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Daniele Tripaldi

Drinking the Running Water of Wisdom (Rev 
22,17): Who Really Cared About ‘Sacraments’ 

in John’s Revelation?1

Abstract: Going beyond anachronistic ‘sacramental’ interpretations, this article attempts 
to imagine and reconstruct a historically and culturally plausible social setting for the 
«running water»-​saying in Rev 22,17.

Keywords: Rev 22, 17, ὕδωρ ζῶν/​(τῆς) ζωῆς, Ecstatic ‘Prophecy’, Book Dissemination of 
Divine Knowledge.

It is some sixty years ago that Erik Peterson contested the at the time current inter-
pretation of Rev 22,17 (καὶ ὁ διψῶν ἐρχέσθω, ὁ θέλων λαβέτω ὕδωρ ζωῆς δωρεάν) 
as a reference to baptismal praxis and theology. This interpretation –​ so he argued 
in 1959 –​ was proposed «als ob die Beziehung auf die Taufe in der patristischen 
Tradition ein zentrales Thema gewesen sei. Ganz im Gegenteil, es muss unsere 
Verwunderung erwecken, wie beiläufig diese Meinung vertreten wird». For his part, 
Peterson attempted to prove that early Christian litterati explained Rev 22,17 as a 
more general allusion to Christ’s teaching or person, or alternatively cited the verse 
as referring to the gift of the Spirit. Peterson aptly concluded: «[…] gerade dieser 
Dissens von einer uns heute naheliegenden Deutung enthält einen wertwollen his-
torischen Hinweis».2 Almost sixty years later, after a second ‘sacrament’, eucharist, 
had won scholarly favour as the interpretive key to the passage, Håkan Ulfgard tried 
anew to demonstrate that eucharistic-​sacramental readings of the same passage are 
probably misleading at best. Ulfgard pleaded instead for a spiritual-​sapiential notion 
of communion with Christ being therein expressed:3 in his view, it is the «language 

	1	 As I was working on my tesi di laurea, Lorenzo Perrone repeatedly urged me to combine 
the mainly literary interests underlying my work on John’s Apocalypse at the time with 
a possibly more sensitive approach to reconstructing the socio-​historical setting that 
produced the text as it stands. More than twenty years later, I am finally following 
his suggestions, as a token of our decennial friendship and my gratitude for his wise 
scholarly guidance, when I was taking my first steps as a philologus.

	2	 E. Peterson, Frühkirche, Judentum und Gnosis, Herder, Rom –​ Freiburg –​ Wien 1959, 
326–​328.

	3	 H. Ulfgard, Sharing with the Divine in the Apocalypse. Meals as Metaphors –​ Concepts 
and Contexts, in The Eucharist –​ Its Origins and Contexts. Sacred Meal, Communal 
Meal, Table Fellowship in Late Antiquity, Early Judaism, and Early Christianity, ed. D. 
Hellholm –​ D. Sänger, vol. 1: Old Testament, Early Judaism, New Testament, Mohr 
Siebeck, Tübingen 2017, 673–​695, here 687–​690 and 695.
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and imagery of Revelation» that inspired and influenced «the emerging Christian 
eucharistic theology», not vice versa.4

Following in the steps of Peterson and Ulfgard, I will also attempt to make a final, 
substantial case for an anti-​‘sacramental’ interpretation of Rev 22,17: in some sense, I see 
my investigation as exploring the historical implications of Peterson’s «Dissens» and at 
the same time pushing Ulfgard’s remarks slightly further. De facto, I will address once 
again a few, fundamental questions regarding Rev 22,17: who is the speaker? What is the 
overall sense of offering «water of life» (i.e.: «running water») to drink? Can we possibly 
reconstruct –​ or at least clarify –​ the historical and cultural practices that this invitation 
apparently implies and promotes in and out of the world within the text? On the one 
hand, the expression «water of life» in 22,17 hints back to the vision of the heavenly 
Jerusalem, as foreshadowed in Rev 7,15–​17 and then witnessed by John in 22,1 ff. On the 
other hand, the promise in Rev 22,17 appears to imply a fulfilment already at hand, here 
and now: what are we supposed to make of this temporal ambivalence in reconstructing 
co-​texts and con-​texts for the verse?

As I try to provide a more satisfying answer to these questions, I will argue on a tex-
tual basis that the eucharistic meal generally assumed as ‘Sitz im Leben’ for Rev 22,17 is 
probably an overly narrow and overly hypothetical setting to understand John’s text and 
worldview. I will instead plead for interpreting Rev 22,17 as a key verse in John’s strategy 
to advance his own position as a ‘prophet’ and sanction the propagation of his letter as a 
written roll (biblion) imbued with the ‘watery’ substance of God’s own breath (pneuma). 
Freed from the anachronistic constraints of a ‘sacramental’ theory, John’s strategy will 
be better understood within a socio-​cultural framework of meaning, where competing, 
often conflicting experiences of contact with the non-​human world were expected and 
even searched for, to be later put into acceptable words and disseminated as messages 
potentially offering privileged access to special wisdom.5

1. �Blending Identities: Angel(s) and Readers
The identity of the speakers alternating throughout Rev 22,6–​21 has always been a 
crucial problem for the understanding of Rev 22,17, leading interpreters to different 
solutions. Building upon a hypothesis formulated by the late U. Vanni, M.A. Kavanagh 
explained the whole passage as a liturgical dialogue taking place between God, Christ, 
and their angel(s), on the one side, and the community reader, the hearers, and John, 
on the other. Forced into this scheme, Rev 22,17 is literally torn into pieces and short 

	4	 H. Ulfgard, Sharing with the Divine, cit., 695.
	5	 On ‘apocalypses’ in and out of Jesus groups as textualized visionary experiences, see 

especially L. Arcari, Vedere Dio. Le apocalissi giudaiche e protocristiane (iv sec. a.C.-​ii 
sec. d.C.), Carocci, Roma 2020. More specifically, on Paul as Judean wonderworker and 
letter-​writing diviner vying to acquire followers and support on the ancient religious 
market see J. Eyl, Signs, Wonders, and Gifts. Divination in the Letters of Paul, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford –​ New York, NY 2019; on ‘prophets’ as diviners, visions and 
writing in Revelation cf. D. Tripaldi, Gesù di Nazareth nell’Apocalisse di Giovanni. 
Spirito, profezia e memoria, Morcelliana, Brescia 2010, 29–​93.
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lines: the reader delivers 17a; the hearers reply in 17b with the invocation to come; 
eventually the reader breaks in once again uttering 17c.6

The liturgical dialogue hypothesis has never lost its attractiveness through the 
years.7 However, it has not gone uncontested either. Thirty-​five years ago, M. Karrer 
criticized it because in his eyes it resolved the tensions in our section at the cost of 
violent exegesis: the German scholar observed firstly that parallels to a liturgical 
dialogue such as assumed by Vanni and Kavanagh are missing; secondly, he stressed 
that in the book of Revelation ναί-​answers come only from non-​human figures (cf. 
Rev 14,13; 16,7; 22,20).8 Finally –​ I would add –​, it is probably of some relevance that 
John is keeping silent since Rev 7,14: from 7,15 onwards he limits himself to quietly 
witnessing visions, and letting at best his body react to what he sees or hears.

