
Bible Prophecy Interpretive Views 

Historicist, Preterist, and Futurist 

Reading With Humility 

Let's be honest: none of us comes to the Bible — or to any subject — as a blank slate. We all carry 

presuppositions, inherited assumptions, and personal history that shape how we read and what we notice. 

Recognizing this isn't a weakness to overcome so much as a starting point for honest conversation. 

The same principle applies well beyond theology. Suppose a close friend describes himself as an atheist. If 

we take the time to ask about his story and actually listen — rather than rushing to correct or convince — 

we start to understand the frame of reference that shaped his conclusions. We don't have to agree with 

where he lands to extend him genuine respect, both as a person and as someone entitled to hold his own 

convictions. 

That same posture is worth bringing to differences within the household of faith. Sincere, careful students of 

Scripture have arrived at real differences over how to interpret biblical prophecy — especially the 

apocalyptic material in Daniel and Revelation. Three major interpretive traditions have emerged over the 

centuries: the Historicist, Preterist, and Futurist views. Each has a long history, thoughtful defenders, and 

reasoned arguments behind it. 

Understanding where each view came from — and why its proponents hold it — is simply good practice: it is 

honest history, and it makes for better, more charitable conversation, whatever conclusions we each 

ultimately draw. What follows is a brief overview of these three traditions: their origins, their development, 

and some of their key voices. 

At a Glance 

View Core Approach to Revelation Associated With 

Historicist Prophecy unfolds progressively across  
history, as may be seen in the books of 
prophecy, Daniel and Revelation, the 
Early Church, Reformation, to the 
present, and beyond. 

Daniel, John the Revelator, Reformers, 
Isaac Newton, early Seventh-day 
Adventism 

Preterist Most or all prophecies were fulfilled in 
the 1st century — chiefly Jerusalem's fall 
in AD 70. 

Luis de Alcasar, J. Stuart Russell, R.C. 
Sproul 

Futurist The bulk of Revelation describes events 
still ahead, at the very end of history. 

Francisco Ribera, John Nelson Darby, Hal 
Lindsey 

 

Historicist View 

Origins and Timeline 



• Roots trace to Jewish apocalyptic interpretation and early church writers who read Daniel's kingdoms 

as a sequence culminating in Rome.  Compare the similarity between prophecies in Daniel and 

Revelation.   

• The distinctly historicist method — reading the seals, trumpets, and bowls of Revelation as a 

continuous timeline of church history — develops more fully in the medieval period, notably with the 

12th-century abbot Joachim of Fiore, who mapped Revelation onto historical epochs. 

• It becomes the dominant Protestant position during the Reformation (16th century), when Reformers 

identified the papacy with the “little horn” of Daniel 7 and the “beast” of Revelation — a polemical and 

theological move against Rome especially in light of the atrocities of the Reformation.   

• Historicism's influence waned sharply after the mid-19th century as dispensational futurism and critical-

preterist scholarship both gained ground.  Was the Jesuit initiative successful? 

Key Sources and Proponents 

• Martin Luther and John Calvin (though Calvin notably never wrote a commentary on Revelation) 

• John Foxe, Acts and Monuments (1563) 

• Sir Isaac Newton, who wrote extensively on Daniel and Revelation using the historicist method 

(Observations upon the Prophecies of Daniel, and the Apocalypse of St. John, published posthumously 

in 1733) 

• Matthew Henry, and later Adam Clarke, in their commentaries 

• Edward Bishop Elliott, Horae Apocalypticae (1844) — arguably the most comprehensive historicist 

commentary ever produced 

• The Millerite movement (1830s–40s) in America, which fed into the founding of Seventh-day 

Adventism; Ellen G. White and Adventist theology retain historicism as the official denominational 

position today 

Preterist View 

Origins and Timeline 

• Some preterist-leaning readings of Daniel (especially chapters 8–11, applied to Antiochus IV Epiphanes) 

go back to antiquity. The pagan philosopher Porphyry (3rd century AD) argued Daniel was written after 

the fact about Antiochus — a claim the church regarded as an attack on the book's predictive authority, 

and to which Jerome responded with Against Porphyry. 

• Systematic Christian preterism as applied to Revelation emerges later, largely as a Counter-Reformation 

Catholic response to Protestant historicism's identification of the pope as Antichrist. 

• Luis de Alcasar, a Spanish Jesuit, is usually credited as the father of preterism proper. His Vestigatio 

arcani sensus in Apocalypsi (1614) argued Revelation was fulfilled in the fall of Jerusalem and pagan 

Rome — deliberately aimed at deflecting the Protestant historicist reading. 

• Preterism gains significant traction among Protestant scholars in the 17th–19th centuries, especially 

once critical scholarship begins dating Revelation to Nero's reign (before AD 70). 



• Full, or “hyper,” preterism is a much later and smaller development, associated with 20th-century 

figures and considered controversial within evangelicalism. 

Key Sources and Proponents 

• Luis de Alcasar (1614), Catholic founder of the school 

• Hugo Grotius (17th century), an early Protestant preterist 

• J. Stuart Russell, The Parousia (1878) — highly influential for later preterism, arguing nearly all New 

Testament eschatology was fulfilled by AD 70 

• Milton Terry, Biblical Apocalyptics (1898) 

• Modern partial preterists: R.C. Sproul (The Last Days According to Jesus, 1998), Kenneth Gentry (Before 

Jerusalem Fell, arguing for an early date of Revelation), and Gary DeMar 

• Full preterists: Max King, associated with the “Israel Only” or “Covenant Eschatology” movement, 

regarded as outside orthodoxy by most denominations, including groups otherwise sympathetic to 

partial preterism 

Futurist View 

Origins and Timeline 

• Also has ancient roots: several early church fathers (Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Justin Martyr) held versions 

of futurism regarding a personal Antichrist and a future tribulation, without the elaborate 

dispensational framework added later. 

• Francisco Ribera, another Spanish Jesuit and contemporary of Alcasar, is credited as founder of the 

modern futurist school. His commentary (1590s) argued that the bulk of Revelation refers to a brief 

future period at the very end of history — likewise, in part, a Counter-Reformation response to 

Protestant historicism's papal identification. 

• Futurism remained a minority Catholic and small Protestant position for roughly two centuries. 

• Dispensational futurism, the dominant form today, emerges in the 19th century with John Nelson 

Darby (Plymouth Brethren, 1830s), who developed the framework of distinct “dispensations” and the 

gap between Daniel's 69th and 70th weeks. 

• It was popularized in America through the Scofield Reference Bible (1909, revised 1917), whose study 

notes embedded dispensationalism into how a huge swath of American evangelicalism reads the Bible. 

• It was massively popularized again in the 20th–21st century through Hal Lindsey's The Late Great Planet 

Earth (1970) and the Left Behind novel series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins (1995–2007). 

Key Sources and Proponents 

• Francisco Ribera (1590s), Jesuit founder of the school 

• John Nelson Darby (1800–1882), father of dispensationalism 

• C.I. Scofield, Scofield Reference Bible (1909) 



• Lewis Sperry Chafer, founder of Dallas Theological Seminary, a major institutional center for 

dispensationalist theology 

• John Walvoord and Charles Ryrie, mid-20th-century systematizers 

• Hal Lindsey (1970) and Tim LaHaye / Jerry Jenkins (1995–2007), popular-level dissemination 

• Non-dispensational (“historic”) futurists, including George Eldon Ladd, whose The Blessed Hope (1956) 

and other works argue for futurism — including a future tribulation and Antichrist — without 

dispensational distinctives, closer to the pattern of the early church fathers 


