that was in circulation in Asia at the time 
Revelation was written, if the Domitianic date is accepted. It was dedicated 
to the restoration of the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus by Domitian. After the 
temple burnt down in 69 and was restored by Vespasian during the early 
seventies, it was damaged again by fire in the year 80.378 This time Titus 
started the restoration, which was finished by his brother and successor 
Domitian. This type of coin was issued by both Titus and Domitian for 
circulation in Asia, to commemorate this second Flavian restoration of the 
temple (CAPIT RESTIT – Capitolium Restitutum).  
 

                                            
377 See pp. 22-24. Also Hirschberg 2007, 222: ‘Payment of the fiscus was probably done 
centrally through the Jewish communities’.  
378 Suetonius, Titus, 8.3; Dom. 5. 
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- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

 
 
Illustration 7. Domitian, Cistophoric Tetradrachm. Rome mint, struck in 82.  
Obverse: IMP CAESAR DOMITIAN AVG PM COS VIII, laureate head of 
Domitian. 
Reverse: CAPIT RESTIT, tetrastyle temple on podium of four steps: within, 
Jupiter seated between Minerva and Juno. RIC II 222. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

 
The Jewish tax had been introduced for the benefit of precisely this pagan 

temple. For Jewish taxpayers in Asia, this must have been a very 
intimidating coin that was directly related to the presumably hated tax. For 
Jewish Christians like John, who were probably not registered for the tax in 
the first place, this coin must have been the representation of the taxpayers’ 
submissiveness to Rome, since the pagan temple had been restored for a 
second time with money paid by Jews. 

Christian communities with a large Jewish Christian membership were a 
little better off than communities with a majority of non-Jewish Christians, 
when the severity of the punishments under Domitian is taken into account. 
It is probably no coincidence that the churches in Smyrna and Philadelphia 
are also the only two that John praises without any criticism.379 To remain 
faithful and steadfast was probably an easier task for them, when mainly 

                                            
379 Beale 1999, 226; Friesen 2005, 355: in his Table 2 about ‘praise and disapproval for the 
assemblies’ he notes that both communities receive ‘strong praise for many’ and ‘no 
disapproval’.    
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their property was at stake and most of them did not run the risk of having to 
undergo a sacrifice test. For Smyrna it is stated that this was a poor 
community, which must have made the situation under Domitian even less 
threatening, despite the fact that this is the only letter of the seven that 
explicitly mentions some kind of future punishment for some of its members 
(i)dou\ me/llei ba/llein o( dia/boloj e)c u(mw=n ei)s fulakh/n).380 Some of them will 
be thrown in prison and some of those thrown in prison may even die. One 
may note the fact that this is a very plausible situation under Domitian: some 
Christians will be prosecuted (i.e., only those who are attractive targets for 
delatores) and some of those may be executed (i.e., only non-Jewish 
Christians who can be exposed as ‘atheists’). 
 
5.4.2. ‘So that they would eat food sacrificed to idols and practise 
fornication’ 
The main threat that is observed in these letters is the tendency to 
compromise with pagan society and get involved (again) with idolatry and 
fornication: a relapse into paganism or rather polytheism.381 The warning not 
to give in to this tendency must have been mainly aimed at non-Jewish 
Christians. It was this group of believers that could end up in court having to 
undergo a test to sacrifice to the ‘beast’ (i.e., the Roman emperor: Rev. 13). 
They needed to be exhorted to remain faithful, but if they succeeded in doing 
this they could be executed for their beliefs. John the seer also reveals to 
them that they will be rewarded in a major way for their steadfastness (Rev. 
20.4):  
 

Then I saw thrones, and those seated on them were given authority to 
judge. I also saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their 
testimony to Jesus and for the word of God. They had not 
worshipped the beast or its image and had not received its mark on 

                                            
380 Rev. 2.10. Cf., Eusebius, Hist. Eccl. 3.19-20, about the relatives of Jesus being released 
by Domitian after he found out they possessed little of value. See also p. 88. The situation in 
Smyrna leaves some questions unanswered: were people poor from the start or did the 
poverty come about because the Jewish members had already lost their property after this 
had been confiscated by the fiscus Judaicus (on account of their tax evasion) and were some 
of the non-Jewish members now under attack because a second accusation (leading a Jewish 
life) was starting to be accepted by Roman officials of the fiscus with respect to non-Jews? 
381 Cf., Beale 1999, 226-227: ‘One of the contributions of this commentary is to show that 
all of the letters deal generally with the issue of witnessing for Christ in the midst of a pagan 
culture’ (227);  
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their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with 
Christ for a thousand years. 