Once we abandon such speculative (re-​)constructions, some insightful remarks 
by Edmondo F. Lupieri and Enrico Norelli on 22,6–​20 might lead to a more cogent 
proposal for the identification of the speakers in these last few verses of Rev. Lupieri 
reads the whole closing section of Rev as a sort of two voice-​‘monologue’, with Jesus 
and his and God’s angel(s) mainly switching as speakers.9 Commenting specifically 
upon the water saying (22,17), and stressing the hopelessness of the «task to figure 
out who utters the invitation to the thirsty», Lupieri opts for what he envisages 
as «the least complicated solution», namely, that «the invitation is again issued by 
John». Probably still not completely satisfied, he concludes however by calling even 
this option into question: «does John have the authority to issue such an invitation, or 
should we assume that it is at least an angel –​ the one who must, as we will see, utter 
the following verses?».10 For his part, Norelli is not specifically interested in assigning 
to any character the water saying in 22,17, nor does he advance any hypothesis in 
this regard. Nonetheless, starting from the admission that «la difficulté de préciser 
qui sont les locuteurs depuis 22,6 est connue», he proposes to assign vv. 6–​7.9.10(-​11?) 
to the angel and vv. 12 (or 11) through 16 to the heavenly Jesus speaking through 
the prophets, here, in particular, through John, as during a liturgical performance. 
According to Norelli, the invocation in v. 17a–​b is to be intended as the human extra-​
diegetic, expected response to Jesus’ intra-​diegetic self-​identification in v. 16.11 Three 

	 6	 M.A. Kavanagh, Apocalypse 22:6–​21 as Concluding Liturgical Dialogue, Pontificia 
Università Gregoriana, Roma 1984. According to U. Vanni, La struttura letteraria 
dell’Apocalisse, Herder, Roma 1971, 110–​111, Rev 22,17a introduces the Spirit and the 
Bride as new speakers; thereafter, John takes the floor again in 17b.

	 7	 Just to name two of the most influential Revelation scholars of the early 21st cen-
tury: P. Prigent, L’Apocalypse de Jean, Labor et Fides, Genève 2000, 498–​500; and 
D.E. Aune, Apocalypse Renewed. An Intertextual Reading of the Apocalypse of John, in 
The Reality of the Apocalypse. Rhetoric and Politics in the Book of Revelation, ed. D.L. 
Barr, Society of Biblical Literature, Atlanta, GA 2006, 43–​70, here 68.

	 8	 M. Karrer, Die Johannesoffenbarung als Brief. Studien zu ihrem literarischen, his-
torischen und theologischen Ort, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen 1986, 20–​30.

	 9	 E.F. Lupieri, A Commentary on the Apocalypse of John, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 
MI –​ Cambridge 2006, 358–​363.

	10	 E.F. Lupieri, A Commentary, cit., 362.
	11	 E. Norelli, Le livre et le temps court: La construction du temps dans le cadre de l’Apoc-

alypse de Jean (1,1–​3; 22,6–​20), in New Perspectives on the Book of Revelation, ed. A. 
Yarbro Collins, Peeters, Leuven 2017, 245–​267, here 255–​260 (quotation: 255).
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interrelated aspects of Norelli’s approach to the problem turn out to be pivotal in 
my view: Norelli first underlines the absence of introductory formulas signaling the 
switch from one possible speaker to the other;12 as a result, he bases his proposal 
on inner textual coherence and the lexical correspondences with utterances whose 
speaker seems relatively easy to identify;13 by proceeding in such a way, he comes to 
the conclusion that the voice of the angel is no other than Christ’s.14

In my view, Lupieri’s doubts and Norelli’s approach pave the way to a consistent 
solution to this old problem. As Norelli noticed, phraseology is the key: identical 
or similar expressions to the ones employed in Rev 22,17c occur in passages where 
the speaker is clearly identifiable as the angel sent to John by Jesus and God (cf., for 
example, Rev 2,7.11.17.29; 3,6.13.22; 14,13; 21,9; 22,18).15 Furthermore, assigning 22,17 
as a whole to a single angel perfectly fits into a worldview where angelic messen-
gers are called pneumata (cf. Rev 1,4 and 8,2) and dispatch utterances in the name 
of Jesus and the pneuma alike (Rev 2–​3). As such, on the one hand, they accomplish 
the task of carriers of the divine revelation to the human sphere on Jesus’ command 
(Rev 1,1–​2) as fellow-​slaves and fellow-​witnesses of the humans acting as prophets 
(Rev 19,9–​10 and 22,8–​9); on the other, they play the role of celestial counterparts of 
earthly ἐκκλησίαι (Rev 2–​3), to the point that even the woman appearing in Rev 12 
still seems to preserve features of a celestial, angelic being, as the primeval Israel, or 
ἐκκλησία of God’s elect.16 Finally, the idea that one and the same angel has multiple, 

	12	 E. Norelli, Le livre et le temps court, cit., 255–​256.
	13	 E. Norelli, Le livre et le temps court, cit., 255–​256.258.
	14	 E. Norelli, Le livre et le temps court, cit., 257. On God’s angel turning into Jesus’ 

angel by the end of the book and the latter being identical with Jesus himself see also 
258–​259.

	15	 It is indispensable at this point to recall to mind that the vision of a more-​than-​
human being reported in Rev 1,10–​17 is an epiphanic visitation not by Christ himself 
as usually presumed, but rather by one of his angels. This means that the whole 
macro-​section 1,17 through 3,22 stands out as a direct address by the non-​human 
servant of God/​Christ who in 1,1–​3 is mentioned as messenger in charge of com-
municating an apokalypsis from God and Christ to John: on this point briefly see D. 
Tripaldi, Gesù di Nazareth, cit., 77–​78, and Apocalisse di Giovanni. Introduzione, 
traduzione e commento di D. Tripaldi, Carocci, Roma 2012, 100–​101, both with 
further literature. Most recently, D. Frankfurter, The Fiction of the Seven Letters in 
the Apocalypse: Representing Heavenly Authority in the Shadow of Paul, HThR 117/1 
(2024) 79–98, correctly insisted that the seven epistolary proclamations are sent by 
«none other than the Lord-​Angel, the regent of the God of Israel himself (who now 
incorporated the risen Christ)» (81; see also 87–93 and passim).

	16	 The figure of the second angel-​prince/​Eve, i.e. the female prophetess/​groups of evildo-
ers and false prophets as developed in the pseudo-​clementine Homilies, offers a pos-
sible, contrastive parallel to John’s heavenly woman: see D. Tripaldi, The Ambiguity 
of Gender: Representations of Wicked Women as Group Identity Markers from the Book 
of Proverbs to the Pseudo-​Clementine Homilies, Apocrypha 25 (2014) 113–​131, here 
124–​126. On Jacob/​Israel in Judean sources as angel pre-​existing his human counter-
part and future offspring see most recently A.A. Orlov, Face as the Image of God in 
the Jewish Pseudepigrapha, in Apocryphal and Esoteric Sources in the Development of 
Christianity and Judaism. The Eastern Mediterranean, the Near East, and Beyond, ed. I. 
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overlapping identities is documented in other writings authored by Jesus adherents: in 
Herm. Sim. 9,1,1–​3, the Old Woman/​Virgin ἐκκλησία and the angel of conversion, 
the Shepherd, are considered two distinct manifestations of the one and same Spirit, 
that is of the pre-​existing Son of God, or the most glorious Angel who sent them (cf. 
Sim. 9,1,1 and 5,6,4–​7; Vis. 5,2; Mand. 11,9–​10);17 2 Clem. 14,1–​3 identifies the male and 
female human being made by God in the beginning with Christ/​Spirit (male) and the 
ἐκκλησία (female) respectively.18

All in all, then, the many voices of Rev 22,10–​21 might be traced back to the various 
personas developed and performed by the one revealing angel, acting both as himself and 
in his role of manifestation, messenger and spokesman of God, Christ, the pneuma, and 
the Bride/​ἐκκλησία.19 There is no need to multiply the entia involved in this passage 
and search for more speakers in 22,17. Relying on this premise, I now will delve into the 
actual contents of the promise uttered by the ‘re-​discovered’ angel.

2. �Old and New Hypotheses
As already stated, it is clear enough that the angel in Rev 22,17 iterates the divine 
promise of 21,6 («I will give to the thirsty of the spring of the water of life for free»). 
It seems equally clear to me that the mention of the living/​running water in 22,17 
implies a fulfillment in the future, as a river of living/​running water of life is expected 
to flow out of the throne of God and the Lamb in the forthcoming new Jerusalem (Rev 
22,1). As the object of the exhortations to come and take, however, «water of life» 
apparently refers to something already at hand in the present of the Jesus groups:20 in 
their formal structure and wording, the three imperatives in 22,17 perfectly correspond 

Dorfmann-​Lazarev, Brill, Leiden –​ Boston, MA 2021, 206–​216, and Id., Embodiment 
of Divine Knowledge in Early Judaism, Routledge, New York, NY 2022, 136–​137.

	17	 Cf. the already simultaneous identification of Wisdom with the Spirit, the Angel of 
the Lord and Temple/​Community in Sir 24,3–​17 and Wis 9,9–​11.17–​18; 18,15–​16.

	18	 For a recent re-​examination of the whole complex issue in comparison with the 
Shepherd of Hermas see G.B. Bazzana, Beyond ‘Gnosticism’: Pneumatology and 
Ecclesiology in 2 Clem 14, in Re-​Making the World: Christianity and Categories. Essays 
in Honor of Karen L. King, ed. T.G. Petrey, Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 2019, 73–​93, 
here 88–​90. Bazzana concludes that «the entire 2 Clem. and this chapter in partic-
ular show interesting analogies with Hermas’s Shepherd (and the authentic Paul) 
with respect to two main features: the understanding of Christ as pneuma and the 
centrality of the religious experience of pneuma possession for the religious life of 
the members of the Jesus groups. In this perspective, the development of 2 Clem. 
14 can be inscribed within an early trajectory, in which the pneumatic and cosmic 
entity designed as ekklesia becomes more and more personalized and endowed with 
autonomous agency» (90–​91).

	19	 On blurred voices and filling in ‘empty’ deictic words in Revelation’s polyvocal intro-
duction (Rev 1,1–​3) see the analysis in L. Hongisto, Experiencing the Apocalypse at 
the Limits of Alterity, Brill, Leiden –​ Boston, MA 2010, 135–​157.

	20	 Cf. J.-​W. Taeger, Johannesapokalypse und johanneischer Kreis. Versuch einer tradi-
tionsgeschichtlichen Ortsbestimmung am Paradigma der Lebenswasser-​Thematik, de 
Gruyter, Berlin –​ New York, NY 1989, 48–​49.
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to the four exhortations aligned in 22,11,21 so just like the latter they make sense as 
urging adherents to such groups to carry out a course of action or undertake an agenda 
right now, in this little time left before the end, when no revelation should be sealed off 
anymore, the heavenly Jerusalem is drawing near, and the hoped for spring is about 
to pour out (cf. 22,7.10.12.20).

This temporal ambivalence has always been as evident to the exegetes as much as 
problematic to solve. Many scholars have pointed to some formal parallels between 
Rev 22,17–​21 and Did. 10,6 and on this basis have pleaded for a ‘eucharistic’ language 
being used and a ‘eucharistic’ setting being implied in Rev as well.22 This view was 
rightly criticized among others by Akira Satake, who stressed on the opposite the 
exclusive future character of the promise.23 Satake argued that 17b refers to the next 
fulfillment of eschatological expectations and 17c to the situation thereafter –​ probably 
forcing a too sharp distinction into John’s mind and wording. No need to wonder, 
according to Satake, that believers are so urgently invited to come and drink, as though 
the promise of the gift of the water of life were to be fulfilled at once in their lives. For 
in Rev the coming of Jesus, the future event fulfilling the promise, is expected, and 
portrayed as imminent, which explains the present oriented urgency of the appeal.24 
By pointing in this manner to the imminence of the parousia, Satake however implies 
that there is no actual cogency in excluding a present dimension from Rev 22,17.

Pleading for such a present dimension in John’s promise, Lupieri goes a third 
way: he observes that the thirsty «if he ‘desires’, will find within the text ‘the water 
of life’; the prophetic spirit who makes himself known and will save him ‘free of 
charge’, so that he can share in the promised salvation. […] In the case of the thirsty, 
this (scil. the verb ‘come’) means not an eschatological coming but an approach to the 
text, which will become a source of revelation for him».25 Two facts support Lupieri’s 
conclusions: firstly, as Taeger stresses, the three participles ὁ ἀκούων, ὁ διψῶν, and ὁ 
θέλων refer not to three different categories of people, but to one and the same figure;26 
secondly, as the occurrences of two forms of ὁ ἀκούων in vv. 17–​18 signal (respectively 
ὁ ἀκούων and παντὶ τῷ ἀκούοντι τοὺς λόγους τῆς προφητείας τοῦ βιβλίου τούτου), 
this single figure is to be ultimately identified with the hearers of the book (cf. Rev 
1,3), corresponding in turn to the «you» (pl.: ὑμῖν) to whom the angel is sent to con-
vey his message.27 In light of this textual data, Lupieri is correct when he says that 

	21	 Both in 22,11 and 17, participles or adjectives are used as nouns and followed by 3rd 
person singular imperatives: ὁ ἀδικῶν ἀδικησάτω ἔτι, καὶ ὁ ῥυπαρὸς ῥυπανθήτω ἔτι, 
καὶ ὁ δίκαιος δικαιοσύνην ποιησάτω ἔτι, καὶ ὁ ἅγιος ἁγιασθήτω ἔτι//​καὶ ὁ ἀκούων 
εἰπάτω, Ἔρχου. καὶ ὁ διψῶν ἐρχέσθω, ὁ θέλων λαβέτω ὕδωρ ζωῆς δωρεάν.