 
To obtain this reward called ‘for endurance and faith on the part of God's 
people’ (Rev 13.10) and a very harsh punishment could be expected by those 
who would sacrifice to the ‘beast’:  
 

Then another angel, a third, followed them, crying with a loud voice, 
‘Those who worship the beast and its image, and receive a mark on 
their foreheads or on their hands, they will also drink the wine of 
God’s wrath, poured unmixed into the cup of his anger, and they will 
be tormented with fire and sulphur in the presence of the holy angels 
and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment 
goes up for ever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who 
worship the beast and its image and for anyone who receives the 
mark of its name. (Rev 14.9-11) 

 
These are clear indications (priceless reward if successful, harsh punishment 
after failure) that the pressure to sacrifice must have been high. Actually this 
was the first real test for (some) non-Jewish Christians to prove how strictly 
monotheistic they had really become.  
  In at least three and probably four of the letters there are references to the 
boundaries with pagan society. In John’s view the guarding of these 
boundaries was vital for healthy ‘victorious’ Christian communities and in 
some of these communities this was not done in a proper way according to 
him. Some people ate food sacrificed to idols and practised fornication. This 
is explicitly mentioned with regard to some members of the churches in 
Pergamum and Thyatira (Rev. 2.14; 2.20) and this was probably part of what 
John calls the ‘teaching of the Nicolaitans’ (Rev. 2.15).382 In Ephesus this 
teaching had not infected the Christian community according to the letter 
addressed to them (Rev. 2.6). The majority of church members in Sardis had 
‘soiled their clothes’ and there were only a few left who were ‘worthy’ to be 

                                            
382 See Aune 1997-1998, 148-149 for an excursus on the Nicolaitans. I agree with Aune that 
probably people following the teachings of Balaam (Rev. 2.14) and the followers of 
‘Jezebel’ (Rev. 2.20) should be regarded as part of the Nicolaitan movement. Friesen 2001, 
192-193, thinks that these are three different groups. Also see Van Henten 2008 about the 
role of Balaam in Rev. 2.14.  
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‘dressed in white’ (Rev. 3.4). This metaphor very likely also points to the 
crossing of the boundaries with pagan society.383   

Two further observations are important in this context: (1) in 1 Peter there 
is corroborating evidence that there was a certain measure of external 
pressure on non-Jewish Christians to ‘return’ to the pagan society that they 
had ‘abandoned’; (2) in contrast to God-fearers as sympathizers with 
Judaism, non-Jewish Christians were not supposed to keep any of their 
former polytheistic or pagan customs: a ‘Christian God-fearer’ would have 
been a contradiction in terms and yet this may be a good label for some of 
the members of Christian communities at the end of the first century. 
 
5.4.3.  Overall view of the letters 
One gets the strong impression that in these letters the author is sketching the 
circumstances of all seven churches before the persecution under Domitian 
became widespread: this is the situation of ‘what is’ as referred to in the 
verse: ‘Now write what you have seen, what is, and what is to take place 
after this’ (Rev. 1.19). If this is true, then one is virtually in a position to 
predict their success in coping with the situation and responding to John’s 
call ‘for endurance and faith on the part of God's people’ (Rev 13.10), when 
the persecution intensified: ‘what is to take place after this’.  

Churches with a strong Jewish Christian character (Smyrna and 
Philadelphia) probably lived through this period relatively unshaken, 
especially the poor community of Smyrna. It must be stressed again that 
Jewish Christians in all seven churches, if they were prosecuted, never faced 
the threat of a sacrifice test under Domitian and a subsequent execution. The 
risk of apostasy under Domitian in these churches was probably low, 
although some non-Jewish members may have died as martyrs.  

In Ephesus, Pergamum and Thyatira we seem to encounter the pressure 
on Christians to participate in pagan society, although the risk was different 
in each city. In Ephesus there were no Nicolaitans within the Christian 
community, probably indicating a low risk of apostasy for members of this 
community. In Thyatira and Pergamum some members of the Christian 
community did not guard the boundaries with the pagan environment well 
enough in John’s view. In these communities the risk of apostasy seems to 
have been higher at the moment non-Jewish Christians had to undergo a 

                                            
383 See, e.g., Beale 1999, 276.  
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sacrifice test and faced execution when refusing to sacrifice to an image of 
the emperor.  

The situation in Sardis is more difficult to understand, but Revelation 
expresses a strong disapproval of many members of this community384; only 
a few have remained within John’s boundaries: ‘Yet you have still a few 
people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes’ (Rev. 3.4). This also 
seems to imply compromising too much with the surrounding pagan society, 
although this is not expressed in similar language as used for Ephesus, 
Pergamum and Thyatira. If this is true, then the risk of apostasy with regard 
to prosecuted church members in Sardis would have been high. 