	22	 M. Karrer, Die Johannesoffenbarung als Brief, cit., 251–​254; H. Giesen, Die Offenbarung 
des Johannes, Pustet, Regensburg 1997, 496; P. Prigent, L’Apocalypse de Jean, cit., 
502–​503.

	23	 A. Satake, Die Offenbarung des Johannes, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, Göttingen 2008, 
426.428–​429; cf. J.-​W. Taeger, Johannesapokalypse und johanneischer Kreis, cit., 50–​54 
and U.B. Müller, Die Offenbarung des Johannes, Gütersloher Verlagshaus –​ Echter, 
Gütersloh –​ Würzburg 1995, 372.

	24	 A. Satake, Die Offenbarung des Johannes, cit., 427.
	25	 E.F. Lupieri, A Commentary, cit., 362.
	26	 J.-​W. Taeger, Johannesapokalypse und johanneischer Kreis, cit., 48.
	27	 A comparison between 22,16 and 22,18 (ἐγὼ Ἰησοῦς ἔπεμψα τὸν ἄγγελόν μου 

μαρτυρῆσαι ὑμῖν/​μαρτυρῶ ἐγὼ παντὶ τῷ ἀκούοντι τοὺς λόγους τῆς προφητείας τοῦ 
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with 22,16 ff. «we are leaving behind the narrative dimension of the work, and the 
characters are entering into conversation with those to whom the text is directed».28

As a result of this discussion, I will make the attempt to follow in Lupieri’s foot-
steps and push his well-​founded suggestion even further, to get to a full literary and 
historical understanding of Rev 22,17, possibly compatible with both the broader use 
of the drinking imagery in Judaean and early ‘Christian’ writings and the ideology 
of Revelation as a whole. In so doing, I will not only explore the literary surface of 
the one text known as Revelation and scrutinize the literary tradition inspiring it, but 
will also delve into the deeper level of the socio-​cultural imagination and practical 
understanding held in common by John and his readers or listeners as people living 
their lives in the first-​century Mediterranean basin.29

2.1. �From Metaphors…
My entry point will be a verse from the Hebrew scriptures, Isaiah 55,1–​3, the puta-
tive ‘source’ and ‘origin’ of our tradition in literary and historical perspective. Here 
drinking basically equals to listening and not neglecting the words of YHWH and 
his prophet(s). In later sapiential traditions the drinking metaphor is employed as 
a rhetorical means to present the allure of adhering to Wisdom circles as embodied 
by the ‘schools’ of concurring teachers, and possibly enjoying the privileges granted 
through faithful obedience to the covenant, that very same Wisdom in book format 
(cf. Prov 5,3–​15 and 9,1–​6.13–​18 with Sir 24,19–​23 and 51,23–​26).30

More specifically, in Philo, the motive merges with the topos of sober intoxication, 
the condition of enthousiasmos the wise enters into by contemplating God as the 
One and the Good (cf. Opif. 70–​71; Leg. 1, I 82–​85 and 3,83; Ebr. 145; Fug. 32 and 166; 
Mos. I 187; Prob. 13; Contempl. 84). In Somn. II 245–​250 Philo quite nicely parallels 

βιβλίου τούτου) is extremely instructive: in my view, this literary parallelism decisively 
weakens the plausibility of the prophetic circle-​hypothesis as an extra-​diegetical ref-
erent of ὑμῖν (see D.E. Aune, The Prophetic Circle of John of Patmos and the Exegesis 
of Revelation 22.16, JSNT 37 [1989] 103–​116, defending D. Hill).

	28	 E.F. Lupieri, A Commentary, cit., 361. See also E. Norelli, Le livre et le temps court, 
cit., 257–​260.265–​266.

	29	 «Proprio perché il testo è una sintesi rimodellata di alcuni ingredienti culturali che 
si propone la costruzione o modificazione del mondo sociale dei destinatari, esso 
mette a fuoco solo gli elementi su cui vuole intervenire. Presuppone, invece, senza 
esplicitarlo, tutto il resto del tessuto culturale di cui quegli elementi fanno parte e nel 
cui ambito soltanto sono comprensibili. Ciò significa che nel testo esiste un livello, 
primario e basilare, costituito dai presupposti culturali comuni al redattore e al lettore 
che egli immagina. Questo primo livello del testo è per definizione sempre implicito, 
ma condiviso da tutte le componenti culturali esistenti all’interno della società di 
cui il redattore fa parte» (A. Destro –​ M. Pesce, Antropologia delle origini cristiane, 
Laterza, Roma –​ Bari 20043, 11; italics of the authors). On the different cultural strata of 
a text see also M. Pesce, I limiti delle teorie dell’unità letteraria del testo, in Mysterium 
Regni, ministerium Verbi (Mc 4, 11; At 6, 4). Scritti in onore di Mons. Vittorio Fusco, ed. 
E. Franco, EDB, Bologna 2001, 89–​107.

	30	 On religious competition in the youngest strata of Proverbs see R.G. Kratz, Historisches 
und biblisches Israel. Drei Überblicke zum Alten Testament, Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 
2013, 98–​99.121–​124.170–​171.
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some details in John’s visionary depiction of the heavenly Jerusalem, as he comes to 
imagine and stage symposial drinking practices in the polis of Jerusalem –​ an earthly 
city no more, re-​signified now as the cosmos and the soul of the wise: YHWH’s Logos 
variously stars here as a river overflowing the city with waters running from the 
spring of Wisdom, divine draught to be given to drink, symposiarch and wine-​pourer/​
cup-​bearer at once.31

As for Qumran literature, in QHa, the anonymous author praises and thanks YHWH 
for opening a spring of living waters on her lips, as he poured out his Spirit on her 
and disclosed her his truth, so that she might proclaim YHWH’s mercy to the poor 
and the afflicted (cf. col. XVI, 4–​24; XX, 12–​13; XXIII, top, 11–​15 and bottom, 4–​16; 
on drinking from the springs of Wisdom as a sign of belonging to the righteous, the 
holy ones, and the elect, see also 1 Hen. 48,1). On the opposite front, waters of lies are 
dripped (nṭp in Hebrew) by deceivers to lead Israel astray (CD 1,13–​21; cf. 4,19–​21).32

By the late first century CE, 4 Ezra 14,38–​41 provides us with a narrative scene 
where the visionary literally lives out the experience underlying the metaphor: by 
drinking the water he is offered, Ezra swallows down Spirit/​Wisdom’s fiery ‘sub-
stance’. As a result, he immediately begins delivering and dictating God’s public and 
exoteric revelations, the latter to be transmitted exclusively to the wise men of Israel, 
for it is «the spring of understanding, the fountain of wisdom, and the stream of 
knowledge» (14,44–​47; cf. 2 Bar. 59,7).

Turning to Jesus’ followers, Paul speaks of drinking a spiritual drink from the 
Christos/​Wisdom and of being given the Spirit to drink, respectively (1 Cor 10,4 and 
12,13): the literary context of the second passage clarifies that hearers/​readers are 
expected to identify streams and beverages flowing from such a watery divine power 
as the charismata following baptism (revelations, prophecies, speaking in tongues, 
psalms, teachings, healings: cf. 1 Cor 12,1.4–​11 and 14,6.26).33 On the verge of the 
second century CE, the Gospel of John probably presupposes an analogous concept 
of ‘charismatic’ inspiration when, in 7,39, the words of Jesus on drinking the living 

	31	 The relevance of a comparison between Philo and Revelation on heavenly ascents 
and eschatological expectations, among other things, has already been demonstrated 
by P. Borgen, Illegitimate Invasion and Proper Ascent and Autobiographical Ascent 
Reports: Philo and John the Seer in ID., Early Christianity and Hellenistic Judaism, T & T 
Clark, Edinburgh 1996, 293–​307 and 308–​320, respectively (both essays have been now 
reprinted as chapters 13 and 14 in Id., Illuminations by Philo of Alexandria: Selected 
Studies on Interpretation in Philo, Paul, and the Revelation of John, Brill, Leiden –​ 
Boston, MA 2021, 235–​260). On prophets watching from the top of a mountain and 
seeing Israel as polis and paradeisos of God in Philo and John see my cursory, prelim-
inary remarks in Paolo, profeti e prostitute: Giovanni a Patmos e la nascita ‘ufficiale’ di 
un genere, TF 35/​1 (2021) 33–​43, here 41–​42.

	32	 On the intimate connection between the Hebrew verbal root nṭp (‘to drip, to drool’) 
and ecstatic prophecy see G. Garbini, Note di lessicografia ebraica, Paideia, Brescia 
1998, 131–​132, and Scritti di Qumran I, ed. C. Martone, Paideia, Brescia 2014, 67, n. 6.

	33	 Paul’s taxonomies of divinatory practices and wonderworking, along with his dis-
cursive claims on divine authority, are treated in detail in J. Eyl, Signs, Wonders, and 
Gifts, cit., 86–​169. On pneuma-​waters see also Numenios, frg. 30 des Places, relying 
explicitly on Gen 1,2 LXX (καὶ πνεῦμα θεοῦ ἐπεφέρετο ἐπάνω τοῦ ὕδατος) and char-
acterizing water as substance «imbued with God’s breath (θεόπνοος)».
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water are taken as a reference to the embodiment of the Spirit in the disciples (cf. 
3,5–​6; 4,13–​14; 20,21–​22). Slightly later, in Gos. Thom. the image of drinking and its 
correlate of getting intoxicated translate into words the transformative experience 
of gaining knowledge by vision of things divine as ‘mystical’ assimilation to Jesus 
(cf. 13,4–​5; 28; 108),34 whereas the Odes of Solomon employ the metaphor both in a 
primary and a secondary sense: first of all, it is the visionary, also called singer, who 
drinks milk (sometimes together with honey) or water from the Lord/​Spirit, thereby 
attaining direct contact with the invisible world, sometimes by means of a heavenly 
ascent, and so gaining knowledge of the mysteries of God; in a second step, this spiri-
tual drink swallowed, or knowledge gained through ecstatic experiences, is circulated 
and multiplied among the other members of the group in the form of psalms, songs, 
and hymns (cf. Od. Sol. 4,10; 11,6–​8.16; 12,1–​3; 14,1–​2 and 6,1–​2.8–​18; 16,5–​9; 20; 30). 
All throughout the second century, the image of drinking water is then declined in 
different ways to express general claims to possess special knowledge from divine 
sources or human tradition-​handlers divinely authorized: in Ign. Rom. 7,2, the ὕδωρ 
ζῶν speaking through Ignatius and crying to him from the inside to come to the 
Father seems to be identical to the Spirit granting the bishop foreknowledge of things 
concealed from human beings, shouting in public through him with God’s voice, 
and urging fellow-​adherents of the Jesus movement to imitate Jesus and obey the 
episkopos, the presbyters, and the deacons (Philad. 7,1–​2); in Dial. 114,4–​5, under the 
label of ζῶν/​τῆς ζωῆς ὕδωρ offered to the want-​to-​be Jesus followers, Justin Martyr 
evidently comprises the words of the apostles, the utterances of the Spirit as delivered 
through the prophets and transmitted in Israel’s scriptures, and the interpretation of 
the latter in light of the coming of ὁ χριστóς;35 by the end of the century, in book III of 
his Haer., Irenaeus repeatedly links the act of drinking (running) water with hearing 
the revelation of the invisible and unfathomable Father through the Son, clinging 
to apostolic tradition, and being enlivened and instructed by the Spirit within the 
imagined ideological perimeter of ‘Irenaean’ ekklesia (see 4,1; 11,5–​6; 17,2; 24,1; on 
the Spirit and the new covenant as flowing water and rivers cf. Haer. IV 14,2–​3; IV 
33,14; V 18,2); a few years later, finally, Clement of Alexandria equates drinking water 
with approaching and reaching ἡ ἀλήθεια ἡ ἐγγράφως τὰ ἄγραφα δηλοῦσα (Strom. 
I 1,10), and implicitly identifies the pure and divine streams of τὸ ζῶν ὕδωρ as God’s 
depths and the hidden ‘transcript’ underlying the prophecies, both investigated by 
and disclosed to the wise and ἔπιπνοι ἐκ θεοῦ, i.e., those inhabited by the Spirit in 
contrast with anonymous sophists (see Strom. II 2,7,3–​4).

This brief survey hopefully shows that, far from presupposing a reference to ‘eucha-
ristic’ meals, the metaphor of drinking water –​ or any other liquid –​ seems to be used 
mostly to allude to the experience of absorbing and embodying divine, life-​giving 
force and non-​human knowledge, whatever form, or mediation (ecstatic vision; ritual; 

	34	 See A.D. DeConick, Seek to See Him: Ascent and Vision Mysticism in the Gospel of 
Thomas, Brill, Leiden –​ New York, NY –​ Köln 1996, 109–​115; Ead., Voices of the Mystics. 
Early Christian Discourse in the Gospels of John and Thomas and Other Christian 
Literature, Sheffield University Press, Sheffield 2001, 96–​97; A. Annese, Il Vangelo di 
Tommaso. Introduzione storico-​critica, Carocci, Roma 2019, 100–​107.

	35	 On rolls and books as springs (πηγή) of knowledge, see e.g. D.S. I 3,5–​8 and Plu. Lib. 
Ed. 8b.



Daniele Tripaldi170

oral transmission; written texts) this process may assume. Metaphors, language, and 
literature cannot however be isolated as just ideological discourse echoing through 
texts and living its existence apart from widespread shared socio-​cultural practices and 
imagination.36 I now turn therefore to the latter, at least as far as we can reconstruct 
them from the information transmitted by ancient literary production and from the 
traces scattered therein.