The relative wealth of the Christian community in Laodicea probably 
caused great problems for its members, since they ran a huge risk of being 
denounced with the fiscus Judaicus. Especially for the non-Jewish Christians 
among them it must have been a tough choice when they had to undergo a 
sacrifice test and possibly face execution. Some of them may have died as 
martyrs, but others may have sacrificed to the idol of the beast after all, 
thereby becoming apostates from Christianity. In the latter case they 
(together with apostates from other cities) entered the ranks of those people, 
mentioned in Pliny’s letter to Trajan (Ep. 10.96), who claimed they gave up 
Christianity in the late eighties or early nineties of the first century.  

This very varied picture may explain why the situation was so threatening 
and devastating for Christian communities individually and for the entire 
Christian movement in general: it led to varying degrees of impoverishment, 
some non-Jewish members of some communities were executed and many 
others may have apostatized. These circumstances led to what may have 
been a crisis situation within Christianity at the end of the first century. In 
this context it is useful to quote John Gager on Revelation:  
 

The occasion was persecution at the hands of the church’s enemies, 
but the real crisis lay in the unbearable and irreconcilable tensions 
created by persecution.385 

 
These tensions are what can be found in each of the seven letters. 
 
 

                                            
384 Friesen 2005, 355. 
385 Gager 1975, 51. 
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5.5.  The 144 000 and the innumerable multitude 
In the seventh chapter of Revelation the vision of John in which he sees how 
144 000 members of the twelve tribes of Israel are sealed on earth is 
presented. They seem to be contrasted to the ‘great multitude that no one 
could count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb’ (Rev. 7.9), ‘who have come 
out of the great ordeal’ (Rev. 7.14). The interpretation of this vision has 
evoked a lot of discussion among scholars.386 Especially the identity of the 
two groups of people as seen by John has been the subject of controversy. 
On the basis of this study so far I think new light could be shed on this issue, 
especially concerning the identity of the 144 000. In this respect it is again 
important to stress the conclusions concerning (1) the distinction between 
Jewish and non-Jewish Christians which is so important with regard to the 
‘administration’ of the fiscus Judaicus under Domitian and (2) the difference 
in punishments of these groups, of which the most prominent aspect is the 
fact that non-Jewish Christians could face execution and Jewish Christians 
probably not. 
 I will quote Schüssler Fiorenza, who rejects the interpretation that could 
very well be the right one: 
 

Another interpretation suggests that the 144,000 represent Jewish 
Christians who have remained faithful as distinguished from the 
great multitude symbolizing gentile Christians. However, the vision 
of the sealing appears not to refer to eschatological salvation but to 
divine protection during the turmoil of the Last Day. It is, therefore, 
unlikely that only Jewish Christians would experience such 
protection.387  

                                            
386 An extensive treatment of all different interpretations is given by Aune 1997-1998, 440-
447. 
387 Schüssler Fiorenza 1993, 67. The same conclusion is drawn by: Beale 1999, 418: ‘It is 
possible but unlikely that John intended his readership to understand that those sealed were 
only ethnic Israelites’; also Witherington III 2003, 137 notes 183 and 184. The identification 
of the 144 000 with Jewish Christians is also explicitly denied by, e.g., Roloff 2001, 90: 
‘Ähnlich will Johannes mittels dieser aus der Zwölf abgeleiteten Symbolzahl die Kirche als 
das endzeitliche Heilsvolk kennzeichnen, das Israels Erbe angetreten hat. An eine 
Wiederherstellung Israels als Volk denkt er ebensowenig wie an eine besondere Sammlung 
der aus Israel stammenden Christen’. Bousset 1906, 288-289, on the other hand, seems to be 
nearer to the truth: ‘Gesetzt, der Verfasser der Apk war ein Judenchrist, ein Christgläubiger 
und daneben doch noch ein begeisterter Anhänger jüdischer Nationalität, wie dies schon aus 
3 9 sehr wahrscheinlich geworden ist, so ist es gar nicht verwunderlich, wenn er des 
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Perhaps this is less unlikely when realizing that this vision may explain to 
the original readers why some Christians (i.e., those of a Jewish background) 
were spared under Domitian, whereas others could suffer the punishment of 
beheading after having been exposed as ‘atheists’ by their refusal to sacrifice 
to the ‘beast’. The reality under Domitian, which was probably experienced 
by many Christians as ‘the turmoil of the Last Day’, could indeed be 
interpreted as if Jewish Christians had some kind of extra protection against 
the Roman persecution. This difference in treatment by Roman officials of 
the two distinguishable categories of believers in Christ must have been a 
confusing and inconvenient experience for Christian communities 
themselves as well. 
 Aune discusses the identity of both groups and reaches two very carefully 
formulated conclusions after evaluating the arguments that have been 
brought forward during more than a century of scholarship. I will use these 
conclusions as a basis to add my comment. For the first group he notes: 
 