2.2 �… Down to Liquids
In the Greco-​Roman world approximately contemporary to John, drinking could 
indeed be part of more articulated rituals intended to cause trance, or, as the ancient 
writers usually said, to get one out of herself (mostly ἐξίσταμαι): we hear, for instance, 
of Apollo’s προμάντεις drinking water from the holy spring and chewing laurel in 
order to be possessed by the god (Lucianus, Bis Acc. 1); when abstaining from sexual 
intercourse, women in Larisa get possessed by simply drinking the blood of a lamb 
slaughtered at night every month (Paus. II 24,1); Iamb. Myst. III 11 reports that the 
priest of Apollo in Colophon utters oracles after drinking spring water as the last of 
a long series of ritual actions (cf. already Plin. Nat. II 232; Tac. Ann. II 54; Tert. An. 
50,3); in a magical papyrus, it is recommended to swallow down milk and honey, 
typical Dionysian beverages, before dawn, so that there might be «something ἔνθεος 
in your heart» (PGM 1,20; on milk and honey, cf. E. Ba. 142–​143.708–​711 and Pl. Ion 
534a);37 cultic banquets in honor of Sarapis as practiced in Magnesia on the Meander 
involved a wine drinking ritual (the κρατερισμóς) similar to those occurring in other 
ecstatic mystery cults.38

Examples may be multiplied (cf. Arist. in Macr. I 18; Paus. IX 2,1 and X 24,7), but 
the basic point I wish to make here is that, as the evidence so far collected proves, 
liquids in general and water in particular were seemingly conceived as imbued with 
the power to make the one who drank them go ‘mad’, be the one drinking them a 
human being or an animal: in Strom. I 21,135,2, Clement of Alexandria lists «waters» 
among ταραχή and πρόρρησις catalyzers such as daimones, fumigations, and exha-
lations. Without intending to be exhaustive, we may number among such ravishing 
waters: a pool in Ethiopia (Ov. Met. XV 320–​321); the Veline lake, a stream in Phrygia 
and a river in Syria (Plin. Nat. XXXI 9:); a well in Potniai specifically affecting mares 
(Paus. IX 8,2), and the Cossinite river in Thrace affecting horses in general (Ael. NA 
XV 25). Drinking these waters amounted to swallowing down and hence incorporating 
their power by filling up the body with it. In some ritual contexts, drinking them or 
any other ‘sacred’ liquid could lead to one’s physical and social transformation into a 
mouthpiece of the gods: the non-​normal behavior following the act of drinking was 
open to interpretation as a sign either of ‘possession’ or of ‘inspiration’ by the gods, 

	36	 In this respect my exegetical attempt is methodologically compatible with R.M. 
Royalty Jr.’s work (R.M. Royalty Jr., Demoniac Symposia in the Apocalypse of John, 
JSNT 38/​4 [2016] 503–​525, here 506–​507 [with further literature]).

	37	 On the ancient practice of swallowing and drinking liquids in ritual action and its 
rationale see R.K. Ritner, The Mechanics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice, The 
Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, Chicago, IL 1993, 102–​110.

	38	 So F. Graf, Sacred Meals in the Cults of Isis and Sarapis, in The Eucharist –​ Its Origins 
and Contexts, cit., 1747–​1760, here 1749.



Drinking the Running Water of Wisdom (Rev 22,17) 171

with no sharp distinction possibly to be made between the two interpretive options 
culturally available (for possession language see e.g., Lucianus, Dion. 6–​8).

Some evidence seems to point to the diffusion of similar beliefs and/​or drinking prac-
tices also among groups of Jesus followers dating at least back to the second half of the 
second century CE: as we learn from Irenaeus (Haer. I 13,3), Marcus the so called ‘magi-
cian’, a disciple of Valentinus, made his followers fall into ecstasy and then prophesy by 
giving them wine diluted with water to drink: as a result of the leader’s invocations, the 
cup was apparently turned into a vessel absorbing and releasing Charis in liquid form 
into human bodies. This ritual had union with the divine as its aim,39 and betrays strong 
formal and structural affinities with other practices to induce ecstasy known to us thanks 
to magical texts, the thirteenth tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum, and the Discourse on 
the Eighth and Ninth rediscovered at Nag Hammadi.40

About fifty years later, around 230 CE, ‘Hippolytus’ in Rome records several baptis-
mal practices in use among the ‘Naassenes’, the ‘Sethians’ and the followers of Justin 
the so called ‘gnostic’, climaxing in a sip from (the cup of) the living water. It appears 
that, at least as far as the ‘Naassenes’ and Justin are concerned, a heavenly journey 
might have also been involved, granting the contemplation of hidden mysteries (cf. 
Haer. V 7,6–​7; V 7,19; V 8,24–​26.44; V 9,17–​18.21–​22; V 19,21; V 26,15–​16 and 27,2–​3). 
Whether this ascension was a real ecstatic experience or just constituted the ‘mythical’ 
storyline of the baptismal rite which the aspiring follower was to undergo is debatable. 
Evidence from Nag Hammadi, acutely discussed by J.D. Turner, does testify to the 
connection between and the overlapping of baptism and ascent/​contemplation rites, 
and may therefore be adduced as a parallel to support the former option.41 Be that as 
it may, what is safer to say is that the sip was intended as the ultimate mythical/​ritual 
gesture sanctioning the acquisition of otherwise inaccessible knowledge and rebirth 
on the part of the initiands.42

	39	 N. Förster, Marcus Magus. Kult, Lehre und Gemeindeleben einer valentinianischen 
Gnostikergruppe. Sammlung der Quellen und Kommentar, Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 
1999. For the actual reconstruction of the rite cf. E. Thomassen, The Eucharist in 
Valentinianism, in The Eucharist –​ Its Origins and Contexts, cit., 1833–​1849, here 1846–​
1848, and D. Tripaldi, Lots, Cups, and Ecstasy: Towards a Reconstruction of the ‘Thiasoi’ 
of Marcus, Disciple of Valentinus, in Texts, Practices, and Groups. Multidisciplinary 
Approaches to the History of Jesus Followers in the First Two Centuries, ed. A. Destro –​ 
M. Pesce, Brepols, Turnhout 2017, 361–​375.

	40	 See A. Van den Kerchove, La voie d’Hermès. Pratiques rituelles et traités hermétiques, 
Brill, Leiden –​ Boston 2012, 300–​316. On their part, two other Hermetic tractates, 
Poimandres 29 and Pupil of the World 1, use the image of water as metaphorical 
reference to the acquisition of knowledge through ecstatic vision including its sub-
sequent dissemination, and the acquaintance with the most sacred logos by means of 
revelation, respectively (ibid.). Marcus’ ritual probably finds a further historical and 
cultural parallel in the κρατερισμοί, or mixing bowl rites, referred to above.

	41	 J.D. Turner, Ritual in Gnosticism, in Gnosticism and Later Platonism: Themes, Figures, 
and Texts, ed. J.D. Turner –​ R.D. Majercik, Society of Biblical Literature, Atlanta, 
GA 2000, 83–​139, here 89–​91 and 128–​137.

	42	 On these rites see M.G. Lancellotti, The Naassenes. A Gnostic Identity among 
Judaism, Christianity, Classical and Ancient Near Eastern Traditions, Ugarit Verlag, 
Münster 2000, 143–​147; and D. Tripaldi, Secret Books and Corporate Oaths. Coping 
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Last but not least, if the integrations πη]γῆς and ῥύ[σις in l. 4 are correct, a 
Valentinian metrical inscription from second century CE Rome mentions the flow-
ing of the only spring and truth as ultimate hope and desire of the host opening her 
rooms for ‘Christian’ rituals. Following Peter Lampe, as baptism, ‘eucharistic’ meals, 
and hymns of praise are explicitly cited one after another in the preceding lines, we 
may reasonably suspect that by such flowing spring Pauline-​like pneumatic experi-
ences taking place right during or after the banquets were meant and were possibly 
expected in that context.43

As a result of this flipping through ancient sources, we may probably and confi-
dently assume that outside of John’s text the world as it stood, or rather as it was 
imagined and interpreted by people living therein, had a plethora of powerful waters 
to offer, allegedly inducing ecstasy as much as ‘urging’ to develop cultural theories 
about their power and use… and to produce metaphors and angelic promises alike. 
I now get back for the last time to the literary surface of Rev to briefly explore the 
three other occurrences of the syntagm «living/​running water». This will serve as a 
prelude to my concluding remarks.

3. �Back to the Future: Towards a Conclusion
Insisting on the present dimension of Rev 22,17 should not lead us to obliterate the 
fact that in Rev as a whole the promise of living/​running water involves a distinctive 
future fulfillment as well.44 According to 7,17, the Lamb will guide the white robed, 
no more thirsty elect, in the number of 144,000, to the springs of living water; in 21,6, 
introducing the Bride-​City and the marriage banquet of the Lamb the elect are invited 
to (cf. 21,2.9–​10 with 19,6–​9), the One seated on the throne utters the promise in the 
future tense (δώσω), using almost the same words that are put in the mouth of the 
angel of God and Jesus in 22,17; in 22,1 John is shown a crystal-​clear river of running 
water issuing from the throne of God and the Lamb. Living/​running water belongs 
therefore to the new heaven and the new earth as an integral part of the end-​time 
blessings. Three points need to be listed now about these occurrences:
	 1.	 In 22,1 future living/​running water must have a πνεῦμα-​nature in John’s mind, 

just like anything else issuing from the throne of God (see Rev 1,3 and 4,5), 
from the mouth of the heavenly messenger sent by God and Jesus,45 and, in a 
specular way, from the mouths of the Satanic triad;46

	 2.	 In 22,17 future living/​running water turns out to live its ‘existence’ as a specific 
content of the work called Revelation, that is, as a feature of the visions put into 

with the Danger of Circulating ‘Sacred’ Texts in Some Early Christian Writings (2nd –​ 
4th Century C.E.), Hen. 39/​2 (2017) 201–​226, here 205–​208.

	43	 P. Lampe, From Paul to Valentinus. Christians at Rome in the First Two Centuries, 
Fortress Press, Minneapolis, MI 2003, 298–​307.

	44	 J.-​W. Taeger, Johannesapokalypse und johanneischer Kreis, cit., 86–​87.
	45	 Cf. Rev 3,16, where an angel is supposed to vomit another angel, just as if the latter 

were a tepid drink (!).
	46	 Cf. the «water like a river» cast out from the mouth of the dragon in Rev 12,15 

with the πνεύματα τρία ἀκάθαρτα like frogs/​πνεύματα δαιμονίων leaping out from 
the mouths of the dragon, the beast, and the false prophet (!): see E.F. Lupieri, A 
Commentary, cit., 135–​136 and 352–​353.
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writing by John and imbued with ‘prophetic’ πνεῦμα (Rev 19,9–​10). Living/​run-
ning water shares this literary existence in common with the plagues, the tree 
of life and the holy city mentioned in the verses immediately following 22,17 
as punishment or reward depending on tampering or not with John’s book (cf. 
22,18–​19 with 15,1–​6 and 2,7; 21,1–​2.9–​10; 22,2 respectively);

	 3.	 As ubiquitous in the Graeco-​Roman world, in Revelation meals, eating and drink-
ing, no matter whether past, present, or future, are expressions for sharing with 
superhuman forces, contrastively both divine and anti-​divine, and with their 
respective human representatives, followers, and teachings alike. In Rev the anti-​
divine faction offering in John’s view contaminated food and drinks and indulging 
in polluting eating practices obviously includes the ‘false’ prophets, John’s adver-
saries, in Pergamum and Thyatira, and their retinue.47

Coming to what these future oriented references to the ὕδωρ/​ὕδατα (τῆς) ζωῆς teach us 
about the present oriented promise in Rev 22,17 and its so-​called ‘Sitz im Leben’: having 
ruled out a direct link with baptisms or eucharists of any sort, we have no solid evidence 
either, in my opinion, to assume that John’s verse is actually alluding to some kind of 
drinking ritual analogous to those attested among later groups of Jesus followers. What 
our survey and Revelation as a whole, taken together, may suggest is that it is still possible 
to make a convincing case for associating the motive of drinking water with practices of 
ecstasy as well as of acquisition and transmission of divine revelations and knowledge: in 
a few words, with experiences of contact with the ‘other’ world, no matter the means 
through which this contact was sought out and attained.

More to the point, reading Rev 22,17 within the framework of its immediate literary 
context (22,10–​20), we can advance the educated guess that, since Rev 22,10–​20 as a 
whole evidently focuses on transmitting, hearing/​reading and preserving the words 
of the written book authored by a self-​styled visionary, the invitation to take water of 
life uttered in 22,17 allusively points to pneumatic experiences and divine revelations 
expressed and communicated in the form of the book itself (see above points 1. and 2.). 
Such a book collects and circulates ὕδωρ ζωῆς, inasmuch as it passes on divine words/​
Wisdom/​Spirit, and re-​actualizes John’s visionary experience within the context of 

	47	 On the connection between food and banqueting traditions, John’s opponents, 
and Satanic forces in Rev see R.M. Royalty Jr., Demoniac Symposia, cit., 516–​520, 
and H. Ulfgard, Sharing with the Divine, cit., 679–​691. More generally, on relocat-
ing and reinventing dining practices among different strands of the Jesus movement 
as strategy for defining one’s place within the latter, cf. R. De Maris, Reconfiguring 
Rites in the Fourth Gospel: A Case of Ritual Inversion, in Scribal Practices and Social 
Structures Among Jesus Adherents: Essays in Honour of John S. Kloppenborg, ed. W.E. 
Arnal –​ R.S. Ascough –​ R.A. Derrenbacker Jr. –​ P.A. Harland, Peeters, Leuven –​ 
Paris –​ Bristol, CT 2016, 333–​349. Slightly widening our focus, city-​life and cultic 
spaces in Asia Minor had their own threatening drinks to offer in implicit competition 
to John’s and other Jesus followers’: suffice it here to call to mind the water from the 
well in the sanctuary of Asclepius in Pergamon as described and exalted by Aelius 
Aristides (Or. 39,1–​3.6: the fountain for drawing water was believed to spring from 
the very temple and the very feet of the god [!]‌), and the mix of water and wine 
documented for the kraterismoi in Magnesia on the Maeander and in Erythrai along 
the Ionian coast (F. Graf, Sacred Meals, cit., 1749).