In my view, the 144,000 of Rev 7:4-8 represent that particular group 
of Christians (including all ages and both genders) who have been 
specially protected by God from both divine plagues and human 
persecution just before the final eschatological tribulations begins 
and who consequently survive that tribulation and the great 
eschatological battle that is the culmination of that tribulation.388  

 
Looking at the situation under Domitian, there was one particular group that 
was at least spared from execution by Roman authorities. Because of the fact 
that this was the group of Jewish Christians, the metaphor of 12 000 
specially protected people from each of the twelve tribes of Israel (e)k pa/shj 
fulh=j ui(w=n I)srahl), could be used very appropriately by the author.389 This 

                                                                                                                
Glaubens lebte, dass am Ende der Dinge sein Volk eine besondre eschatologische Rolle 
spielen würde. Hat doch selbst Paulus in seiner Eschatologie daran festgehalten, dass das 
bekehrte Judenvolk dereinst am Ende zu grossen Dingen berufen sei’ (288). Also 
Hirschberg, 2007, 224-226 and 229-230: ‘They [Jewish believers in Jesus] are the basis and 
the core of the eschatological Israel. They are not apostates, unlike the members of Israel 
who do not believe in Christ’ (226). 
388 Aune 1997-1998, 443. 
389 Paul always understood the Christian community to consist of Jewish and ‘Greek’ 
believers in Christ. The address of the Epistle of James (1.1: ‘to the twelve tribes in the 
dispersion’) also seems to refer to Jewish Christians in particular. This distinction between 
Jewish and non-Jewish Christians is still clearly visible in Revelation as well. See also 
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also gave John the opportunity to distinguish between Jews who had 
remained faithful to God and Jesus and those who had not, but had sided 
with Satan (=Rome) from his perspective, i.e., Christian Jews and non-
Christian Jews.  

For the identity of the ‘innumerable multitude’, which must be 
distinguished from the 144 000, Aune suggests the following solution: 
 

In my view the innumerable multitude represents all Christians who 
have died, whether naturally or by martyrdom, before the 
completeness of eschatological events, which conclude with the 
victory of the Lamb and his faithful followers (Rev 7:14). However, 
this group cannot represent all Christians for the simple reason that 
the 144,000 are still living on the earth under divine protection. The 
temporal setting of this vision is the future, emphasizing the 
heavenly reward enjoyed by those who were faithful to the point of 
death. 390 

 
This conclusion seems quite complete, but it may be added that up to the 
time of the writing of Revelation the great majority of ‘those who were 
faithful to the point of death’ as victims of Roman persecutions, were 
probably non-Jewish Christians ‘from every nation, from all tribes and 
peoples and languages’ (Rev. 7.9). As ‘ex-pagans’ they often experienced 
varying degrees of enmity in the cities they were living in. Under Domitian 
they ran the risk of being executed as ‘atheists’, whereas at that moment in 
time Jewish Christians were still protected by their circumcision from having 
to undergo the sacrifice test that was used to find out the atheists among the 
non-Jews that were accused of ‘living a Jewish life’.  

Once Jewish Christians lost their ‘Jewishness’, which probably happened 
after Nerva’s redefining of Iudaeus from a Roman perspective, they also ran 
the risk of being accused of atheism and from that moment on they could 
face execution as well. That was a moment at which some (or many) Jewish 
Christians may have decided to return to the safe haven of the synagogue. To 
stop this from happening and in order to lay a firm theological foundation for 

                                                                                                                
Friesen 2006, 143: ‘The imagery suggests a vision of the churches as a contemporary and 
eschatological movement, composed of some people from the twelve tribes of Israel and a 
lot of people from all the other tribes of the world. (…) “Jew”, “Israel”, and “Christian” are 
not appropriate terms for this movement.’ 
390 Aune 1997-1998, 447. The verse has been corrected to read Rev. 7.14 (instead of 17.14). 
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Jewish Christians in general, the Letter to the Hebrews may very well have 
been written. This will be the subject of my next chapter.  
 
5.6.  Conclusion 
In this chapter I have put forward the thesis that Revelation was written 
against the background of the administration of the fiscus Judaicus under 
Domitian. This will further support the majority opinion about the date for 
this book: ‘towards the end of Domitian’s reign’. The different punishments 
for Christians that can be found in this apocalyptic book (imprisonment, 
banishment and execution) clearly point in the direction of the fiscus 
Judaicus and the distinction it made between Jewish and non-Jewish 
Christians. This distinction is also very present in the letters to the seven 
churches in Rev. 2 and 3, and also in the vision in Rev. 7 about the 144 000 
and the innumerable multitude. Both in the seven letters and in the vision, as 
mentioned above, also a clear distance between Christian communities, 
including Jewish Christians, and mainstream Judaism can be detected. 
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