Daniele Tripaldi174

collective readings.48 As an audience potentially encompassing all members of the 
Jesus groups,49 the prophets and those who keep and faithfully transmit the words of 
the book (i.e. the martyria of Jesus, i.e. the Spirit of prophecy: cf. Rev 12,17; 19,10; 22,9) 
may in John’s view want to drink a ὕδωρ ζωῆς of the like. They are actually called 
upon to do so, either by trying to physically re-​activate the ecstatic ‘raptures’ that 
produced John’s visionary letter, or by grasping Revelation’s deep structure and hidden 
meanings, and hence absorbing and preserving untampered the superior knowledge 
that the text had purportedly thus disclosed to them (cf. Rev 22,17–​18 with 13,9.18 and 
their appeals to οὗς, hearing, and νοῦς as keys to σοφία).50 That will ultimately bring 
them as it were in front of God’s throne as to the spring of the river of living water 
already running through the ‘pages’ of Revelation as in its ‘bookish’ bed.

Seen in this light, the ingestion and absorption of μυστήρια/​pneuma/​Wisdom in roll 
format, a process quite normal indeed in John’s mind (cf. Rev 10,7–​10), define John’s 
ideal of ekklesia as a community of the elect, righteous, wise, and holy, interiorizing 
and equally sharing sanctification, access to God and divine knowledge, honor, and 
world-​power as forthcoming experiences ipso facto rooted and already perceivable 
in the present (cf. 22,1–​5.10–​11.14–​15 with 1 Hen. 48,1; 49,1 and Dan 12,3–​4.10).51 

	48	 On visionary writings and Revelation among them as texts intended to variously actu-
alize, re-​activate, and trigger listeners/​readers to re-​enact the visionary experiences 
that they purport to describe cf. D.E. Aune, The Apocalypse of John and the Problem of 
Genre, Semeia 36 (1986) 65–​96, here 86–​87; L.L. Thompson, Spirit Possession: Revelation 
in Religious Studies, in Reading the Book of Revelation. A Resource for Students, ed. D.L. 
Barr, Society of Biblical Literature, Atlanta, GA 2003, 137–​150, here 149–​150; C.A. 
Gieschen, Baptismal Praxis and Mystical Experience in the Book of Revelation, in 
Paradise Now: Essays on Early Jewish and Christian Mysticism, ed. A.D. DeConick, 
Society of Biblical Literature, Atlanta, GA 2006, 341–​354, here 352. Most recently, L. 
Arcari, Vedere Dio, cit., 78–​95, writes of visionary reports in general, and Ascension 
of Isaiah 6–​11 in particular, as an integral part of a dynamic «che da un’esperienza 
psicotropa connessa a una ritualità pubblica o collettiva, e come tale forse legata a 
diverse modalità di rimessa in atto di testi e/​o precedenti considerati autorevoli giunge 
a innescare una vera e propria esperienza di contatto diretto con l’oltremondo messa 
per iscritto da personale specializzato e, quindi, divulgata a collettività più o meno 
ampie» (84; cf. 94 and 53–​56).

	49	 See already A. Satake, Die Gemeindeordnung in der Johannesapokalypse, Neukirchener 
Verlag, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1966, 57–​63.

	50	 Cf. E.F. Lupieri, A Commentary, cit., 99–​100 and 362.
	51	 I elaborate here on R.M. Royalty Jr.’s idea: «thirsting and living water in these latter 

two passages (21,6; 22,17) are metaphors for a thirst for God and for resurrection. 
[…] But all three of these (scil. passages: Rev 7,16; 21,6; 22,17) are also references 
to food and drink. They show the nature of the banquet promised with God and 
Christ drawing on banqueting values of equality and community» (Demoniac 
Symposia, cit., 518–​519). On the present oriented perception of the future in ancient 
Mediterranean societies see the seminal study by B.J. Malina, Christ and Time: Swiss 
or Mediterranean?, CBQ 51/​1 (1989) 1–​31. Malina writes: «The antecedent and the 
forthcoming blend in with the ongoing. […] More specifically, the forthcoming was 
the unfolding or developing horizon of the experienced present. Here the person 
apprehended the potentialities inherent in some ongoing, actual event, potentialities 
envisioned in terms of actual realization among actual people. There was no reference 
to future possibility or probability, only to what was going to be and must be because 
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Definitions however are intended to mark boundaries and in turn are built themselves 
upon imagined boundaries: both John’s ideal and the alimentary metaphors he uses 
to refer to the process of sharing with the divine are more or less explicitly formu-
lated in response to others’ metaphors and socio-​religious projects, viewed as deviant 
(see above point 3.). So, if we take eating and drinking imagery not just at literary 
face value, but also as a possible hint to a broader historical and social scenario still 
vaguely perceptible through the distorting lens of John’s discourse, a distinct stage 
of a struggle documented throughout Johannine literature begins to surface: rival 
groups, all purportedly inhabited by and imbued with God’s Spirit, compete over true 
‘prophetic’ revelations from God and Jesus, level accusations of false ‘prophecy’ one 
against the other (cf. Rev 2,14–​15.20–​21), and eventually author texts claiming to be 
normative, in order both to substantiate their own pretensions to authority and to 
define ‘communities’.52

In the end, if I see it right, no one really cared about ‘sacraments’ but a bunch of 
modern exegetes.

it already is. […] What is forthcoming stands at the concrete horizon of the present. It 
need not be imagined since it can be directly and immediately perceived» (13.16–​17).

	52	 Cf. the outline proposed by A. Destro –​ M. Pesce, Il profetismo e la nascita di una 
religione: il caso del giovannismo, in Carisma profetico, fattore di innovazione religiosa, 
ed. G. Filoramo, Morcelliana, Brescia 2003, 87–​106, here 104–​105. On internal con-
flicts among Johannist groups as witnessed in 1 –​ 3 John, see also F. Vouga, Il cris-
tianesimo delle origini: scritti, protagonisti, dibattiti, Claudiana, Torino 2001, 204–​206; 
L. Arcari, L’Apocalisse di Giovanni nel quadro di alcune dinamiche gruppali proto-​
cristiane: elementi per una (ri-​)contestualizzazione, ASE 28/​1 (2011) 137–​183; and E.F. 
Lupieri, From Sodom and Balaam to the Revelation of John. Transtextual Adventures 
of Biblical Sins, in Poetik und Intertextualität der Johannesapokalypse, ed. S. Alkier –​ 
T. Hieke –​ T. Nicklas, Mohr Siebeck, Tübingen 2015, 301–​318, focus specifically on 
John’s adversaries in Rev. As L. Arcari, Vedere Dio, cit., 56–​59, puts it, the body of the 
visionary, «narrato come crocevia di mondi solitamente incomunicabili», inevitably 
turns into an object «di adesione e accettazione, così come anche di discredito e di 
competizione sociale» (58). Along these lines, the analysis by J. Rüpke, The Role of 
Texts in Processes of Religious Grouping during the Principate, Religion in the Roman 
Empire 2/​2 (2016) 170–​195, helps better understand Rev as an ‘iconotext’ consciously 
and deliberately tackling on-​going debates and forcing the ekklesiai to accept John’s 
martyria as though it were the angel’s and Jesus’s own (cf. Rev 1,2 with 19,9–​10 and 
22,16.18–​20), inscribed in the words of the visionary of the moment.




